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      Year 1938 Summer 6


      The Noelle Orphanage—it was the orphanage located in Tory’s hometown, described in the diary I’d discovered.


      After I got off at the Mashdale station, I continued on horseback for two hours down a path full of dandelions until I reached the orphanage.


      The Noelle Orphanage was a small complex located in the back country. Even from Mashdale, visiting took a good chunk of the day.


      “‘Isaac Fenn’?”


      “Yes,” I affirmed.


      The orphanage’s main building was relatively new and sturdy. Surrounded by whitish concrete walls, it was a chic and modern facility.


      The voices of children, still very young, echoed in the orphanage, and I heard shouts of joy from here and there.


      “That name brings back memories.”


      “Oh, you know Isaac?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      Once I stated why I was here, I was shortly led to the director’s room. I was greeted by a young lady in a habit. It was striking how shabby and mud-smeared her clothes were, even if they had likely been pulled on by the kids.


      “Director Isaac was like a father to me,” she said.


      Honestly, my vacation had been due to end a while ago. However, on the final day of my extended leave, I inadvertently lost consciousness in my hotel and was hospitalized.


      According to the doctor, I’d accumulated fatigue from excavating for hours on end, causing dizziness. After I was honest and told my workplace, they scolded me a little before they said, “Take good care of yourself, then return to work,” and tacked on an extra three days to my vacation. I used that vacation time to head to Noelle by train and horseback.


      “The director was a very kind and brave man,” she continued.


      “Brave?” I asked.


      “Yes. It happened when I was young; during the East-West War, in order to buy time for the orphans to flee from the enemy, Director Isaac faced the Sabatian soldiers and was killed.”


      “Oh... That’s unfortunate.”


      Sadly, Director Isaac had been dragged into the horrors of war and lost his life. I’d intended to have him read Tory’s diary, but...


      “If this matter concerns the Noelle Orphanage, I can comply as the current director,” the nun offered.


      “Oh, no. I had business with Isaac himself.”


      “I see.”


      The kind-looking nun in front of me was the current director of the Noelle Orphanage. She was a lady who might’ve been around thirty, with a gentle atmosphere and laugh wrinkles around the corners of her eyes.


      “And after you’ve come all this way too. I apologize.”


      “It’s fine,” I said. “Honestly, I’d expected not to meet him.”


      I’d visited the Noelle Orphanage, knowing that the chances of Isaac being alive were slim. Even so, I came here because, if I could meet him, I was eager to ask him about Tory.


      With a sense of frustration, I tightly grasped the diary I’d brought.


      “Cedre, what connection did you have with Director Isaac?”


      “Oh, I’ve never directly met him myself. I just wanted to deliver this diary I picked up on the battlefield.”


      “I see. This is certainly the director’s handwriting.”


      I offhandedly showed the nun the cover of Tory’s diary. The nun smiled fondly at the written letters.


      “There’s no doubt that the owner of this diary was from the Noelle Orphanage.”


      “Would you like to see what’s inside?”


      “Thank you very much. If it’s all right, by all means, I’d like you to show me.”


      “Yes, I don’t mind.” I didn’t hesitate to hand the diary to the nun.


      When she accepted the diary, she fondly stroked the letters Isaac had written on the back of the cover. “Director...” I could faintly see tears welling in her eyes. Isaac was only a stranger to me, but it was probably a very different story for her.


      “By the way, have you heard of Tory Noelle?”


      “‘Tory Noelle’?”


      I asked her about that name after I’d handed the diary to her—the name of that girl with the heartrending smile I’d seen in the corners of my memories, which had brought about my fainting spell.


      “If I had to say, she’s the main subject here,” I added.


      “Tory Noelle...” she murmured.


      “To tell you the truth, I visited the Noelle Orphanage today because I wanted to ask about Tory. Do you know anything about her? It doesn’t matter how trivial.”


      At the mention of her name, the nun frowned and fell silent. It looked like she knew something.


      “If you know Director Isaac, maybe you’ve been acquainted with Tory,” I said.


      “Ah.”


      Over the past several days, my chest had been heavy with all these hazy feelings. At unexpected moments, I’d imagine the calm and polite girl’s voice close to my ear. Frustrated by being unable to remember someone whom I must not forget, my heart wouldn’t stop pounding.


      “I need to remember her as soon as possible,” I pleaded.


      “J-Just hold on, please, Cedre.”


      Before I knew it, I was drawing closer to the nun. While she was put off by my menacing look, she finally opened her mouth wide with surprise.


      “Wait, is this Big Sis Tory’s diary?” she murmured before she opened the diary’s pages, dumbfounded.


      [Undated]


      It’s burning. It’s burning. The Noelle Village is burning down. I thought I could hear voices—the shrieking death throes of my friends who were like my siblings, who should be at the orphanage.


      No, I really did hear those voices. I heard someone screaming from Noelle. If I run, I might still make it. If I rush there, I might be able to escape, carrying even one person to safety.


      Director Isaac might be seeking help. I left everything precious to me behind in that village.


      There was no date on this page. The black ink was blurred as if tearstained.

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Defensive Battle


      Miss Medic’s Diary at War


      September 10th, Evening


      “My military registry slip,” Gabak gruffed.


      “I’ve confirmed it. I’m impressed you survived, comrade. Proceed to the central plaza.”


      “Understood. Thank you for your hard work.”


      Today was my first time setting foot in the fortified city of Mashdale. Mashdale was one of the biggest cities in Austin; there were many inhabitants, and Noelle wasn’t even half as developed as it. At the Noelle Orphanage, we had dreamed of coming here. With a snort, we’d say that once we grew up, we’d live there and earn money.


      “There’s a broken flower vase there. Don’t step on the glass, half-pint,” Rodrey warned me.


      “Right... Thank you,” I murmured.


      Like a ruin, this grand city I’d admired as a child had become still as death. A cracked signboard for a bakery had fallen onto Main Street, and there were large bloodstains stuck to the store’s stone walls.


      By the time we passed under Mashdale’s castle gates, the platoon was ragged with mud and sweat. As we shed dried mud and sand, we walked down Mashdale’s dark main street.


      As we made our way to the plaza, we saw no civilians, no matter where we looked.


      “Have they all evacuated already?”


      “There’s probably no reason to stay there.”


      Only soldiers in uniform were clopping their combat boots on Main Street, carrying heavy bags as they came and went from the castle gates. The sound echoed throughout the city.


      “What are those they’re piling up?”


      “Sandbags. They’re anticipating urban warfare.”


      In short, sandbags were simple bags that were firmed by putting dirt in them. By piling up the sandbags like a wall, you could make a hiding space on the street.


      “It looks like that plaza is our standby position. Take up a spot.”


      “Understood, Platoon Commander Gabak.”


      We eventually emerged into the open plaza, where we could hear a large number of soldiers making noise.


      Several hundreds of soldiers were gathered in their respective formations around the water fountain at the center. They were all run ragged, planted on the ground with hollow eyes.


      “Sorry, but I want to talk to Major Lenvil. Is that all right?”


      “Hm. You’re a soldier from the evacuation. Your rank and position.”


      “I’m Sergeant Gabak. I command the Gabak Platoon.”


      Platoon Commander Gabak loudly requested to get in touch with Major Lenvil from a patrolling soldier, who seemed overwhelmed by the platoon commander’s threatening attitude.


      “Then I shall verify it with the military registry,” he said. “The major is busy, so whether you can meet him is a little uncertain...”


      “If you tell him my name, he’ll probably say he’ll meet me.”


      “Understood. I’ll pass on the message, so please wait at the standby position.”


      “Thanks.”


      Platoon Commander Gabak then sullenly scuffed over to the plaza water fountain and began drinking the water.


      Many soldiers erupted into great joy when they saw him.


      “Oh! The famous Gabak Platoon survived! How reassuring.”


      “An ace! An ace has returned!”


      There was no soldier in our warfront who didn’t know of Platoon Commander Gabak. He was known for being abnormal in various ways, but many soldiers were grateful to have someone who could charge into the enemy and crush them. As such, Platoon Commander Gabak was apparently popular with the frontline soldiers who’d never actually been his subordinates. Everyone had probably seen him fight at least once, and they found it comforting to have him as an ally.


      “Please get some rest.”


      “Sure. Thanks.”


      After waiting by Platoon Commander Gabak’s side, the soldiers thoughtfully brought us bread and warm milk. This apparently wasn’t because of any special treatment for the platoon commander; there’d been instructions to bring out food to the evacuated soldiers.


      “F-Food!!!” Rodrey gasped.


      “Easy, Erodrey. Eat it slowly, with milk,” I warned. “Don’t gulp it down in one go and choke.”


      “Urk...”


      “I told you so.”


      Rodrey greedily devoured the bread and threw up. I couldn’t blame him, though, as this was the first proper food we’d had in several days.


      The bread we were given was hard, and the milk was diluted. But I was in such a haze, I was just putting food in my mouth, numb from shock.


      “Ah...”


      But the body was honest. After I took in some nutrition for the first time in a while, I felt an enormous amount of happiness. The bread I ate that day might’ve been the tastiest bread I’d ever eaten.


      “It’s...delicious...”


      After I drained the milk and polished off the bread, I finally regained my composure.


      September 10th, Night


      “I’m gonna go meet with Major Lenvil. Veldy, come with me. The rest of you, stand by.”


      “Understood, platoon commander.”


      Around the same time as when the Gabak Platoon finished their meal, a soldier introducing himself as Major Lenvil’s subordinate came to the plaza to summon Platoon Commander Gabak.


      “Allen, keep an eye on Tory so that she doesn’t run off.”


      “Right...”


      Gabak gave me a sharp glare and headed to where the major was. He probably was reminding me, as someone who lost my composure earlier, not to get swept away by my emotions and make a break for Noelle. I felt like he’d seen into the depths of my heart.


      “Hey, half-pint. Over here.”


      “Rodrey?”


      While I was awkwardly standing around, Rodrey firmly hugged me around the shoulders. Was he holding me in place so that I wouldn’t run off?


      “You’re tired, right? Let’s sit for a bit,” he said.


      “Okay...”


      He urged me to sit down on a sheet that was spread on the ground. I didn’t resist, and just as he’d urged me to, I sat down next to him.


      We just sat there for a while, side by side, holding our knees to our chests on the sheet and gazing up at the night sky.


      “This city will probably become a battlefield too.”


      “Indeed...” I replied.


      Rodrey talked as if he was choosing his words carefully, murmuring.


      “It’s sad to see the horrors of war reach a town,” I said.


      “Yeah.”


      My hometown had just been burned. Even now, impatience and sorrow were wriggling inside me like they wanted to tear out my heart. If we didn’t put up a resistance, Mashdale would probably sink into a sea of flames too. The threat of defeat was heavily weighing down on us.


      “I’m gonna say something kinda insensitive, half-pint,” he said.


      “What is it?”


      As we continued to stare up at the sky, with a serious face, Rodrey asked, “Have you finally started to hate the Sabatians after they burned down your hometown?”


      Did I hate them for burning down Noelle? The answer was obvious.


      “After the precious people of my hometown were killed... Yes, I’m deeply resentful,” I replied honestly.


      “I figured.”


      “Is this that reason to fight—to kill the enemy that you often talk about?”


      “Yeah.”


      I still didn’t know if the people in the orphanage were safe, but when I imagined the director failing to escape and being killed by an enemy soldier, the sadness was enough to split my chest in two. I was sure I’d hate that soldier so much, I’d want to kill them.


      “But you know, half-pint? You should leave that to us savages after all.”


      “Huh?” As I was on the verge of tears from thinking about the tragedy of Noelle, Rodrey gave me some rare kind words and patted my head.


      “I know I said all that stuff. But it’s better for combat medics to run around like cowards.”


      “Um... Well...”


      “We can relax and put our lives on the line because we have everyone on the medical teams behind us. It’s more of a burden for you to die in action by recklessly rushing at the enemy, half-pint.”


      I was silent.


      “The only ones who need to be teeming with hatred as we charge at the enemy are us murderers.”


      I stared at Rodrey’s face. Unlike his usual self, his words were very kind.


      “So don’t go joining us, half-pint. Please don’t be so reckless. Just keep cowardly hiding away like always.”


      “Um, Rodrey?”


      “What?”


      Even after Gray’s warning, Rodrey was still rude in the end. But despite his rough words, he was also someone who cared about a lot of other people. In other words...


      “Thank you for your concern. I’m okay, so don’t worry.”


      “Right.”


      He was probably concerned for me after I’d just been shaken up by the burning of Noelle. He was giving me advice not to let my anger get to me and act recklessly—to keep calm and act like I always did.


      “Also...” I said.


      “What?”


      “You’ve really become like Sir Gray.”


      Rodrey fell silent. If I remembered right, Gray had judged Rodrey to be similar to himself. It seemed Gray had judged correctly.


      “What do you mean by that? You’re annoying.”


      “Huh? Are you embarrassed, Rodrey?”


      “Lay off, shortstack.”


      Indeed, I’d been lacking composure earlier. The grueling march and the shock of my hometown burning had made me lose my self control. However, losing composure meant death in the military. I’d take his advice to heart.


      “I think that part of you is lovely.”


      “Tch.”


      September 10th, Late Night


      After I talked with Rodrey for a while and calmed down a little, Corporal Veldy returned and told me to show myself at the Tactical Operations HQ. The temporary Tactical Operations HQ was set up in Mashdale City Hall.


      “You’re the combat medic in question?” I was asked.


      “Yes, I am.”


      When I was guided to the commander’s room inside City Hall, an old soldier was sitting there, emanating an intimidating aura as he fixed his gaze on me. He was a great hero with numerous old scars on his face, and he had a muscular body despite his old age.


      “Good job, Gabak. Safely evacuating a combat medic to Mashdale is a great achievement.”


      “It’s an honor, major.”


      “Hm. I’d heard she’s young, but she’s even younger than I thought. She looks about the same age as my grandchild.”


      That arrogant Platoon Commander Gabak was straightening his back and saluting before the major.


      He was the supreme commander of all Austinese soldiers who were gathered in Mashdale. He was Major Lenvil, and also Corporal Veldy’s uncle.


      The major apparently had a fierce personality, so Corporal Veldy had warned me to do my best not to offend him. To be honest, I felt like my heart was going to leap out of my chest from anxiety.


      “What is your name and rank?” he asked.


      “Sir! I’m First Class Combat Medic Tory Noelle.”


      “Right. I thank you for the trouble of coming, First Class Combat Medic.”


      The old man gave me a glance. I knew that I’d audibly gulped.


      “I am the Central Frontline Commanding Officer, Major Lenvil,” he said.


      “It’s an honor to meet you.”


      After Major Lenvil gave me a brief introduction, he said, “I don’t have time, so I’ll get straight into the main topic. You don’t mind, right, First Class Combat Medic Tory?”


      “Indeed, major.”


      Once he examined me with displeasure, he skipped the small talk and gave me his orders. His face carried a weariness, but there were no signs in this room that suggested he’d rested. I could assume that there was zero room for leeway in our war situation. I was deeply dreading what unreasonable order he’d give me.


      “I shall give you an order. I command you to set up a Medical HQ in Mashdale before tomorrow morning,” Major Lenvil said, looking down on me with a straight face.


      This request was far more unreasonable than I’d imagined.


      “Where’s my answer?” he asked at my hesitation.


      “I will repeat the order. I will set up a Medical HQ before tomorrow morning.”


      “Good.”


      What was this man telling me? How was I supposed to set up a Medical HQ?


      “It’s confidential, so I can’t divulge our army’s total strength, but we’ve estimated that the casualties will be in the several hundreds. I need a medical care facility that can handle that.”


      “Understood, major.”


      “We expect the enemy to invade by dawn at the earliest. Prepare to accept critically injured patients by then.”


      So he expected me to make a Medical HQ that could accept several hundreds of wounded patients? That would be on the same scale as the field hospital I’d originally worked at, right? Even though I was the only combat medic here...and hadn’t been given any medical supplies or army nurses...


      “Now then, get to it at once,” he said.


      “Y-Yes, sir...”


      What on earth was he expecting from a young fifteen-year-old girl like me? But it was an order, so I had no right to object.


      If I was going to rush and get things set up, what was I supposed to start with?


      “Major Lenvil, I’d like to ask a question.”


      “Go on.”


      “Can I ask you to provide me personnel and a location for that medical center?”


      “Yes. I will also entrust that to you and grant you the necessary authority as well.”


      “Understood...major.”


      “I’m counting on you.”


      According to the major, in exchange for granting me the appropriate authority needed to set up a Medical HQ, everything would be up to me. In other words, he wanted me to do everything right now. By tomorrow morning, I had to search for and gather people with nursing experience, amass medical care supplies, and establish a base of operations. Was he crazy?


      While I was silently panicking, my face white as a sheet, Platoon Commander Gabak interjected with an exasperated expression. “Uh, major. Try not to tease my subordinate too much.”


      “Heh... Heh.” At the same time, maybe it was because my hopeless face was especially funny, but the major’s serious expression relaxed as he burst into laughter. “Bwah ha ha ha! Sorry, sorry. I don’t mind if you reject impossible orders, First Class Combat Medic Tory. Failing to carry out an order you’re incapable of will only cause trouble for everyone.”


      “R-Right...”


      “Sorry, my bad. I just couldn’t help pulling your leg since you look so serious. See, you don’t have to be so tense when you’re speaking to a hack commander like me. Even at my big old age, I’m still only a major.”


      It seemed that his unreasonable request just now had been a joke. It looked like Major Lenvil had a playful side to him, and I’d completely fallen for it.


      “However, no matter how grim things look for us, it’s important to have mental space, little girl. Indeed, the Western Front has collapsed, and the enemy has brought harm to many civilians. But it’s times like these where you need to look bright...”


      Should I have smiled with the major here? But considering my hometown Noelle had just been burned, I didn’t have it in me to smile yet. I was frozen, wondering how I should respond, when another voice interjected.


      “U-Uncle? Um, as First Class Combat Medic Tory Noelle’s name implies, she hails from the village of Noelle, which burned down today.”


      “Huh?”


      Corporal Veldy had seen the faint tears in my eyes and sent a panicked whisper into Major Lenvil’s ear. He seemed to be aware that I didn’t have that kind of mental space.


      There was an awkward silence.


      It was true that Rodrey’s words had made me feel a bit better, but it still didn’t erase the fact that Noelle had been burned down. Even now, I felt like I was going to burst into tears when I thought about the kind Director Isaac.


      “A-Apologies, First Class Combat Medic Tory.”


      “No need.”


      Upon seeing the tears gathering in my eyes, Major Lenvil had gone pale as a sheet and apologized. He might’ve been trying to liven up the mood in his own way, but it was bad timing.


      ***


      “To be frank, the Medical HQ has already been set up.”


      “Right.”


      “However, all we did was bow our heads and gather the healers in this town. We don’t have any military personnel. As a soldier, I want you to coordinate the Medical HQ.”


      “I see. Understood.”


      Major Lenvil had awkwardly told me my real order. The major had successfully started a temporary medical base after gathering the healers in Mashdale, but they were civilians. Without any chain of command, it was hard for them to collaborate with the military. As such, Major Lenvil wanted to dispatch a soldier to manage this temporary medical base. However, until I’d arrived, there were no combat medics or army nurses among the evacuees in Mashdale. While he was at a loss for what to do, Platoon Commander Gabak reported that our platoon had successfully allowed a combat medic to escape, and that was when the major called for me.


      “First Class Combat Medic Tory, I order you to supervise the temporary Medical HQ. I want you to coordinate them well.”


      “Understood.”


      “However, they are only civilian collaborators, so you don’t have the right to command them. Take caution.”


      “Understood, major.”


      Many of the healers that were summoned were all much more experienced than a novice combat medic like me. I was their coordinator only because I belonged to the military. I needed to be polite and humble with them, and when push came to shove, it’d be my job to put myself in the firing line to protect them.


      “Also, the Medical HQ is set up in the city hall conference room.”


      “I see. So it’s right there.”


      “We plan to station the soldiers in a way that prioritizes protecting this city hall. That’s why the Medical HQ is in the same building as the Tactical Operations HQ.”


      Major Lenvil then beckoned a female commissioned officer who’d been standing behind him. She was a serious-looking, slender woman.


      “I’ll assign Second Lieutenant Aria to you as your counselor. If there’s something you don’t understand, then ask her.”


      “Understood.”


      At Major Lenvil’s words, that female commissioned officer named Second Lieutenant Aria walked toward me. She had long, blonde hair and fierce eyes.


      “I’m the mage company commander, Aria, directly under Major Lenvil. Nice to meet you.”


      “Yes, nice to meet you, too, second lieutenant,” I said politely.


      Her rank as a second lieutenant put her above Platoon Commander Gabak. She looked a bit young, but she must have been well-experienced. Had the major assigned a girl to me to make me feel more comfortable?


      The number of female soldiers in the military was exceedingly low. Fundamentally, infantrymen were made up of men with stamina. Female soldiers were only admitted to some branches of the army as noncombatants such as engineers and combat medics, or mages, which specialized in long-distance attacks.


      “The second lieutenant graduated second in her class from a military academy. I’m sure she’ll be of help with whatever you need,” said Major Lenvil. “She’s exceptionally talented, so don’t ever hesitate to turn to her.”


      “What a generous introduction.”


      Indeed, mages and combat medics were branches of the army that had comparatively more female commissioned officers. However, it was no ordinary feat to become a company commander despite being a woman. Ultimately, the military was a male-dominated world, and male soldiers tended to be treated more favorably. I’d thought it was impossible for a girl to be appointed as a company commander without connections; that was probably proof in itself of just how outstanding she was.


      “Incidentally, Aria is my daughter.”


      “Wow,” I said.


      “She’s the cousin of Corporal Veldy from your unit. Don’t hesitate to approach her like you do with him.”


      So it was through a connection.


      “Now then, I shall lead you to the Medical HQ, Tory.”


      “Understood.”


      I’d ended up staring at Second Lieutenant Aria for a while, noting her similarities to Major Lenvil, like the look in her eyes.


      She signaled for me to follow her, and we walked to the large auditorium located next to the command room.


      “Major Lenvil has mentioned this as well, but these people are merely civilian collaborators. They won’t follow what you say just because they’re orders, and they have no obligation to do so either.”


      “Right.”


      Before Second Lieutenant Aria opened the auditorium door, she warned me in a low voice. “They’re also commendable people who agreed to go out of their way to stay behind in such a risky place. They’re not easy to manage, and they’ve got some eccentrics in there. Don’t get swallowed up by them.”


      It seemed there were people with rather strong individual personalities gathered here. I could only hope for the best.


      ***


      “Excuse me?”


      “What is it this time, Ms. Soldier?”


      The second lieutenant had quietly waited for a pause before opening the auditorium door. A bearded man near the entrance received us with an expressionless face.


      “A kid?” he asked.


      “Sorry, but have everyone pause their work and look over here.”


      Just as I’d heard, the Medical HQ was mostly finished, and there was hospital-like equipment gathered in the auditorium. There were many sheets spread out on the floor and white patient charts lined up, made into simple sickbeds.


      Goods were placed down on chairs, and countless cords were tied together to hang out clean cloth sterilized with boiling water. It was on a small scale, but the Medical HQ had fully taken on the form of a field hospital.


      “I’ve been temporarily managing the Medical HQ until now, but someone actually suited for the role has arrived. I’ll introduce her,” Aria said.


      “A new manager?”


      Indeed, all of the medical workers there seemed older than me. People from their twenties to their sixties were restlessly preparing in the Medical HQ to provide medical treatment.


      “Hey, Ms. Soldier said to come over here!”


      “What is it?”


      “It looks like a new manager is here.”


      They stopped their work, then looked at me, puzzled, as I stood behind Second Lieutenant Aria. Sweat beaded on my forehead under the uncomfortable, tense air.


      “Don’t tell me that young lady behind you is our coordinator?”


      “She is. First Class Medic Tory, an introduction please.”


      “Right.”


      They didn’t look too happy about it. After all, they were medical workers with way more experience than a novice like me who only became a combat medic last year. They probably weren’t thrilled that a young girl like me, no different from a newbie, was going to supervise them.


      I decided I’d try to behave modestly and have them work while giving them respect.


      “I’ll introduce myself. I’m First Class Combat Medic Tory. I intend to do my best to be of help to you all as our collaborators in these dire circumstances.”


      First impressions were crucial. I looked straight into their eyes and politely bowed. In this state of emergency, I had to avoid creating a situation where human relations would cause work to stagnate.


      “How old are you, little missy?”


      “I turned fifteen this year.”


      “What?!” exclaimed the bearded man who had first greeted us. He was well-built and in his middle years, with a good, large build like a bear.


      “What are you trying to do by making a fifteen-year-old girl a supervisor?” he asked.


      “We have no one else. She’s the only combat medic who made it to Mashdale,” Aria said.


      “Come on, don’t screw around!”


      I’d expected this. Of course they would object to being managed by a kid like me after they’d proudly given medical care for years.


      The middle-aged man flared up at Second Lieutenant Aria, displeased. “You think a kid like this can manage a hospital?”


      “Orders are orders.”


      “I’m saying to repeal it.”


      “There are no other qualified candidates.”


      Now, what to do? It didn’t look like anyone was willing to follow my directions. Would it also be my job to pacify their complaints and have them understand?


      “Please calm down. I have no intention of managing you all,” I assured them. “Just think of me as the liaison between you and the military authorities.”


      “Still...” The bear-like man looked at me, still troubled.


      I’d keep my head low since I was younger than them; would that somehow curb their displeasure?


      As I was wondering that...


      “It’s sad to foist this duty on such a little girl, Ms. Soldier.”


      “Let her run away. We can’t keep a child in such a dangerous place.”


      “Here, little girl. Do you want candy?”


      An old man nearby gave me candy. When I accepted it without complaints, the old man smiled wide, elated.


      “What are you going to do if the enemy invades all the way here?”


      “She’s a soldier. Of course she’s prepared to die,” Aria answered.


      “Die?! She’s only fifteen!”


      “Just as Second Lieutenant Aria has stated, your concern is unnecessary,” I said. “I enlisted in the army on my own, prepared to die.”


      “Oh, that’s so admirable. Here’s some candy.”


      I now had two pieces of candy.


      “If your surname is Noelle, does that mean you’re from that village?”


      It took me a while to answer. “Yes.”


      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Why does even a child have to be dragged into war?!”


      While I was figuring out a response, a plump lady scooped me into an embrace. She nuzzled my cheeks as I was at her mercy, and I was enveloped in her plump body.


      “What about your parents? Do they have nothing to say about throwing their daughter into the front lines?”


      “Um, well, I’m from the orphanage.”


      “So that’s why... You have no relatives, so you became a soldier.”


      They didn’t see me as a soldier—only a child.


      “We’ll show you we can do plenty of work on our own, Ms. Soldier, so please let this child go.”


      “I’ve heard that First Class Combat Medic Tory is an excellent recovery magic user. I’m sure many lives will be saved with her collaboration,” Aria said. “Is that not what you medical workers have been desiring all this time?”


      “Urk... But...”


      “The major has already given his orders. And Tory has no right to object.”


      The people of the temporary Medical HQ reminded me of the field hospital. They were good people to their core and emitted an extremely kind aura. What Gray had said might’ve been true: Recovery magic was easier to manifest from people who often thought of others. Although by that logic, I felt that Rodrey would have the potential as well.


      “I get that, damn it! But when things get dangerous, you’d better let her evacuate first, Ms. Soldier!” Bear said.


      “Don’t worry, Tory. We’ll protect you when it comes down to it.”


      “No, um, I’m a soldier, so I should be the one standing in the firing line...” I said.


      “No, you’re still so young. Such dangerous work is for the grown-ups!”


      And just like that, I was inaugurated as the Medical HQ’s pet, overwhelmed by their insistence and unable to get a word in.


      I had them allow me to assist in their preparations, but they only treated me like a child. They’d praise me at every opportunity, give me candy, and spoil me. I had been working at the very forefront of the front lines as a combat medic for around half a year, but it seemed they didn’t even view me as a novice healer.


      Well, in the eyes of those who’d had years of medical care experience, I was basically a child.


      “So you can actually use recovery magic, Tory?”


      “Yes, Mr. Bear. I can use it up to five times in a row.”


      “Oh, that’s amazing for your age.”


      By the way, the bear-like man was actually called Bear. His real name was apparently Takuma, but it seemed he was given the nickname based off of his appearance.
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      Also...


      “All right, then I’ll have you help me from time to time,” he said. “Don’t push yourself too much.”


      “Yes, understood.”


      “If there’s anything you don’t understand, don’t hesitate to talk to me. It’s for the good of our patients.”


      Bear was the de facto leader of this Medical HQ, and a walking dictionary who’d led Mashdale’s medical care for over thirty years to where it was today. He was a very important healer who was nationally qualified as a doctor of medicine, of which there was at least one assigned to each big city.


      The average combat medic could use recovery magic four to five times. I’d also recently achieved the ability to use my recovery magic that many times in succession. That was a condition to be designated as a First Class Combat Medic. Many combat medics spent about half a year to a full year reaching this rank, where you’d finally be considered a fully-fledged combat medic. It was like completing your training period.


      Being able to use your magic four times in a row was considered the bare minimum that most combat medics could attain. Mana capacity varied significantly per person, but most people became able to achieve at least four consecutive uses. After that, it was up to your talent whether you could achieve more than that.


      There were those who could only use magic four times in a row at most, no matter how hard they worked, but there were also people who could continue to rapidly expand their limits. The top healers like Health Head Gale could apparently use it over ten times.


      Bear could also use it over ten times in a row. He might have been a skilled healer around either Health Head Gale’s level or even more.


      He boasted an amazing personal history, where his specialty was actually infectious diseases rather than surgery, and he’d obtained a doctor of medicine title by taking part in the development of antibiotics.


      Mashdale’s medical care workers held his skills in high regard, and all agreed that there were no healers who could save a patient that Bear couldn’t. That super-important healer Bear stayed behind on the dangerous front lines and readily consented to establishing a Medical HQ for the sake of his hometown. Major Lenvil hadn’t imagined that he’d be so willing, so we could call it a happy miscalculation.


      And after it was declared that the Medical HQ would be set up, his believers had come running, saying that they’d stay behind too if Bear would. That was proof of just how much everyone respected him.


      So, thanks to Bear, the Medical HQ was mostly complete by the time I arrived in Mashdale. At his call, dozens of staff members—including eight recovery magic users—successfully stayed behind on the front lines. It would be no exaggeration to call him the very top of Mashdale’s medical care.


      The plump lady who doted on me was Bear’s wife, and the people who’d diligently stayed behind working in the HQ were his pupils and supporters. It was like he was the center of this whole organization.


      “Now then, get some good rest tonight. Eat well too,” he said.


      “Right...”


      “All right, we’re gonna work hard. We’ll make those soldiers outside know that even if they get hurt, we’re here to help.”


      I believed it was some unexpected good fortune for Austin and myself that Bear was in Mashdale.


      Thus, on the eve of the decisive battle. I could have some peace for a while, surrounded by kind people.


      September 11th, Early Morning


      Last night, I was able to rest for the first time in a while. I hadn’t known that much peace for several days. It’s such a wonderful thing to be able to lay down and sleep. And the fact that I could sleep on some cloth was something I could only call an unexpected blessing.


      Based on how fast the enemy’s invasion was progressing, their attack was forecasted to begin at noon. Even now, they were trampling the neighboring villages and seizing them.


      Like the calm before the storm, Mashdale was shockingly quiet.


      “Um, Mr. Bear? May I ask something?”


      “What is it, Tory?”


      I had a feeling things would get busy once the battle began, so as the supervisor, I consulted Bear about many matters. It would be bad to lack sufficient information and get thrown into confusion once the real fight started.


      “Where should we carry the corpses of those who die in battle?” I asked.


      “Right... We intend to carry them up to the second floor of City Hall. We’re thinking of covering their faces with a piece of paper with their name on it and lining the bodies up on the desks.”


      He was going to lay down the deceased soldiers on top of the desks, making it easier to identify them. The soldiers would surely be happier to receive that kind of treatment after their deaths. However...


      “That might be a little difficult,” I said.


      “How come?”


      “Once the battle heats up, there’ll probably be no time to carry the soldiers’ corpses to the second floor.”


      “So what do we do?”


      “At the field hospital, they dug out a hole near the ward. They’d throw in the corpses and carry in a new patient to fill in the empty bed.”


      When it was right after a battle, the field hospital was like hell. They had to react to the patients like a game of whack-a-mole and deal with them appropriately while their conditions abruptly changed.


      “Well... I know you might’ve had no choice but to do that on the front lines, but...”


      “You won’t be able to keep up with treating the injured once the fight intensifies. It becomes difficult to spare that time on the dead when you’re trying to save as many people as possible.”


      It wasn’t like the combat medics working at the field hospital were coldhearted. If anything, many of them were extremely kind. However, they did this because they prioritized the living.


      “Your method works when there’s plenty of time. However, it’s not realistic to carry heavy corpses to the second floor in emergencies.”


      He was silent.


      “There was a storehouse on the first floor. I’ll go seek permission to use it, so how about we stack the corpses there?”


      We didn’t have time to dig up holes now, and rolling the corpses down to the storehouse would probably work. Although, if the field hospital sickbed manager were here, I felt like he’d dump the bodies out of the window. That guy would treat people as humans so long as they were alive, but the second they died, he mercilessly treated them like objects.


      “Will there really be that many casualties?”


      “I imagine so.”


      “Right.”


      The Sabatian soldiers’ might was staggering. It didn’t matter that this was a fortified city; I couldn’t possibly believe that we’d be able to protect it without a scratch.


      “Although it might not look like it, this place used to be called the impregnable Mashdale Stronghold,” Bear sighed.


      “Times have changed.”


      To begin with, strongholds were defensive facilities that were effective during the age of arrows and cavalry. You couldn’t jump over the castle walls with a horse, and arrows were ineffective against stone walls. The castle walls were also made to withstand magic, so they wouldn’t break without taking considerable time. That’s why Mashdale was once called the Impregnable Stronghold. However...


      “If anything, I wonder how long we’ll be able to hold out with such little manpower,” I said.


      Warfare had changed, and now long-distance attacks using gunpowder and heavy weaponry were the norm. With the introduction of gunpowder and grenades, castle walls could be destroyed even without mages, greatly reducing their value. And in the present day, with more recent developments such as barbed wire entanglements and foothold magic circles that exploded when stepped on, just a dirt trench demonstrated enough defensive capabilities.


      The stronghold was a big wall, so it definitely had defensive capabilities, but it’d lost its usefulness.


      “I understand your point of view. Go get permission for now. You’re right that people who are alive take the utmost priority,” Bear said.


      “Understood.”


      Bear might’ve been unable to imagine it—the scene of the Sabatian soldiers invading the streets of Mashdale, as well as the pile of corpses that the field hospital casually stacked up, which had been a part of daily life there.


      September 11th, Morning


      “Everyone, do you have your things?”


      “Yep.”


      It was finally right before the enemy would attack. With several members of the medical care staff, I made my way outside of Mashdale’s castle walls.


      “Do you really think the enemy will come all the way here?”


      “I’m sure they will,” I replied.


      Outside the Mashdale City gates were plains sparsely populated with weeds. The earth was terribly uneven with holes left behind by past wars; I had heard that these would hinder the enemy’s advance.


      “Can I use this area?” I asked.


      “Sure.”


      We spread out a large sheet of cloth in a position that would be difficult for the enemies to see and set up a tent in the shadow of the uneven, knoll-like earth. We hoisted a Medical Care HQ flag on the entrance so the soldiers could easily see it, and we stabbed a signpost into the ground.


      “The Frontline Medical Care HQ is complete,” said one of the staff.


      This was the Frontline Medical Care HQ that I’d proposed to Bear and brought to life. I thought that, instead of making it inside Mashdale City, I’d create a small-scale clinic outside of the castle walls to provide emergency treatment.


      My reason for it was pathetic: I simply couldn’t keep up with Bear’s medical techniques.


      You needed some decent skills yourself in order to assist with the surgeries of a veteran healer, who had several decades’ worth of experience. As someone who was still inexperienced—who hadn’t even spent a full year in the military yet—I didn’t have enough skill.


      “Now then, let’s leave the supplies here.”


      “Understood, Little Boss.”


      “Please just call me Tory...”


      And this Frontline Medical Care HQ’s role wasn’t just to treat minor wounds. It also bore the duty of performing triage through distinguishing the severely wounded with difficult injuries and deciding who should be sent to the rear. I was used to seeing external wounds on the battlefield like gunshots and burns, so I was confident that even I could carry out accurate triage.


      “Come now, this is also proof of my affection for you. Use me for whatever you need, Little Boss.”


      “Hey, Dr. Kayle. You need to talk to her more politely. Ms. Tory is your superior.”


      “True. Man, I’d welcome a cute superior like this with open arms, though. Why are all my preceptors so tough?”


      By the way, I was going to be in charge of commanding this Frontline Medical Care HQ. I was a chief executive on paper, after all.


      “People’s lives depend on this work, so of course they give strict guidance.”


      “Nooope, they’re just relieving their stress.”


      The young healer who accompanied me was named Kayle. He still looked relaxed, and he was jokingly complaining to the nurses.


      “They should treat us young people better,” he said.


      He could afford to joke around because the battle hadn’t started yet. Would he actually still be like this three days from now?


      “Man. If this is how things are gonna be, I wanted to try shooting a gun. If the enemy attacks us all the way here, I’d gallantly blow them away.”


      “I think it’d be difficult for an amateur to handle a gun,” I replied.


      “I’m telling you, I could do it. Actually, you’ve got loads of guns stocked up, right? Can’t you spare me one?”


      “It’s not that we have ‘loads’ piled up. We don’t have enough soldiers to handle them. And combat medics are prohibited from handling weapons anyway.”


      The young healer kept up his casual chatter as if he’d come here to play.


      This vibe felt familiar. It was just like how I was after I’d agreed to join the military without a second thought.


      “Even though I’ve actually been assigned to a dangerous place for once too...” He sighed.


      “‘For once’?” I repeated incredulously.


      For some reason, he’d excitedly volunteered to be positioned on the front lines, but a majority of the medical workers didn’t want to be assigned to such a dangerous place. In Bear’s case, after he’d learned that youngsters, including me, were going off to the front lines, he protested the idea of sending a child there, resulting in a small quarrel. Aria and I patiently persuaded him, and he agreed in the end, though.


      “Men shine brighter when there’s a bit of danger.”


      I looked at him, exasperated.


      It actually made sense for youngsters to be in charge of treating minor injuries. Also, while this was the front lines, the Frontline Medical Care HQ was farthest back from the battlefield.


      Three layers of fortresses stretched around Mashdale. Fortresses were like reinforced, strengthened trenches, and charging into them was no easy feat. In order to come all the way here, the enemy would need to break through all three fortresses.


      When I thought about how I used to speed across the front lines until just recently, I felt that this position was all too safe.


      “Well, looking forward to working with you from now on, Little Boss,” said Kayle.


      “Right.”


      “We nurses will work hard too. Please count on us, Tory.”


      “Thank you very much.”


      Just like me, most of the nurses and healers stationed in the front lines were young. The young, fresh nurses were chatting up a storm around the easygoing healer Kayle, who was in his twenties.


      “Now then, we stand by until the enemy invades, and the injured get carried in,” I said. “Right now, save up your stamina.”


      “Okaaay.”


      The reason our team was oddly young was because the Frontline Medical Care HQ required stamina. Bear was a great, plump man, but he was already getting on in age. Running for a hundred meters would probably leave him winded. If the enemy arrived, and we wound up having to evacuate, you could die if you didn’t have enough stamina.


      “Seriously, what are we going to do if the enemy comes over here?”


      “Ha ha ha. I might not look it, but I was a football player. I’ll run away first thing.”


      “After all your talk, don’t go running away on your own, Dr. Kayle!”


      “Aha ha ha.”


      I was bothered by the lack of tension when the battle was so near, but I decided to leave it be. Banter like this was what soldiers often did—chatting it up to distract from their fear.


      Also, if the Sabatian soldiers came all the way out here, it would mean total annihilation for us. Instead of running because they feared for their lives, it was probably better for them to be optimistic.


      September 11th, Noon


      As predicted, once noon passed, the Sabatian enemy soldiers began their invasion of Mashdale, bellowing their battle cries.


      The Austinese Army’s plan was to hole up in the third fortress and put up a fight. Mashdale’s castle walls, which had been constructed a hundred years ago, probably couldn’t withstand the present day’s artillery magic. Once all three fortresses were taken down, Mashdale would be left mostly defenseless. If the enemies marched in and forced us into urban warfare, we had no chance of winning with our resources. We probably would just have to buy time.


      How was the Gabak Platoon doing? If people I knew like Rodrey, Allen, and Corporal Veldy were carried in with fatal wounds, would I be able to stay calm and handle them?


      I should prepare myself. I couldn’t let my emotions get to me. If there was no hope of saving someone from the brink of death, it was bad to waste every possible means of doing so. Better to keep those resources for those who still could be saved.


      Even if Rodrey was groaning, completely covered in burns... If he was beyond saving, I had to evict him from the clinic and dump him on the ground. Until the moment Rodrey drew his last breath, I probably couldn’t afford to spend a single second more on him.


      I felt a sour taste backing up from my stomach into my throat. Just thinking about it made me want to hurl. But as the only one with battlefield experience here, I had to make that judgment—so that we wouldn’t lose this war, and to save as many allies as possible.


      “Oh? What’s wrong, boss? If you’re scared after all, should we get you back into the city?” Kayle asked.


      “N-No. I was just preparing myself. Don’t worry.”


      “Yeah, it really is scary. You’re still just a kid.”


      After I went pale from imagining something so awful, the staff worriedly surrounded me.


      This was bad. A superior officer shouldn’t make the people around them anxious. Platoon Commander Gabak was always composed, no matter what. Even when I’d felt around his internal organs, he kept a straight face. While the platoon commander’s completely unchanging face had been terrifying, it was also very reassuring. That might have been why he was always surly and oppressive.


      “Don’t push yourself. If you get scared, you can run back to the Central Medical Care HQ in the city hall. You’re still the youngest one here.”


      “No... I’m fine, really,” I responded with a vague smile to the Frontline Medical Care HQ members, who watched over me with concern. It was impossible for me to imitate Platoon Commander Gabak, but I’d at least fulfill my duties as a supervisor. “My greatest fear isn’t being killed by the enemies. I’m just scared of my comrades dying.”


      “I see.”


      As soon as he said that, the sounds of shelling began resounding from the Mashdale front lines.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 7


      “How nostalgic... That name really takes me back...”


      Turning the pages over for a while, the nun kept reading the diary. She closed her eyes, thinking fondly of the diary’s owner.


      “Director. You know Tory?” I asked.


      She smiled. “Yes. In fact, everyone from the Noelle Orphanage at that time knew her.”


      She looked toward the orphanage window and glanced at the children dashing across the courtyard.


      “I used to adore her.”


      “Adore?”


      “Yes. I might’ve confessed if she’d been a boy.” The nun looked somehow proud yet lonely. “Big Sis Tory was normally a quiet person. She’d read books while sitting under a tree, keeping an eye on the little kids to make sure they weren’t doing anything dangerous.”


      “She seems like a very caring person.”


      “On nights when I couldn’t sleep, I still remember how she’d put on a puppet show for me.” When the nun said that, she stood up and began rummaging around a shelf in the corner of the room. She retrieved an old, dirty fox doll. “This is a doll that we used a long time ago, before the orphanage had been rebuilt. It was her favorite.”


      “It’s quite vintage.”


      “It’s so cute, but it’s not sold anymore.”


      That doll had a somewhat strange face. The tip of the fox’s nose was chipped, and the yellow cloth was faded.


      “When I look at this doll, even now, I’m brought back to my days at the old orphanage,” she said. “We were poor back then, but my life was fun and peaceful.”


      “It must have been a good place.”


      “It really was.”


      The nun handed over that fox doll to me. Tory Noelle had picked up this doll decades ago. Somehow, I felt her warmth from it.


      “If I remember right, on the day of the harvest festival, Big Sis Tory used that doll to perform a play.”


      “Wow, a puppet show,” I marvelled.


      “Contrary to her quiet aura, she loved celebrations. She’d be way more enthusiastic about events than anyone else and get in rare high spirits.”


      The nun kept telling me her stories with sparkling eyes. She looked totally like a fangirl talking about her favorite celebrity.


      “But even she was taken to the war at fifteen. I... I remember bawling the day she left. She had an aptitude for recovery magic, and that alone forced her to become a soldier. That was the last time I ever saw her.”


      She smiled sadly. She’d probably been very close to Tory.


      “Then, about half a year after she left for service, the Sylph Attacks began,” she said.


      “Oh, that large-scale attack.”


      “On that day, Noelle was turned into hell. Even now, the memory makes me shiver uncontrollably every time I remember it. All of my friends at the orphanage were killed mercilessly,” she said, biting her lip in frustration.


      The Sylph Attacks referred to the military operation that the Sabatian Army’s worst commander, Sylph Nova, had orchestrated. When they charged multiple locations at the same time, the stalemate had devolved into chaos all at once.


      “Sylph... That name boils my blood. Because she was born into this world, all of the kind people at the orphanage died...”


      “Nobody in Austin likes her.”


      “Yes, truly.”


      The foolish female staff officer, who was the worst commander in Sabat’s history and Austin’s bitter enemy. And they weren’t alone in that either; even the Sabatians detested Sylph. If it weren’t for her, at least twice as many people would have survived the war. She was truly the worst, most unwanted child in human history.


      “If it’s all right, could you tell me about that time?” I asked if she could tell me about the Sylph Attacks.


      “Of course. I don’t mind.”


      My memories were unclear, as I hadn’t been old enough to understand what was going on.


      “By all means, I want that story to be passed on forever. What happened then, and how cruel humans can be.”


      “Right.”


      The nun looked straight into my eyes.

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Defensive Battle 2


      September 11th, Evening


      As the sky began to be tinged with red, the battle finally ended. The Austinese Army, which had been overwhelmingly outnumbered by the enemy, actually put up a decent fight.


      The fortresses were like high trenches. Their protection was more firm than trenches that you simply dug out, and fortunately, Mashdale had plenty of guns and ammo in stock.


      As such, the Austinese soldiers could continue gunning down the Sabatian soldiers to their heart’s content, free of the fear of running out of ammo.


      The reason the Sabatian Army had broken through the warfront was likely because they’d had the element of surprise with their initial large-scale attack. Now, although they had more manpower, it seemed that the defensive side had way more of an advantage.


      Also, although I wasn’t sure if it was because they didn’t have enough magic stones to keep up or if they’d been careless, the enemy actually charged at the fortress without doing many preparatory shellings. Trying to break through a strong fortress without shelling it first was crazy.


      The enemy probably hadn’t grasped that the Austinese soldier evacuees were using Mashdale to defend themselves. As a result, the Austinese soldiers tenaciously kept the Sabatian soldiers from getting close to the fortress all day long. Then, finally, when the sun was sinking, the enemy realized their position and promptly withdrew. This first day was a complete victory for Austin.


      The enemies had just been so careless today, we made fun of them, saying, “Those idiots got ahead of themselves and came for target practice.”


      And to begin with, Mashdale was a fortified city that had never once fallen over the many wars it had seen. It had stopped the enemy invasions in the previous war for over a decade, and a bard had sung that it was a city safer than any castle or gate.


      Apparently, since then, the Mashdale residents continued to boast that there was no army that could topple this city. For Austin, Mashdale was a symbol of hope. That might have been why the soldiers had fought so bravely with their heads high.


      Constructed over a hundred years ago, this stronghold, which still boasted a majestic appearance, maintained its firm defensive capabilities that didn’t cast doubt on those stories.


      ***


      Austin had reigned supreme in the battle, but...


      “My arm!!! My arm!!!”


      “It’s all right. I’ll heal it immediately. Please enter the emergency room in the back,” I said.


      In the Frontline Medical Care HQ, injured soldiers were brought in one after another.


      “Doctor... My intestines...are spilling.”


      “No problem. I’ll sew you back up right away,” said Kayle.


      In contrast to the front line that was overjoyed about their sweeping victory, the field hospital was a hellish scene as always. It was terribly crowded with those who’d been wounded in gunfights, inflicted with fire grenade burns, and injured from accidental gun discharges or falls.


      “Yikes, a compound fracture in the pelvis. We can’t treat that here.”


      “Indeed,” I agreed. “Let’s have the workers inside take a look. Please transfer him to the Central Medical Care HQ in the city hall.”


      “Don’t move his body too much! It’s bad news if he bleeds!”


      Just because the war was in our favor didn’t mean there’d be fewer injuries. If anything, putting up a good fight was why so many people could retreat safely, being injured rather than dead. Naturally, this was great. If we could save them, we could fight for that much longer. It’s a wonderful thing for medical workers to be busy.


      “Little Boss... I’m hungry, but I’ve got no time to eat,” Kayle complained.


      “Suck up rations or something as you provide treatment,” I said. “You need to eat. Without nourishment, your mana won’t recover as fast.”


      “What am I, a mana tank?”


      Because we were in such a harsh place, we had to get our nutrients in. Without nourishment, you couldn’t restore your mana sufficiently. Mana was indispensable for Heal, so it was the most important military resource of all.


      I also licked the candy the old man gave me as I continued to work.


      “He needs recovery magic as well. I’ll provide you with the secret remedy, so please treat him.”


      “Again?”


      “Oh, make sure you record what time you took the remedy. It’ll be bad if you don’t use it at least three hours apart.”


      As I warned the young healer Kayle, I presented a note sheet, opened a bottle of the secret remedy, and handed it to him. I was glad that Mashdale had it in stock. Having this made a huge difference in our treatment efficiency.


      “Um, boss? This is some powerful stuff. Aren’t you only supposed to take it once a day?”


      “Apparently it’s fine if you wait three hours in between. There won’t be enough mana to go around if you don’t use it.”


      He paused. “Can I ask about the side effects?”


      “I don’t think you should. It doesn’t change what you have to do. Oh, and I’ll have one too.”


      After I handed Kayle the secret remedy, I also opened a bottle and quenched my thirst. The profoundly sour chemical taste came at me with bitterness, and it was actually tasty.


      “Now then, Kayle, please take it too.”


      “The hell is this smell?! Are you sure it’s not bad for you?!”


      “Worry about the patients in front of you instead of your own body. You can’t save them if you don’t take the medicine.”


      With a strange exaltation, I felt my mana rising. Recovery magic was useful, so you needed it to provide treatment in the Health Department. Just because the secret remedy was a bit bad for you didn’t mean you could skip out on it.


      “By any chance, did I actually draw the really short end of the stick?”


      “Too late for regrets.”


      It seemed Kayle had been approaching the job with a sense of optimism. A Frontline Combat Medic was a position where staying up three to four nights in a row was natural, continuously providing medical treatment and relying on drugs. The rate we treated the soldiers tied into how fast our manpower was replenished, so we had no time to rest. There was no way you’d volunteer for this job if you knew that.


      “You slept plenty last night. Please don’t complain if you can’t sleep for another three to four days.”


      “What?!”


      “That’s what it means to volunteer for the front lines. Only the suicidal or masochistic apply.”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding!!!”


      Maybe it was because he sensed that I wasn’t joking or just saying things, but he went pale as a sheet. But I was glad he was both young and full of energy. In the front lines, which was the most oppressive workplace there was, youth and endurance were indispensable.


      “Well, the fact we at least don’t risk our lives makes this position more preferable,” I said. “Way better than being forced to dash across the very forefront of the front lines...”


      “There’s a workplace even worse than this?”


      “We’re privileged by sheer virtue of the fact the bullets don’t fly our way.”


      Even in this kind of environment, this work was probably like heaven compared to the infantrymen. After all, even now, they were continuing to exchange lives with the Sabatian soldiers as bullets whizzed through the air.


      “All right, I have my mana back. Please bring in the next patient,” I said.


      “Where does such a little girl like you get all that stamina?”


      “It just comes naturally after you’ve been in the military for half a year.”


      For the past six months, the platoon commander had forced me to devote myself to running. Everything was training to build up my endurance. The platoon commander prioritized me when imposing endurance training on the platoon.


      I had bitter memories of him shouting, “Right now, it’s what you lack most, and what you need most,” as he made me run fully equipped to the point I was spitting up blood. However, without that training, I probably wouldn’t have successfully evacuated to Mashdale. That meant on the battlefield, it was stamina—vitality—that was the most important for survival.


      “I’ll drink some next. I’m helping myself to another bottle.”


      “Huh? Didn’t you just have one?”


      “It’s okay. I’m still young, and my internal organs are healthy too.”


      Kayle looked at me with fear, but I ignored him and chugged the secret remedy. It was true that drinking too much could stunt your growth or mess up your liver. However, if the warfront was broken through because we didn’t treat the soldiers in time, their deaths would be on our hands.


      So you had to be a little reckless. Gale had said so as well.


      “Ugh, okay, I get it already! I’ll do it!”


      “Thank you for your cooperation.”


      Seemingly having found his resolve after seeing me carry on treating the patients, he gulped down the secret remedy.


      Good. Maybe it was because it had alcohol in it, but it also had a side effect of lightly lifting up your mood.


      “All right! Bring in all the patients and secret remedies you can! I’ll deal with them all!!!”


      “I’m counting on you.”


      Once you took one bottle, it made you take the next dose without hesitation. It would put you in such a good mood, the combat medics referred to it as “getting high.” During night shifts, there were even people who indulged in it habitually. For better or worse, it didn’t change my mood much. I might have been able to hold my liquor well.


      And so, on the first day of combat, time passed as we kept up with treating the endless stream of patients with minor wounds until the sun set. Fortunately, none of the Gabak Platoon members were brought in. Today, there were hardly any casualties, so I was sure they’d survived.


      ***


      “The battle’s not over?”


      “They’re coming precisely because the battle is over.”


      Then, it was night. As usual, the frontline clinic was crowded. The injured soldiers who had been unable to withdraw, too busy protecting the fort during the day, came to us for treatment.


      “My leg’s got a bullet in it.”


      “Hm. The wound’s contaminated. It’s dangerous if bacteria gets in, so please take some medicine for three days,” I said.


      “Roger, little doctor.”


      Only two combat medics were at the Mashdale frontline medical base. We allocated the severely wounded to the Central Medical Care HQ, but we were still extremely busy.


      “Little Boss... I’m just so sleepy...”


      “If you can’t go on, then please take a nap. I’ll handle things around here in the meantime.”


      “As an adult, I can’t really do that...”


      “Then please continue working.”


      It was no trouble for me since I was used to all-nighters, but Kayle was already staggering. Had I been like this too at one point?


      “If we work for a little longer, things will settle down with the injured. Be patient until then,” I assured him.


      “Right...”


      Fortunately, the patients stopped coming at around three a.m., permitting us about two hours of sleep.


      It was a miracle to be able to sleep on the night after a battle. That alone seemed like proof that the Austinese Army had absolutely dominated the battle of the first day.


      September 12th, Noon


      However, as expected, the Sabatian Army’s assault grew more fierce on the second day.


      “Hide! Avoid getting a direct hit from the blast!”


      “They broke through the fortress and buried our comrades alive!”


      The enemy had probably underestimated our defensive capabilities on the first day. They seemed to have realized that we actually had soldiers stationed around here, and they started attacking us in earnest.


      Before they’d engaged us in combat today, they’d spent several hours on a preparatory shelling.


      “They’re charging in. Shoot back!”


      “It’s no good... The enemy numbers...”


      In a complete turnaround from the first day, the Austinese soldiers were forced into a struggle. The mage forces spearheaded by Second Lieutenant Aria fought back, but there weren’t enough resources. Through the density of the magic artillery attacks and their manpower, the Sabatian Army had the overwhelming upper hand.


      As our soldiers carried the dead bodies of their comrades over their heads to shield themselves from the explosions, the usual hellish scene began unfurling in the fortress.


      ***


      “Ow! It hurts, it hurts, it huuurts!!!”


      On the second day, after the magic artillery attacks started, the number of casualties brought into the Frontline Medical Care HQ increased at once. From light injuries to serious, nearly fatal injuries, they were all carried in by stretchers one after another.


      “Urk. Internal bleeding in the abdominal cavity... Damn it, hurry up and transport him to the Central Medical Care HQ!”


      “Right, doctor!”


      While the nurses’ and Kayle’s shouts resounded through the HQ, I was tying a brightly colored string around a patient’s hand.


      Among the severely wounded patients who were brought in, we had to carefully select the order in which we treated them. We had to decide within seconds who to treat first and who should be sent to the Central Medical Care HQ in the rear.


      “Dr. Kayle, there’s a patient in the back whose breathing is growing weak!”


      “He’s a goner... Attend his deathbed.”


      They called this triage. When you poured time and mana into lives that couldn’t be saved, you were failing to save those who still could make it.


      Among the injured soldiers, patients who couldn’t be saved began to be brought in. Leaving those people to die was my job.


      “Huh?! Hey, you!”


      While I was in the middle of conducting triage on the patients one after another, a man screamed from the examination room in the back.


      “I-It’s hot... H-Help...”


      “W-Wait. We’re in the middle of treatment...”


      When I turned around, a soldier who’d ignored triage and entered was grabbing Kayle’s arm. That soldier was gasping, and he was drawing closer to the healers, clinging to them.


      “I-I’m gonna...die...”


      “C-Can’t you wait a little longer? Um, we have to treat everyone in a certain order.”


      “Save...me...”


      That injured soldier’s face was melted and red, and the pure white hypodermis of his cheeks was exposed. His hair was burnt to a crisp and peeling, and his eyes were white and cloudy.


      “I’m so...thirsty...”


      His red and white chest was charred and lumpy with blisters. As the soldier leaned on Kayle, a slimy serous fluid dripped onto his white clothes.


      Maybe it was because they didn’t know how to handle that soldier, but the healers and nurses had also frozen.


      “Save me!!!”


      “Augh...”


      Was this the first time Kayle had seen someone with such severe injuries? He had frozen and broken into a cold sweat as the patient clung to him. At this rate, all medical treatment would come to a halt.


      “It’s okay, sir. Please come over here. I’ll prescribe you medicine,” I said.


      I stopped performing triage and quickly took the severely burned soldier by the hand. The skin of the injured soldier’s arm peeled off, and a pale-yellow serous fluid trailed along my glove.


      “Gah...”


      “Please stay still.”


      When I embraced the wounded soldier’s face, I filled up a syringe with medicine I’d prepared in advance. At the same time, I signaled to Kayle to continue treatment.


      “I...survived the Western Front...” he gasped.


      “I see.”


      “I don’t wanna die... I don’t wanna die here...”


      “It’s all right. Calm down and take deep breaths, please.”


      “I still...have to live...”


      When it came to burns, symptoms varied depending on the severity.
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      Dark red burns still had nerves left, but pale or charred skin no longer had any. Bloodflow stopped, proteins denaturalized, and they became cold lumps of flesh just waiting for necrosis.


      “She finally...looked back at me... I... I want to see her...”


      I remained silent.


      “Where are you? I at least...want to look into your eyes in the end...”


      He felt no pain even as I hugged his pale skin. As I continued to embrace the soldier as he bawled, I slowly poured the medicine into his mouth.


      “Ah...”


      “That’s it. Please rest easy.”


      When I emptied out all of the medicine from the syringe into his mouth, the soldier’s eyes went blank. Soon, his breathing became shallow, and he started snoring.


      “You don’t have to think of anything. Please rest quietly,” I said.


      “Yeah...”


      Finally, in my arms, he fell unconscious like he was sleeping.


      “Ah...”


      His breathing was shallow and faint.


      “Nurse, please take him to the designated spot,” I said.


      “Um...” The nurse looked uneasy.


      “It’s to attend his deathbed.”


      I’d had him take a particularly strong sleep medicine. His chances of survival were slim with such serious burns. It would probably be easier for him to at least pass away without pain.


      “He won’t wake up again,” I said.


      It was very common for other patients to come barging in like this while we were providing treatment. In those cases, we’d fall behind if we didn’t deal with them quickly. However, responding coldly would make them panic or negatively impact the frontline soldiers’ morale.


      “Now, the next patient.”


      That’s why I often dealt with them gently, like just then. I was killing them, but I couldn’t be picky on how I handled them in order to provide smooth medical care.


      The means varied from person to person, but in cases where you just weren’t getting through to a patient, it was common to poison them.


      “Sorry, Little Boss... I got you stuck with some real nasty work,” Kayle apologized.


      “Please call me Tory.”


      However, no matter how many times I experienced it, I always think that it’s a painful thing to embrace someone in their dying moments. Even now, I still remember the feeling of hugging the soldier as he chilled completely, cold and stiff.


      September 12th, Evening


      “The explosions have stopped,” Kayle said.


      “Looks like it’s over,” I said.


      When the sky was tinged with red, the Sabatian Army’s lengthy attack finally ended, and the Austinese soldiers erupted in shouts of victory.


      “This battlefield is the picture of hell.”


      “You think this is hell? You haven’t seen anything yet.”


      Unlike yesterday, the enemy had carried out their preparatory shellings for a long time. The outermost fortress had crumbled, but through the fierce fight our allies put up, we managed to successfully defend ourselves.


      “How bad do you suppose the damages were?” I wondered.


      “Just based on the soldiers we saw off in the medical care department, the casualties go over a hundred.”


      However, as a price, the Austinese soldiers were dealt a massive blow. Magic artillery attacks were the most efficient method of attacking the defense forces who hid out in trenches and fortresses. No matter how strong your Shield was, you couldn’t survive being buried beneath a collapsing fortress.


      “If this keeps happening, Mashdale will definitely fall one day...”


      The most concerning issue here was that it had only taken a single day’s attack to render the outermost fortress useless. The fortress walls had suffered enough cave-ins for people to pass through; their defensive capabilities had been significantly reduced. We were digging trenches in the front lines in a panic, but it was unclear if we’d make it by tomorrow.


      The enemy might not even wait until then. There was the possibility of a night attack.


      “Actually, why did they withdraw today?”


      “For Sabat, there probably isn’t a reason to try and wrap up the war by today. I’m sure they know that we’re low on manpower too, based on the way we’re fighting back,” I replied.


      “So they’ve come to slowly and surely capture us.”


      “They probably waited to replenish their magic stones for their ballistics magic. They don’t want to needlessly increase their losses while they’re already winning.”


      If they didn’t care about losses, the enemy should’ve been able to topple Mashdale tonight. Our difference in manpower was evident, so if they took full advantage of their material resources and charged in with their entire army, we wouldn’t be able to defend ourselves.


      But, as they say, “even a worm will turn.” If we resisted them down to our last, they’d probably face significant losses. They wanted to avoid that.


      “In the end, we’re stuck in a losing battle,” Kayle sighed.


      “Our chances of winning were always bleak. This city was destined to collapse. The reason we’re fighting is to transport our things and buy more time for the civilians to seek refuge.”


      For Sabat, the conquest of Mashdale had no time limit. If anything, they’d have even more of an advantage by taking plenty of time to receive supplies from their rear. They were already the victors of this war. It was important to figure out how to conquer Austin, which has lost most of its manpower, while minimizing their own losses. That was probably why they’d withdrawn today, even though they could’ve afforded to keep going.


      “I never imagined that Mashdale would fall someday,” Kayle said.


      “Neither did I,” I said.


      “What’s going to happen if we can’t escape? If the enemy gets us?”


      “I suppose they’ll torture us to death?”


      We’d been at war for over a decade, with countless lives lost at each other’s hands. If we were captured, it wasn’t difficult to imagine we’d be exposed to some horrific malice.


      “I’d like them to spare us from that fate.”


      “Same here.”


      Contrary to our light banter, Kayle’s face clouded with worry.


      September 12th, Night


      Even late into the night, there seemed no end to the number of new people being carried to the field hospital.


      “This patient is a goner as well. Please carry him outside.”


      The Frontline Medical Care HQ was filled with the stench of rotting corpses. Numerous bloodstains clung to our clothes, shiny with grease, but we didn’t have time to change or rest. There were far too few healers for those who needed medical care.


      “Doctor, my finger’s been torn up...”


      “Unfortunately, it’s been crushed. It’s impossible to reattach. I’ll stop the bleeding.”


      “The burns on my back are so painful.”


      “Don’t worry. You won’t die. Nurse? Someone, give him some ointment, please.”


      The young Kayle was working with gusto. That may have been because he’d gotten high off his terrible sleep deprivation. His eyes were growing hollow, but his work was becoming faster and more efficient.


      “Next patient, doctor.”


      “Yeah, keep ’em coming.”


      From what I saw, there was the risk that, the moment the secret remedy’s effects wore off, he’d fall asleep like a string had been cut off. If that happened, I’d have to tough it out by myself.


      “Hmm. You’re gonna need recovery magic. Now, where’s the secret remedy?” Kayle muttered.


      “Huh? Kayle, didn’t you just drink some?” I asked.


      “I’m still young, and my internal organs are healthy.”


      Before I knew it, Kayle had gotten pretty high on the drug. Those muddy eyes took me back. It was easy to get high after your first taste of the secret remedy. My fellow combat medic recruits had gotten so high on their first time, they stayed up for about a week.


      “Aha ha ha ha! I’m bursting with energy! I’m so motivated!”


      “Miss Tory, is this medicine safe?” asked one of our staff.


      “I’ve handled it pretty well, at least,” I said.


      In addition to the stimulant ingredients, the secret remedy apparently had various components like steroids and alcohol, so it never would have been allowed by my previous world’s standards. It was incredibly useful in a place where you had to work past your limits. If I had any complaints, it was that I’d stopped growing since I started taking it.


      “You’ll be swallowed by fear if you don’t boost your mood like this.”


      It’d probably be an all-nighter tonight. Or rather, there was a higher chance that we wouldn’t be able to sleep at all until combat ended. In that case, it’d be better to have them get high and work them to their limit.


      ***


      “Oh, Veldy, sir.”


      “Urgh... Hack, hack.”


      “Gah, prepare the oxygen tank. Then immediately send him down to the Central Medical Care HQ.”


      A while after that, Corporal Veldy was carried in, harboring a pretty serious injury. He’d been complaining about pain after being shot in the arm, but he’d suddenly lost consciousness and almost stopped breathing.


      I panicked a little. His condition was serious enough that we considered leaving him be, but since he might be saved if the Central Medical Care HQ put their backs into it, we had him hurried over there. It was always bad for the heart to see people you knew on death’s door.


      “I hope he’ll make it.”


      “Sir Veldy is still young, so...I think he has a good chance of surviving...” I murmured.


      Were Rodrey and Allen okay too? And Squad Commander Gabak... Well, he probably wouldn’t die. Even if he were fatally wounded, he’d keep a straight face without slowing down his pace.


      “The next patient’s here... It’s likely a pulmonary embolism. Hurry up and transport him!!!”


      “Understood.”


      As Corporal Veldy breathed faintly, I gave him a small salute and immediately returned to treatment.


      September 13th, Early Dawn


      “I’ve come to help.”


      “Second Lieutenant Aria?”


      The rather stoned Kayle and I had been providing treatment, strangely enthusiastic, before a helper showed up. Surprisingly, it was Second Lieutenant Aria.


      “Let me handle first aid treatments,” she said. “I originally wanted to be an army nurse.”


      “Oh, you did?”


      “I was sent to the front lines only because I turned out to have an aptitude for ballistics magic.”


      Apparently, Second Lieutenant Aria had intended to serve in the rear as an army nurse. However, when the military academy looked into what she was suited for, they discovered she had a nearly unparalleled aptitude in an entirely different area. She’d accepted that, advancing down the path of a mage and abandoning her dreams of becoming an army nurse. Mages were just as scarce as combat medics, so the nation couldn’t afford to waste them.


      “And how was Veldy?”


      “He was in pretty rough shape,” I replied. “However, he was brought in early, so I think he’ll survive.”


      Second Lieutenant Aria had come to ask about Corporal Veldy’s condition. They were cousins, so she was probably very worried.


      “That’s good to hear. Also, did a mage soldier named Dalat get carried over here during the day?”


      “A mage soldier? I apologize. We’ve been failing to confirm where our patients are from in the army.”


      “It’s fine. I was just a little curious about his condition.”


      As Second Lieutenant Aria assisted us, she asked me various questions. I wondered if she was worried about the people she knew and had come to see them under the pretense of helping us.


      “Is Dalat your subordinate?”


      “He is. He’s a member of my mage company. We got caught in the enemy shelling because I delayed my order to evacuate.”


      “This is only a clinic. Those with serious conditions are transported to the sickbeds in the city hall. If you’re worried, how about you check there?”


      She hesitated. “I was only a little curious. Visiting him isn’t the main reason I’m here.”


      She shook her head, then returned to helping with the wounded. It seemed she’d come to help us provide treatment and see her comrades while she was at it. Either way, just having one extra nurse was a huge help. If the second lieutenant insisted, I’d gratefully accept her help.


      “Doctor Kayle? Someone collapsed in the line of people awaiting treatment.”


      “What did Little Boss triage him as?”


      “He’s red.”


      “Then attend his deathbed.”


      While we were continuing treatment, it seemed we’d had another casualty.


      Triage referred to a tag we attached to a patient based on the severity of their condition. A red tag meant their injury was serious and required intensive care to survive. With those patients, we weren’t sure they could be saved even if we concentrated all of our efforts into treating them.


      “You triaged him as red, but you had him stand in line?” Aria asked me.


      I hesitated. “Yes. Even those who are red remain in line.”


      In a normal hospital, red triage would be given the highest priority when it came to lifesaving treatment. However, on the battlefield, this would be far too inefficient. As such, we’d abandon patients with red triage at my judgment without transporting them to the Central Medical Care Center.


      “What do you do with the soldiers who’ve died?”


      “We line them along the castle walls.”


      When it came to dealing with the dead, it was normally easier to burn and bury the bodies if you dug out a hole in advance and put the corpses in there, but we didn’t have the time. Our fallen comrades were casually rolled out onto the earth and left alone.


      I bet that once the Sabatian soldiers seized Mashdale, those corpses would be left to rot without a memorial service. As their brethren, I wanted to bury them ourselves if we could.


      “I understand...” Second Lieutenant Aria remained silent as she lifted the fallen soldier’s legs and took him away.


      I was the one who decided to triage that fallen soldier as red and left him for dead. Today alone, I’d left over a hundred people to die.


      Even if I died, I didn’t think I’d go to heaven.


      ***


      “Second Lieutenant?”


      “Oh, no...”


      Second Lieutenant Aria returned from the morgue, her voice shaky. I felt she also looked somehow haggard.


      “Um... By any chance...” I began.


      “He was there,” she said.


      I had expected as much by how she sounded. Well, I’d had that feeling when she was worrying about that subordinate of hers.


      “I did figure he was beyond saving, but to actually see it for myself...” she murmured.


      “Second Lieutenant Aria, is this your first time losing a subordinate?”


      “No, not at all. I might not look it, but I’ve been living on the battlefield far longer than you. I’ve experienced the loss of my subordinates countless times.”


      It seemed that her subordinate had been triaged as red after all. I was the one who’d decided to abandon him based on the severity of his condition.


      Second Lieutenant Aria had wanted to become an army nurse, so she surely understood what red triage meant. And she also knew who was performing triage at this frontline HQ.


      “But...I think this was my first time losing a boyfriend.”


      I’d abandoned her boyfriend.


      “I’m pretty uptight, so not many men approached me.”


      “You didn’t give me that impression,” I said.


      “I’m usually bossier than this, you know? When you hold the title of a commanding officer, dignity is absolutely essential. The survival of your subordinates directly ties into how much they respect and obey you.”


      As she weakly smiled, she sat down next to me. She assisted me in bandaging up a moaning patient in front of me.


      “When you stand at the top, it’s your job to be feared,” she explained. “Especially in my case, where I’m riding on my family’s tailcoats, I had a lot of subordinates who disliked me. But Dalat was like a puppy. No matter how I shouted at him, he always tottered after me.”


      She continued to patch up the patient.


      “I thought he was after connections, so I didn’t give him the time of day, but he was so attached to me that I wound up bonding with him. Before I knew it, we were an item.”


      She didn’t seem to resent me at all. She only shared with me her memories of her lover, with a self-mocking tone.


      “Even though I knew better... You shouldn’t fall in love in a place like this.”


      “Well...”


      “Oh, I was careless. I was just so flustered trying to support the frontline soldiers that my company wound up in the enemy shelling’s range.”


      I had nothing to say.


      “In the end, while Dalat was in the middle of a spell, he got a direct hit from ballistics magic. Even I knew that he couldn’t be saved...”


      Now that I thought about it, I remembered. I remembered attending the deathbed of a soldier who was impossible to save, whose entire body had been burned by a terrible heat.


      I slowly spoke up. “Uh... I might’ve been the one who attended Dalat’s deathbed. It was already difficult to save him, so... Um...”


      “Yeah. Don’t worry. He was hit by the shellings as a result of my miscalculations. You have nothing to fret about.”
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      I’d been indifferent, making him take sleep medication and pass out so that he wouldn’t stir up a fuss. I didn’t even try to hear his last words.


      “Thank you for being with him in the end.”


      After that, she stopped talking at all.


      ***


      Afterward, Second Lieutenant Aria helped us in the Medical Care Department into the night.


      “Um, second lieutenant?” I started.


      “What is it?”


      Was this a kind of atonement for her? Or was she immersing herself in helping us so that she didn’t have to think?


      “It’s almost a new day. You should rest and prepare for tomorrow’s battle.”


      “Right. It’s that late already.”


      But in the end, Second Lieutenant Aria continued to help us provide medical care well into the night.


      September 13th, Evening


      It was the third day of the Mashdale Defensive Battle. Once again, the enemy took time this morning to carry out a preparatory shelling. It seemed that they were going to play it safe while they could.


      “Aah... Mashdale’s outer walls...”


      A young healer was dumbfounded at the destroyed fortress we could see from a fair distance away. By the end of the morning shellings, the outermost fortress had been destroyed almost completely. In that state, it would likely be useless as a defensive wall against guns now. That meant...


      “On the third day, one of the fortresses is already down.”


      This spelled our first defeat.


      “The battle’s only just begun. Are we gonna be okay with the fortress gone?” Kayle asked.


      “I can’t say we’ll be okay, but our allies were unharmed. Let’s consider that a silver lining,” I replied.


      Fortunately, there were no defensive forces in the fortress that the Sabatian Army was desperately shelling. On that day, right after we started to get hit by the enemy shellings, Major Lenvil gave our allies advance notice that we’d abandon the outermost fortress. That meant the enemy soldiers had wasted over half a day shelling an empty building.


      We made the enemy waste their resources, and our allies were unharmed. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call this a tactical victory on Major Lenvil’s part, but...


      “The major does some scary things. Won’t the enemy charge in the moment we withdraw our soldiers?”


      “It’s doubtful. Even if our armies don’t read each other’s moves, the enemy knows they can seize the fortress unscathed by methodically carrying out their magic artillery attack.”


      “Yeah, of course... That’s the most reliable method.”


      From the enemy’s perspective, whether the defense forces were there didn’t change what they’d do. Keeping the worst-case scenario in mind, they’d just straightforwardly deal us a careful preparatory shelling. It was the safest course of action that minimized losses. They were likely also thinking that there was no need to save on the military supplies being transported to them.


      “Magic stones for shellings are worthless outside of war, after all.”


      “There will be no need for leftover magic stones when the war is over.”


      This battle wasn’t to settle things once and for all. With the breaking of the Western Front, the war’s outcome had already been decided. Major Lenvil might have had a plan to instantly turn things around, but rationally, this Mashdale Defensive battle was a vain struggle. That was probably why the Sabatian soldiers could freely use their resources. Rather than suffering needless losses from the Austinese Army’s useless resistance, they could use up everything they had to conclude the war as safely as they wished.


      “It’s really going to fall, huh...” Kayle murmured.


      And the capture of Mashdale had a pretty big political significance. Mashdale was certainly Austin’s spiritual support. The seemingly impregnable fortress was like a beacon to the Austinese people, and their spirits would break if it fell. Citizens whose hearts had broken were easier to rule for invaders.


      “You’ll probably suffer if you’re captured.”


      “The Sabatians don’t show any mercy toward women either,” I agreed.


      The invaders had to suppress their colony’s citizens through military power. For that reason, Mashdale’s collapse was the best thing to help control them.


      There was simply too much to gain. As such, they’d freely expend their resources and surely capture Mashdale.


      ***


      The third day ended with the enemies capturing the outermost fortress. Both parties had wanted this result. Austin’s troops had evaded the enemy shellings without casualties, and Sabat had gained control of Mashdale’s fortress unscathed.


      Mashdale had two fortresses left. If you didn’t take into account their foolish attack on the first day, we calculated that they’d capture a fortress every two days.


      “At this rate, Mashdale will likely fall within another week.”


      “It’s possible.”


      Just how far ahead was Major Lenvil predicting our war situation and fighting this battle? If we were struggling so much to buy time for the private civilians to evacuate, would we be sacrificed here? Or was he persevering because we still had some chance of victory?


      “Isn’t this basically a losing battle? Shouldn’t we just hurry up and surrender?”


      “The government’s probably considering an unconditional surrender too,” I said.


      “They should get on with it and start groveling before some Sabatian diplomat. Every second they prolong a surrender just wastes more lives. Our deaths are basically worthless at this point.”


      “No, there’s probably plenty of worth in them,” I replied.


      The young healer Kayle was beginning to sound like my former sickbed manager. When I thought back to it now, I did feel like it would be way better to hurry up and surrender. Even if it wasn’t surrender, if we had successfully made peace, Noelle would’ve been spared from the flames.


      “Right now, we’re risking our lives to protect the citizens in the rear. If our sacrifice can save people’s lives, I believe it gives meaning to our battle,” I explained.


      “I... I hope so.”


      And now, we were fighting hard so no other town would meet the same fate as Noelle. Until the government roused themselves and begged for mercy in front of the Sabat Union, we’d protect as many civilian lives as we could until the very end. That was a soldier’s destiny.


      “As such, when the time comes, please leave me behind and run, Kayle.”


      “No. Like I said, you’re younger than me.”


      “I know what it means to be a soldier. Without a doubt, an evacuation order will be issued for civilian collaborators like you before a military employee like myself. When that happens, don’t hesitate and needlessly forfeit your life.”


      Now that I’d lost my hometown Noelle and my family, all I had left was my title as a soldier and my comrades in the Gabak Squad. After the war, there was nowhere for me to go.


      “Barely anyone would mourn my death, anyway,” I said.


      “Hey now...”


      “My orphanage was burned down. At the very least, there’s not much that binds me compared to you.”


      Rodrey would be sad if I died, but he’d likely overcome it right away and move forward. That was the lesson the late Gray had taught us in his final moments.


      “Please don’t ever say that again, Little Boss. It makes me feel bad.”


      “Sorry.”


      Kayle was clearly angered by my words, and that was only natural. It really had been rude of me to tell a healer that nobody would be sad if I died. I’d probably be unhappy if a patient I was trying to save said that to me.


      “I said too much. I’ll amend my behavior and apologize.”


      “Come on, Little Boss. This isn’t just my personal opinion. It’s what people generally think.”


      “Right.”


      “If a fifteen-year-old girl said those words and then died in battle, most adults would go mad with grief. Remember that for me.”


      At those words, I became aware that I’d unconsciously been taking my life lightly. Dying in this battle wouldn’t be meaningless, but that didn’t mean I should treat my life carelessly.


      My life was built on top of numerous sacrifices. I’d been supported and saved by Salsa, Gray, Rodrey, and many others.


      “I’m sorry, Kayle. I was foolish to think that way. I apologize.”


      “Right.”


      I had to live. Even without a family, in order to repay the people who’d saved me until now, I couldn’t just let myself die. That was the best kind of atonement I could offer my late comrades.


      September 15th, Noon


      It’d been two days since the first fortress fell; this was the fifth day of the Mashdale Defensive Battle. As expected, the capture of Mashdale’s second fortress started with an artillery attack.


      “They held off on their magic artillery attack for a day. That means the enemy’s supplies are likely not keeping up.”


      “So they resumed their magic artillery attacks after waiting for magic stones?” I wondered.


      It seemed that Sabat really was planning to minimize their losses. Our infantrymen had no way of putting up a fight against the long-distance magic artillery attacks. All they could do was take cover, shivering and praying to God that the shellings wouldn’t head their way.


      As old as the castle walls were, Mashdale had formerly been extolled as the impregnable stronghold. By attacking us steadily, the enemy was not underestimating us.


      “Has the government still not issued a declaration of surrender?”


      “Soon it’ll be two weeks since the Western Front’s collapse,” Kayle said. “With how things are going, they really ought to declare it sooner rather than later. Preferably before this place falls.”


      “Is the government enticing them into peace negotiations instead of an unconditional surrender?”


      If we surrendered unconditionally, this region would become a colony, and the citizens of Austin would become Sabat’s slaves. The government was probably trying to negotiate a way to avoid this, to somehow preserve the country and its territory. Was this why they were taking so much time to end the war?


      “The south is still mostly unscathed, right? Can’t they send us help from there?” Kayle asked.


      “If they did that, the enemy would probably burn down the southern towns that had previously been safe. A majority of the territories outside of the southern cities will likely be seceded as part of peace negotiations.”


      The only place within Austin that had been spared the horrors of war was the Southern Front, which hadn’t participated in the Sylph Attacks. I’d thought for sure that the entire warfront had been broken through, but for some reason, the attacks hadn’t been carried to the south. Maybe they’d simply run out of resources, or they might’ve judged that it was too risky.


      “The preservation of the southern cities is our only ray of light in our present condition. If the government is aiming to make peace, we’ll probably be allowed that territory,” I said.


      “Making peace, huh?”


      The southern cities had scarce resources, but as a result, their current defensive capabilities had been preserved, and the civilians were safe. We’d likely be allowed to have that territory if we made peace. That was probably why the executives didn’t want to mobilize the south’s fighting power.


      “It’s better to make peace if you can. I don’t think they’ll agree with our current difference in manpower, though,” said Kayle.


      “Major Lenvil might be having us keep up the good fight here to make peace seem like a better option.”


      “You actually think we can stop the enemy invasion here and take things to peace negotiations? Can we do that?”


      “I apologize. I’m lacking in military tactics, so I don’t know. I can only imagine what might be going on in Major Lenvil’s head too.”


      In actuality, if you asked me, I’d only say that our chances of preserving the warfront at Mashdale were slim. The neighboring cities had already been broken through. This was the only area where the enemy advance had been kept at bay. We were merely stalling for time, and I didn’t know if there was a tactical advantage to doing this. But as long as we bought enough time for the citizens to run, I felt that it was worth putting our lives on the line.


      “Maybe they’ll decide that Mashdale is more trouble than it’s worth and take a detour. I can only hope,” Kayle sighed.


      “The enemy probably can’t leave us be. We’re in a position where we could aim for their supply line.”


      “Right...”


      Currently, the Sabatian Army had invaded Austin’s borders. To put it another way, their supply line was probably stretched out thin. Any army would stop functioning if their supply line was attacked. They couldn’t leave even a small army force like us behind the invasion line.


      “And they probably wanna pillage Mashdale and rob it of all kinds of things.”


      “From the enemy’s perspective, this city must be really lucrative,” I agreed.


      That was why the enemy would never leave Mashdale alone. So long as we were shutting ourselves away in here, they had to keep attacking and bring us down.


      I believed that Major Lenvil had also anticipated that, which was why he had evacuated us to Mashdale.


      ***


      “Excuse me, I received a transmission,” I said. “Yes, understood.”


      As expected after a day’s break, the enemy shellings came back with a vengeance. In the blink of an eye, a majority of the fortress had collapsed, and the defense forces had to retreat.


      “What’s wrong, Little Boss?”


      “The major gave out an evacuation order. It seems we’ll be abandoning the second fortress too.”


      Our allies would have been annihilated if they kept clinging to the fortress, so the major had ordered their retreat. Consequently, we were also ordered to evacuate.


      “So the fortress has already fallen.”


      “We were also ordered to retreat. It’s probably dangerous for us to continue working on the front lines.”


      In just one day, the second fortress had fallen. Now the only defenses left to us were the third fortress and the Mashdale castle walls. When the differences in military power were too great, it overrode the advantage the defensive side had in a siege.


      “That means it’s about time...”


      “Yes...”


      The second fortress’s collapse meant that the shellings and bullets would reach this place soon. We had to hurry and transport the medical supplies and escape into Mashdale City.


      “There’s going to be fighting in the streets,” I said.


      And if the third fortress collapsed, the enemy would likely march into this city at last to annihilate us. They’d burn down Mashdale, a city with great historical importance. As things stood, the Austinese military authorities had no way of stopping it.


      We were mere prey. We could taste our powerlessness.


      Would there be some kind of miracle? All I could do was retreat into the city as I held that aimless wish in my heart.


      September 17th, Evening


      It was the seventh day of the Mashdale Defensive Battle. Two days had passed since the young staff members like Kayle and I had evacuated into the city. Our comrades appeared to be resisting with everything they had, but with how outnumbered they were, they couldn’t beat the odds.


      We frantically continued providing medical treatment, but...


      “All fortresses have been captured.”


      “Apparently, the enemy has already begun shelling the castle walls.”


      “This city won’t hold out.”


      On this day, the last fortress had also been seized. Finally, the enemy was one step away from checkmate—taking the city itself. We completely lacked the fighting power that would’ve enabled us to engage the enemy head-on.


      “It’s a losing battle.”


      The defeat of the Austinese Army in Mashdale was all but set in stone.


      ***


      The air of the Central Medical Care HQ was thick with the putrid stench of corpses. Because we’d evacuated, nobody was performing triage on the front lines anymore, leading to a massive number of casualties being hauled in.


      As I’d expected, they couldn’t afford to line up the overflowing bodies, so they’d initially been tossing them into the storehouse. However, because the corpses were being stacked in an airtight room, the Tactical Operations HQ was filled with the smell of excrement and decaying flesh. It was an unbearable sight, with flies swarming around the storehouse and rodents gnawing on the corpses.


      “Pile the corpses up and tie them with ropes. Make sure it doesn’t collapse,” said Major Lenvil.


      On the Western Front, bodily fluids would sink into the earth, and the decaying flesh would be eaten by insects in the ground. In the worst-case scenario where we had to leave the bodies, they’d be dealt with one way or another. However, it’d been a disastrous decision to leave so many dead bodies alone indoors.


      “Go and pile up our comrades’ corpses to close up the back alley.”


      “Right...”


      “See, if you support it with boards, you’ve made a human defensive barrier,” said Major Lenvil.


      Unable to just stand around and watch how things had been going, he’d ordered the corpses in the storehouse to be transported outside. He then instructed us to pile up the corpses that were beginning to undergo rigor mortis, using them as sandbags.


      “Without defensive barriers, the whole city is incredibly lacking in protection. And we can’t get more sandbags at the snap of a finger.”


      He then continued. “We can deodorize the building too, so that’s killing two birds with one stone. When I was young, I often hid myself under my comrades’ corpses as shields to survive.”


      At the major’s instructions, we haphazardly put together the cloth-wrapped corpses and transformed them into a slippery wall of flesh. Several soldiers were checking outside as they hid in the shadow of that stack of flesh. When I considered the possibility of someone I deeply cared for being among the bodies, I felt like my heart was going to burst.


      “This is the last decisive battle. Go all out, First Class Combat Medic Tory.”


      “Yes, major,” I said.


      Then, in the emptied Tactical Operations HQ, I stood behind Major Lenvil and quietly watched the city.


      ***


      Yesterday, the moment the last fortress fell, Major Lenvil had ordered all noncombatants to evacuate. Along with the medical team, which included Bear, the first to evacuate were injured soldiers who couldn’t put up with battle, as well as civilian collaborators who’d stayed behind for odd jobs like transporting supplies. That meant...


      “Second Lieutenant Aria. How’s our war status?” asked Major Lenvil.


      “It’s been three hours since the enemy mage soldiers began their shelling. One part of the castle walls has collapsed, so the enemy might invade.”


      “Our losses?”


      “The details are uncertain, but we’ve had quite a few casualties.”


      “All right. Abandon the castle walls. Evacuate into the city and switch gears to delaying the enemy.”


      The only ones who stayed behind were soldiers prepared to die.


      ***


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! How could we run while leaving that girl here?!”


      “However I may appear, I am a soldier. I can move for several days without sleep. Even if I stay behind, I’m confident I can make my escape from the enemy.”


      Unsurprisingly, Bear had stirred up a fuss when he learned I wouldn’t be evacuating. I’d had to bow my head and make him understand.


      Bear and the others were civilian collaborators. The difference between them and a soldier like me was endurance. Although it’d only been for half a year, I’d endured Squad Commander Gabak’s hell and had been trained decently well. As someone who was petite and light, I was getting pretty high marks particularly in my marathon training. If I put my mind to it, I was confident I could travel for four to five days at a run.


      “In the worst-case scenario that something happens to the major, I’ll remain here.”


      And just as always, my role was as a first-aid kit. I believed I was here to treat Major Lenvil in the event he was injured. However, unlike a certain squad commander, it was Major Lenvil’s role to remain in place at the very back of the rear. If things took a turn for the worse, he’d likely be the first to evacuate, so I probably wouldn’t have many chances to perform my role.


      “A question, major. How much time should we buy through our delaying action?” I asked.


      “Another day is probably more than enough. We’ve bought an entire week already, after all. The higher-ups won’t complain if we run away then.”


      At this time, we were considering many strategies that the enemy could take. They would most likely shell the city, holding back on invading immediately after securing the castle walls. This tactic would destroy the inner city, preventing us from using guerrilla attacks. From the Sabatian Army’s perspective, it was a sound strategy that’d turn up the least number of losses.


      If that was what they chose to do, we had made arrangements to immediately surrender the city and evacuate. Our goal was always to buy time, so if the enemy was going to spend time shelling us, that meant we’d have achieved our goal.


      However, if they marched in and took advantage of their numbers to seize the city, that’d spell trouble for us. By sparing the inner city from their shellings, the enemy would gain its buildings and supplies.


      In that case, we had to carry out a delaying action for Bear and the others, who were currently running away as best as they could. We would have to expend the allies who’d managed to survive until today.


      We’d rather the enemy take their time and slowly conduct their shelling.


      “A report, major.”


      Half a day had passed since Sabat began their attack.


      “The enemy has invaded the castle walls.”


      “All right,” said Lenvil.


      Wishful thinking often amounted to nothing. The second that report ended, we heard intense shootings and battle cries from the direction of the castle walls.


      “They didn’t shell us...”


      Unfortunately, the enemy had decided they wouldn’t be content with securing the castle walls, and they broke into the city streets.


      The Sabat soldiers were expecting a guerrilla attack.


      “Our predictions were off the mark,” I said.


      “They might not have magic stones left.”


      Of course, we’d made all the preparations we could in case the enemy charged in like this. We’d set down magical traps everywhere, and we were having the soldiers hide out in buildings and alleys to intercept the enemy. However, we really were outnumbered. Actually stopping the invasion felt impossible.


      “Major, are you going to evacuate right away?” I asked.


      “No, no. We’re holding out until the last second. It’ll set a bad example for my subordinates if a commanding officer flees first.”


      The Tactical Operations HQ was established in the center of the city. Now that we were hearing flames roaring and guns firing all around us in the distance, this was the point where a normal commanding officer would be thinking of how to make his escape.


      “As bad as I feel for a young girl like you, I need you to die here in the worst-case scenario. The time we earn is vital for Austin’s future.”


      “Of course. I’ll readily give my life when the time comes,” I said.


      I didn’t understand what Major Lenvil was thinking. It seemed he was stalling for time in Mashdale, based on some kind of conviction.


      There was barely anyone left in this spacious Tactical Operations HQ. Those who could fight were all outside and deployed. The only ones currently in the Tactical Operations HQ was the aged Major Lenvil, his two guards, and myself.


      “Although I may not look the part, long ago, I was known as a brave warrior. Battleaxe Lenvil—I spearheaded the heavy cavalry forces.”


      “I’ve heard of your great name.”


      “Times were good back then. The only weapons the enemy would throw our way were arrows and stones. So long as you could move with heavy armor, you were invincible.”


      The major began to boast as he reminisced. I heard that the most fun a soldier had was the moment they began to relay their heroic tales to their juniors. I decided I’d silently listen.


      “Even among them, I was the strongest. I had the physical strength to swing around this big battleaxe while clad in a full suit of armor.”


      “That’s incredible.”


      “That was how you did things back then. The strong folks charged straight in and threw the enemies into a rout. The weak ones hid behind the strong, and it was their duty to assist in duels.”


      The major held up the battleaxe that’d been on the wall with one hand, then slung it over his shoulder.


      “If such tactless weapons like guns had never come to be, this war would’ve reached its conclusion sooner. You’d drive the enemy into a rout, corner them, make them surrender, and that’s that. This current situation of ours—hiding in holes and having cramped gunfights for ten years—would have been unthinkable.”


      I stayed quiet.


      “And the ones bearing the brunt of the gunfights aren’t the strong ones; it’s the weaklings. The new recruits shoot guns at each other at the forefront of the front lines, and we relics of the old days kick back and send orders from the rear. It’s twisted.”


      With a somewhat lonely expression, Major Lenvil started to walk with his axe still on his shoulder. The guards and I followed after him.


      “The top brass’s orders are to buy as much time as possible while they put together various diplomatic strategies.”


      “Um, is it okay for us to hear that information?”


      “They shouldn’t care. You’re throwing away your life—you should at least know why.” The major gave a hollow laugh and patted my head. “I can’t bring myself to get your hopes up for anything like reinforcements or a comeback plan. Mashdale has no hope for any of that.”


      “I didn’t think so.”


      “Once they seize the city, they’ll probably head straight to the capital. We have to die to buy time for the higher-ups at the capital to scramble around.”


      “I see...”


      “But so long as we’re soldiers, we cannot run away. No matter what idiotic order we receive, the most shameful thing a lowly soldier can do is pretend to understand the true meaning behind it and act of their own accord.”


      After hearing his words, I finally began to understand the major’s true intentions.


      “Well, this shouldn’t be coming from me, as someone who abandoned the Western Front and ran.”


      He wasn’t holding out in Mashdale for some kind of goal. He was only complying with the government’s pleas to “buy some time somehow.”


      “Combat medics are the most useful branch of the army on the battlefield. As soldiers who can revive numerous infantrymen, you’re worth as much as them many times over.”


      “Thank you...”


      “So I’m expecting much from you, First Class Combat Medic Tory.”


      I was a soldier. No matter how stupid the order seemed, all I could do was give my life without question.


      “So, just as the top brass ordered, do your job thoroughly and die, little girl. At the very least, I won’t play dirty and run.”


      I said nothing.


      “It’s the glory of a soldier to die protecting citizens. Let’s make a show of it as we die in action, and garnish the end of this war with flowers of blood.”


      I was left here to be a sacrifice to buy Bear time to run. It seemed that although he’d treated me like a child, the major treated me like a soldier.


      “I feel the same, major.”


      I was a coward. To tell the truth, I didn’t want to die. I wanted to hurry up and run away. But it was way more painful to run, abandoning my comrade-in-arms, who were my only family left in this world.


      “Even if I die here, I doubt I’ll resent you,” I said.


      “I see. Thanks.”


      “But...”


      There was just one thing. If I had to say the one thing I disapproved of in his viewpoint, it was...


      “No matter what happens, I won’t give up hope that I’ll survive,” I said. When he didn’t answer, I added, “I’m still a young girl, after all.”


      “Gah ha ha ha! Right, of course. Give it your all, First Class Combat Medic Tory!”


      So many people had saved my life, and I had no intention of readily throwing it away. I’d save as many of my fellow soldiers as I could, fight to the bitter end, and evacuate with my head high.


      That was the path I chose.


      ***


      “We’re heading out too. We’re fighting as we evacuate.”


      As Major Lenvil kept pace with our retreating allies, we began evacuating. It was rare for a commanding officer to lead the way without running away. It was probably because he had an old-fashioned way of thinking as a commanding officer. If anything, the major himself fully intended to engage the enemy with his axe in hand.


      Someone had heard him say, “We’re already losing. What’s the point in the commander spearheading an attack, then running? I’m the commander of a defeated army, so I’ll be executed after the war anyway.”


      ***


      There’d already been numerous sacrifices in the streets of Mashdale. The Austinese soldiers were valiantly fighting back as they piled up the enemy corpses on the streets.


      However, in a gunfight, numbers reigned supreme. Regardless of your mastery of the gun, it was impossible to win in a two-on-one battle. In order to put ourselves at an even slightly bigger advantage, we were engaging in guerrilla warfare through sniping the enemies from high ground and taking refuge in small alleys, but we were gradually racking up casualties.


      “Major, we have an injured soldier.”


      “Treat him! No need to save any mana for me!”


      Unlike the squad commander, Major Lenvil proactively gave permission to treat our allies.


      “Instead of a guy like me who can barely handle a gun, it’s way better for a youngin to survive and fight back!”


      It was likely because he lacked experience in modern warfare. He was a commanding officer, whose job wasn’t to hide away in trenches with a gun in hand.


      “A numbskull like me who’s only good for swinging an axe is at the bottom of the priority list for medical treatment here!”


      I think the major intended to die in Mashdale.


      Instead of being executed after the war, he likely considered it more honorable as a military officer to choose death on the battlefield.


      ***


      Our lives translated into time. The big shots in the government were scraping together all the time they could to butter up the Sabat Union, humble themselves, and draw out a compromise. If Sabat burned down the capital, the casualties would be staggering. We were putting our lives on the line to delay that countdown for as long as possible.


      “Aaargh!!! This is a general’s head I’ve got on my shoulders! Come at me, you small fry!!!”


      The major was old and healthy. Rather than flinching from the enemy soldiers, he was goading them. As he swung his massive axe and hacked down the enemies all while fully clad in armor, he really did look like a hero from the old days. And how did his subordinates view his majestic figure?


      “Don’t let the major die! Put your lives on the line and fight back!!!”


      “Major, don’t do anything reckless!”


      “The major is risking his life alongside us to fight! Answer to his fighting spirit!!!”


      At the very least, I was positive that he was far more reliable than a superior who evacuated alone.


      “G-Graaah!!! M-My leg!!!” Lenvil cried.


      “It’s all right! I can still save it,” I said.


      “Damn it!!! If only I were a little younger!”


      However, no matter how brave the major was, axes were powerless in the face of firearms.


      Around one hour after the battle started, Major Lenvil, who’d been swinging around his axe in the back alleys, was finally shot, injuring his leg.


      “Please stay still.”


      The major was holding his leg while collapsed on the stone street. The sounds of gunfire resounded in all directions.


      “Shield.”


      As I put up my Shield, I stooped down next to Major Lenvil’s leg and checked his wound.


      I also caught sight of a Sabatian soldier farther back aiming a gun toward us. We probably wouldn’t be able to dodge his bullet if he got us now.


      “Hey, you’ll get killed if you try and treat me now!” Lenvil protested.


      “Indeed. So please be quiet. It’ll waste time otherwise.”


      However, for me, Major Lenvil was currently the person who had the utmost priority for medical treatment. I didn’t know how long his survival would maintain the soldiers’ morale. He didn’t boast Squad Commander Gabak’s ridiculous strength, but he had the most vital role in providing the soldiers’ mental backbone in this desperate situation.


      “Heal. The bleeding will stop now. Please hurry up and stand.”


      “S-Sorry. Curse my worthlessness...”


      “It’s all right.”


      Immediately after I used my recovery magic, some dreadful gunshots rang through the air. However, the bullets fortunately didn’t strike the major. He promptly stood up, slightly disoriented, and stuck to the other side of the wall as he ran. Was it thanks to the Shield I’d deployed just in case? I was grateful to the squad commander and Gale for teaching me this spell.


      “Huh?”


      The moment I got up on my knee, I was struck by extreme vertigo. On instinct, I placed both hands on the ground. My legs were heavy like lead, and my abdomen was so heavy, it was like it was burning. Tingling and throbbing—a pulsating sharp pain gnawed at my entire body.


      “First Class Combat Medic Tory!!!” Lenvil shouted.


      “Don’t worry about me. Hurry and evacuate.”


      Cold sweat beaded on my forehead. When I slowly dropped my gaze, I realized that my stomach had been shot through, and blood was dripping onto the ground.


      “Major...”


      “I’m sorry!”


      The second I was aware, I couldn’t stay standing. Shaking violently like when I was struck by anemia, my body collapsed onto the ground. A red liquid was gradually spreading from my stomach.


      “I was shot...” I murmured.


      That’s right. I’d survived on this battlefield for so long because the squad commander’s terrifying combat power had protected me. Now that I didn’t have his protection, of course I’d wind up like this after leaving myself open in this vast place.


      “I’m sorry!!!”


      When I raised my eyes, I saw Major Lenvil disappearing behind the wall.


      It seemed he’d decided to abandon me and escape. It’d been worth risking my life.


      I decided to let go of all the strength in my body and surrender myself to the clopping enemy soldier boots approaching me.
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      Year 1938 Summer 8


      I was able to listen to the nun talk for several hours. As the nun flipped through Tory’s diary, she told me about her vivid and brutal experiences of war, like how during the Sylph Attacks, the Sabatian soldiers had apparently massacred civilians like it was a game, or how, while her orphan friends were killed in front of her eyes, she was the only one who had hid herself and survived. Her words bore a significance that only those who experienced that time for themselves understood.


      “So that’s what was going on back when this diary was being written,” I murmured.


      “Yes.”


      I listened to the nun, absorbed in her story. As someone who loved history, the privilege of asking about the Sylph Attacks in person was a reward I wouldn’t exchange for anything.


      “Oh no, I apologize. It’s about time for prayer,” she said. “I have to call the children.”


      “It’s that time already?”


      “I was pleased that you listened to me so eagerly. Will you stay here tonight, Mr. Cedre?”


      “No, I reserved a room in Mashdale.”


      She offered me a place to stay the night, but I wasn’t shameless enough to barge in and make them let me stay here. There was still plenty of time in the day, but I bowed to the nun and began preparing to return home.


      “It’s quite a long way to Mashdale, you know. It’s dangerous once it gets dark,” she said.


      “It’s okay. I’ve borrowed a horse, so don’t worry.”


      “I see.”


      Noelle was a remote rural town. There were no railroads that ran through it, nor carriages that regularly came and went. That was why I’d borrowed a horse from Mashdale. If I didn’t return it by the end of the day, they’d charge me extra.


      “I wish I could’ve read her diary for a little longer...” she said wistfully. “This might be impudent of me, but could I have it?”


      “I apologize, but I still haven’t finished reading it myself. I’ll bring it again some other time.”


      “I see... That’s a shame.”


      The old man who’d rented me the horse was a bit of a pain to deal with. It took about two hours on horseback from here to Mashdale, so I’d probably just barely make it before sunset.


      Just as I’d put the diary in my bag and was about to depart, the nun tapped her fist on her hand.


      “Oh, right. Then, lastly, I’ll guide you there.”


      “Where do you mean?” I asked.


      “You came all the way out here to Noelle, didn’t you?”


      She pointed to the orphanage’s garden.


      “I think Big Sis Tory has been waiting for you too.”


      When I looked beyond where she was pointing, I saw countless crosses evenly stuck into the ground, with many brightly colored flowers growing around them.


      “A graveyard...”


      “Indeed. You’ll visit, won’t you?”


      My heart throbbed at the nun’s words.


      ***


      Tory Noelle.


      A dog tag hung from the grave, riddled with scratches. It was difficult to read the letters through the scratches and rust, but...I could faintly make out the word: Tory.


      “Apparently she died the year after the Sylph Attacks,” the nun said. “They didn’t find Big Sis Tory’s body, so her grave is empty. Although we found her dog tag, the bodies in the area had been so heavily damaged, it was impossible to tell which was her.”


      “So that’s what happened...”


      “After a person’s been missing for half a year, they’re declared dead. It says she died the following year, but we think she actually died during the Sylph Attacks.”


      I learned the year this diary’s author died.

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Evacuation 1


      September 17th, Evening


      How were prisoners of war treated in this world? Were they given humane treatment, like forbidding violence? At the very least, I’d never heard of a treaty that granted that much for POWs. Being captured by the enemy meant it was all over for you. They had as much control over your life and death as they wanted.


      POWs would probably be hatefully toyed with and killed. Or, as a female prisoner of war, it’s also possible they’d be left alive for those kinds of purposes. At any rate, it certainly wouldn’t be anything good.


      “Haaah... Haaah...” My breaths became heavy and short, and the taste of blood began filling my mouth.


      To begin with, I had been shot, so it was also very likely I’d die before the enemy got to me. I’d probably die from blood loss if left completely untreated.


      However, a mage using their magic was basically read as a hostile action. I couldn’t expect anything different than a bullet through my brain the moment I activated my recovery magic. There was no communicating with the enemy either, so explaining myself in advance was impossible.


      The enemies pointed at me and shouted in a language I didn’t understand at all. What were they saying? I had no idea. However, their tone was anything but friendly.


      The pain in my stomach was growing worse, making it harder to breathe. However, I couldn’t use magic to heal it, since I’d immediately be seen as a threat.


      Cold sweat ran along my lips, a spray of blood chilled my stomach, and a dull pain burned into my brain.


      “■■■!”


      I remained quiet. Eventually, they ran straight for me as I lay on the ground.


      “■■■■■■!!!”


      They ignored me and ran after Major Lenvil.


      After confirming that they had left, I tumbled into a house. Then, on high alert, I healed my wound with recovery magic.


      “Haaah... Haaah... Heal.”


      Fortunately, the bullet had passed right through my abdomen, so I didn’t need to remove anything. However, it seemed a major blood vessel had been hit, and dark blood clots dripped down after I drained the blood.


      I’d lost quite a lot of blood. I was sure that was exactly why the enemy had left me alone, though.


      “Urk... Haaah... Haaah...”


      And from what I could feel, I was definitely being afflicted by peritonitis.


      I wanted to cleanse my abdominal cavity, but if I attempted surgery, I’d probably pass out from the pain. In manga, there were genius surgeons who could perform surgeries on themselves, but I doubted that was possible for me.


      Within the limits of what I could do, I used my recovery magic repeatedly and performed stopgap treatment.


      “Whew. I guess I’ve calmed down.”


      Once I finished, I downed all of the secret remedies and food I’d brought. It was for hydration and pain relief through the stimulant properties. I’d also recover my mana.


      “The bleeding is stopping too...I think.”


      I rested for a short while in the house.


      Mentally apologizing to the owners, I cut the bedsheets and used them as bandages. I’d probably done all I could now.


      “Outside...”


      Beyond the window, fires were raging, and gunshots and footsteps echoed through the streets. I had to sneak away to the rear without getting caught by the enemy soldiers. For that purpose, I first needed to recover to a point that I could run. If I used my small body to hide and move about, things might work out somehow.


      The city was currently engulfed in guerrilla warfare. I’d use the chaos to my advantage and make my escape.


      As I listened carefully, I suddenly heard the enemy’s angry shouts nearby. They were right outside. I held my breath.


      “■■■■!”


      “S-Stop! H-Help me...” someone cried.


      An allied soldier was begging for his life. It seemed the enemy had found him, and he was pleading for mercy.


      I felt bad since he was a comrade, but there was nothing I could do. I didn’t even carry a gun.


      I’d hide myself until they left.


      “■■■■.”


      “Please, I beg of you... Heh heh heh... See, I’ll lick your shoes. Eheh heh...”


      Fortunately, it sounded like they’d take him captive instead of killing him. I could respect his resolve to throw away his pride for the sake of survival. I hoped it’d save him.


      “Sucker! You let your guard down! See ya!!!”


      “■■■■!!!”


      “Ha ha, you idiot! Who the hell would let you capture them? You’re not gonna torture me!!!”


      Just as I’d been thinking that, a man with a pathetic face and drooping eyes plunged through the window of the house I was hiding in.


      “Gyaaah!!! Ow!!!”


      Then, upon snagging his leg on the window frame, he ungracefully slammed down flat on his face. Blood gushed from his nose, staining the floor.


      “■■!”


      “Eeeek!!! It’s not what it looks like! I’m sorry! I wasn’t trying to run away!”


      After he’d failed to escape, that allied soldier raised his hands as a rifle was immediately thrust at him. With a fawning look on his face, he bowed repeatedly as he knelt down on the floor in front of the enemy soldiers. It seemed he didn’t have a shred of pride left.


      “Oh?”


      Luckily, at the time, I was in the enemy’s blind spot, and they didn’t notice me. However, the shameless man noticed I was there holding my breath on the other side of the wall. The man fixed his gaze hard on me.


      Please don’t stare so much. They’ll find me out too... If you could just pretend I’m not here...


      “Master! Master! Behind that wall!!! Someone’s hiding there!!!”


      The moment that soldier realized I was there, he dramatically started making a fuss, pointing at me.


      “See?! You know, I thought that this house was suspicious! Look, an enemy’s there! They were hiding! Praise me, master!”


      I stayed quiet.


      “■■■■?”


      It sounded like they were calling out toward me.


      Soon enough, the soldier peeked over at where I was, and we made clear eye contact.


      “■■■.”


      “Yes...” I said.


      I didn’t know what the enemy had said since I didn’t understand that language, but he pointed a gun at me, so I raised my hands and stood up.


      Meanwhile, this “comrade” had absolutely no intention of protecting an ally.


      “Hey, brat. They said to stand facing the wall,” he said.


      “Okay.”


      I followed directions, raised my hands, and stood against the wall. There were several Sabatian soldiers holding guns behind me.


      “■■.”


      “R-Right. I know,” the shameless man said. Could he understand the enemy?


      He put down everything he was carrying on the floor and started removing his equipment. It seemed we were going to be made into captives.


      “■■!”


      “Wh-What?” I stammered.


      “What are you zoning out for?! Don’t provoke the master, you brat! They’re saying to disarm yourself. Take off everything—your clothes too!”


      “O-Okay!”


      A Sabatian soldier pointed his gun at me and shouted angrily, so I panickedly began removing my clothes. Naturally, a prisoner of war should disarm themselves. But if that man really could understand the enemy, I wished he’d tell me.


      Still... Disarmament, huh.


      “Okay, I’ve removed everything! So please spare my life!”


      Naturally, you’d wind up buck naked.


      I didn’t want to be killed, so I obediently removed my clothes like that man did and kept my hands up, my back facing the Sabatian soldiers.


      Oh... I had an extremely bad feeling about this.


      “■■■■■.”


      How were female soldiers actually treated as prisoners of war? If it really turned out like that, then it’d still mean I’d survive in a way, so that’d be welcome...


      “■■■...”


      As I stood there trembling, a male soldier began touching me like it was the natural thing to do. More specifically, my chest. He was massaging it with a rather firm grip.


      “■■■■?”


      So it would turn out this way. Until they released me, it was looking like I’d be in a bad spot for a while. It was possible they’d continue to treat me like a slave even after the war too.


      “The master is asking about your sex, brat. Are you male or female?”


      “Female...” I muttered.


      “Umm... She says ■■!”


      “■■■■!”


      The enemy soldier looked at me, seeming surprised but somewhat accepting that answer. It seemed he’d touched my chest to verify my sex, and for a while after he had still continued to look at my face with doubt.


      “■■■■!”


      The enemies all began to investigate me, not fully convinced even after reporting my sex. They verified it through humiliating ways in front of a crowd of men. I managed to keep up a composed front, but internally, my emotions were a mess.


      “See, master? Nobody’s here right now. Nobody’s looking.”


      “■■?”


      “What’s the harm? You don’t have to risk your life fighting here. How about you have some fun before you head out? See, if you take a good look, she’s pretty cute, isn’t she?”


      While I was in a stupor from the shock and exhaustion of having my body inspected, the stark-naked allied soldier started flattering the enemy soldier, rubbing the Sabatian’s hand.


      What has this man been doing? He was supposed to be an ally, but it looked like he was only concerned with waving me in front of the enemy. It wasn’t that I didn’t understand his intention, though.


      “■■■■■■.”


      “Yes. She’s probably a virgin. Right?”


      I’m in the right to get angry, aren’t I?


      “■■■.”


      The enemy soldier grinned broadly and pinned my body to the floor. It seemed he really was in the mood for that now.


      “■■■■■■!”


      “■■■■.”


      Several soldiers gathered around me. There was nothing I could do at this point. I closed my eyes, pressed my lips into a straight line, and sank into silence. I’d be obedient so that they’d at least spare my life.


      “Ehe heh. Yes, yes, that’s right. Even on the battlefield, you need these pleasures, eheh heh.”


      “■■...”


      And the man who’d driven me into this predicament...


      “Yes!!! Now’s my chaaance!!!”


      “■■?!”


      While the men were swarming around me, he fled from the room like a timid hare.


      “Yahoo!!!”


      He was also stark naked.


      I blinked. “Huh?”


      “■...”


      I wasn’t the only one. The enemy soldiers also sounded astonished. At that time, the enemy and I probably felt the same way.


      Humans go speechless when they’re utterly baffled. I couldn’t believe he’d use the chastity of a younger girl as bait.


      Maybe that had killed the mood. The enemy soldiers silently distanced themselves while keeping their guns aimed at me. They looked a bit sympathetic.


      All right...


      “Wah... Waaah...”


      I’d try crying here. Based on how that man had left the soldiers dumbfounded enough not to assault me, they seemed to have some emotions. And in these circumstances, my childlike appearance became my weapon. I’d use it, throw away my pride, and appeal to pathos to beg for my life.


      The enemy made confused noises.


      “Waaah... Wah...”


      Tears began to roll down my cheeks as I heaved with sobs. Incidentally, these weren’t fake tears; I actually did want to cry. I’d only been holding it in until now. I’d wanted to cry this whole time.


      “■■, ■■.”


      Just as I’d anticipated, the enemy soldiers looked very awkward.


      That’s right. Remember that guilt. And if possible, treat me courteously as a prisoner now.


      “■■■.”


      Eventually, the soldiers handed me a piece of cloth that’d been on the floor nearby. It was the remains of the sheet I’d just cut up to make my bandages.


      I gratefully accepted it, and as I was racked with sobs, I wrapped myself in the sheet in a corner of the room.


      “■■.”


      “■■■■...”


      The soldiers were beginning to talk to each other, unsure about how to deal with me. The fact they had morals saved me. I’d heard rumors that the Sabatian soldiers slaughtered everyone, even noncombatants, but...the enemies were human too. There was no way they wouldn’t have emotions.


      “■■■...”


      But I still couldn’t let my guard down. It was also possible that, after considering the time it’d take to restrain me as a prisoner of war, they’d decide to kill me and move on.


      I’d stay focused. I’d make my moves while prioritizing my life above all else.


      As those rational thoughts were passing through my mind, the tears tumbling down my cheeks, I heard something rolling.


      Something round had suddenly been thrown in through the window.


      Huh? A hand grenade?


      “Sh-Sh-Shield!”


      The moment that metallic sound echoed, I reflexively put up my Shield, lay flat on the floor, and ducked my head the opposite way.


      The fear of grenades had been struck deep into my mind. Time and time again, this terrifying weapon had brought me grief.


      “■■■?!”


      “■■!!!”


      I felt the soldiers’ agitation the moment I took cover. The men shouted in a commotion, and as their harsh Sabatian language resounded in the air...


      With the dreadful sound of an explosion, the room was engulfed in the blast.


      ***


      “Hack! Hack!”


      Fortunately, I survived that explosion. I’d been protected thanks to Shield, only receiving some mild burns. But the enemy soldiers who’d gotten a direct hit were probably goners. Having taken the blast at point-blank range, they were surely in a horrifying state.


      “Hack, hack...”


      But who had thrown the grenade in? Who would suddenly throw a grenade into a house that was still swarming with enemies? That was just way too reckless...


      “Whew!!! Heh heh heh. Serves you right, you weaklings! Everything you took from me is mine again! Aha ha ha!”


      Oh.


      “And I dunno who she was, but I salute that brat for her sacrifice! Man, she was the perfect live decoy. And she was just a brat, yet she was acting all shy like a grown-up. Thanks to that, it was easy to get those idiots turned on. Guess they can all have an orgy in the next world. Aaaha ha... Ah.”


      The man, who’d entered the room roaring with laughter, met my likely piercing cold gaze.


      “Oh? Young lady. You’re safe. Exactly as I planned...”


      I continued to glare at him.


      “Yeah, yeah. I know I said a lot of awful things, but give me a pass. I had to make it sound convincing so the two of us could get out of that mess.”


      When I still didn’t respond, he continued, “Well, don’t worry about it. It’s an adult’s job to protect kids. No need to feel indebted to me for saving your life.”


      Indebted? If you hadn’t dragged me into this in the first place, I would’ve been safe the whole time.


      “A-Anyway, let’s get our clothes on for now, partner. People are gonna get the wrong idea if we’re seen naked like this together.”


      I could only sit there wordlessly.


      “Now, our uniforms... G-Gah!!! My equipment is burned!!! And so are my clothes!”


      ***


      “Maaan, it’s a good thing the people who lived here left behind their clothes!”


      We had been left stark naked with no personal belongings, all because this man underestimated the power of grenades. But after thoroughly searching the house, we managed to secure some old clothes.


      “I’m surprised you managed to keep a grenade hidden back then,” I said.


      “I didn’t. Swiped it off an ally’s corpse that was lying around at the right time. Man, it really saved my hide.”


      The grenade this man had thrown detonated the enemy soldiers’ grenades, creating a dreadful chain reaction intense enough to completely reduce the room to ashes. I was sure it would have caused a huge fire if the house hadn’t been stone.


      Fortunately, I’d stooped down in a corner of the room and chanted the Shield spell right at that moment, avoiding a direct blast. However, I’d been mostly naked, so my hair was singed and frizzy, and my body was hurting all over from burns.


      “My precious supplies...” I murmured.


      Everything I’d been equipped with was now useless. The explosion had just been that powerful. The bottles in my rucksack were a mess, broken from the impact, and the bandages and gauze were still in flames.


      Losing my medical resources reduced me to just an ordinary person who could use recovery magic. And how many more times could I use that recovery magic? With what mana I had left, maybe not even once.


      “Now, you look just like a civilian who failed to escape,” the man said. “All right, we’re running now!”


      There was nothing I could do at this point, so I’d at least borrowed some girl’s clothes to appear like a civilian. It was a plain white dress covered in dust. As you’d expect from children’s clothes, it was a little tight even for someone petite like me.


      “Hey, this pistol still looks useful. Here, you can have it.”


      “Thanks.”


      The man handed over the pistol he’d rummaged from the enemy corpses. He’d also pilfered a rifle from an ally’s corpse outside, so he was fully equipped. He had changed into work clothes that made him look like a farmer.


      I accepted the enemy pistol, hid it inside my skirt, and camouflaged myself as a civilian girl on the outside. I probably would be more likely to survive like this.


      “Oh, right. I should introduce myself. I’m Gomuji. I’m an infantryman private, but I’m actually like an ace.”


      “Huh...”


      “Do you know about the Gabak Squad, partner? That’s right—the elite unit of the warfront that could even quiet a crying child! I’m the hidden ace of that Gabak Squad!”


      This shameless man was apparently named Gomuji. He claimed to be a member of the Gabak Squad, but I’d never seen him before. Was he a habitual liar?


      “What do you mean by a ‘hidden ace’?” I asked.


      “I’m the only one that Squad Commander Gabak entrusts his back to. I’ve only been assigned to the unit for a day so far, but I’m sure the squad commander could see it... He recognized my true abilities.”


      I said nothing.


      “The first thing the squad commander said was that he’d entrust his back to me. That means Gabak and I are comrades in arms that support each other. If there’s anything you don’t understand, you can ask me, you know? This hidden ace of the warfront will answer anything!”


      It suddenly made sense. He’d been assigned to the Gabak Squad in Mashdale after I left. And because he was a private, Squad Commander Gabak’s back was protecting him.


      “So what’s your name?” he asked.


      “I’m First Class Combat Medic Tory. I was supervising the Medical Care HQ.”


      “A combat medic? Ah, that’s why you didn’t have a weapon!”


      “I’m a first class combat medic.”


      There was silence.


      “Repeat your rank and affiliation again, Private Gomuji,” I said. He talked a big game, but he was a lower-ranked rookie.


      “Ah... Um... How old are you? You look younger...”


      “Age doesn’t matter in the military. I believe that, at the bare minimum, you must use honorifics to someone above you, Private Gomuji.”


      “A-Aha ha!” Gomuji laughed foolishly, dodging my interrogation. Had he been drafted in Mashdale? His behavior made it difficult to imagine he was from the Western Front.


      “W-Well, let’s set that aside. We’re in the same boat, right? If we don’t get outta here and join up with our comrades, we might get put through the wringer again!”


      “Uh-huh...”
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      “Well, rest easy and leave things to me. There’s a lot you don’t know about the front lines, right? You’ll get to see a secret weapon in action!” He crossed his arms, teeming with confidence. “You’re truly in luck, young lady. You get to be protected by me!”


      With a straight face, I shot down his proposal. “No thank you. Let’s split up.”


      “Why?!”


      Of course I’d reject him. When it came to strategies, an ally you couldn’t trust was worse than the enemy. And it went without saying that I couldn’t trust this man as far as I could throw him. He easily used and abandoned others to save his own hide.


      “How come? It’s so dangerous here. We should join forces and—”


      “Remember what you just did,” I said sharply. “I’m sure you plan to use me as a live decoy again, anyway.”


      “What?! L-Like I said, that was all a trick! I was always going to save you—”


      “Also, if I’m going to be disguised as a civilian, I’d be better off on my own. That would make me seem even less like a soldier.”


      “You’re so heartless!!! Screw me so long as you get to be saved, is that it?! You’re the worst!!!”


      I ignored him. “As such, I’ll take my leave.”


      “Wait, no! I’m sorry. I said too much—I’m sorry. So please stop. Please don’t leave me alone.”


      “You’re a ‘hidden ace,’ aren’t you? Why don’t you escape on your own merit? Squad Commander Gabak can at least pull that off.”


      “I-I’m not on my A-game today...”


      Maybe he’d guessed I was serious about moving independently, but Gomuji started throwing himself at my feet.


      I glared at him. I could see through the depths of his heart.


      There’s no way I’d let such easy bait get away.


      It’s a combat medic... You need them for healing.


      If I follow this brat, I’m way more likely to survive.


      “I apologize, but I cannot trust you,” I said finally. “Proposal denied.”


      “Please reconsider. We’re pals who just showed each other our nakedness—our birthday suits! Right, partner?”


      “Don’t ever say that again. It makes me wanna hurl.”


      His eyes only reflected self-interest. He persistently kept pleading to come along with me. I didn’t see a shred of pride in him. I couldn’t think of any reason to work together with this man.


      “If you let me come along, I’ll listen to whatever you say after we make it out of this. Money? Candy? You name it.”


      A team member who wouldn’t listen to a thing I said was bound to just go off on their own and do whatever they wanted. To run across a battlefield where we could die at any moment with a comrade like that...


      “You did amazing! Of course—you are a god, after all! With your overwhelming kills, you reign supreme as number one!!!”


      “You came out from the front on purpose. You sure got guts! That strategy of yours outsmarted the enemies!”


      I felt like I’d experienced that before somewhere.


      “Then I will take over the right to command,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      He was just so persistent, I gave up and allowed him to accompany me. It’d delay my escape if he continued to prevent me from leaving. As much as it was an extreme pain in the ass, I’d let him come along.


      “What? The right to command?” he repeated.


      “Exactly. Private Gomuji, you have absolutely no right to reject a command from me, your superior.”


      “Uh... There’s no way a combat medic can give commands on the front lines. All you do is hide away in the rear.”


      “I’m a frontline combat medic. I’ve been assigned to the Gabak Squad for around six months. I’m a senior in your squad.”


      “What?!”


      And that was if he really was in the Gabak Squad to begin with.


      “Gomuji? I do not trust you. So following your commands is out of the question. I refuse.”


      “Urgh...”


      “Make your decision. Will we go our separate ways, or will you obey my command?”


      “Okay, okay, I got it. I get it. I’ll obey, so we’re all good, right?”


      “Understood. Despite my reluctance, I will take your life into my hands.”


      He said that he was willing to obey me, but he didn’t look like he’d truly accepted it. He was probably thinking of a way to use me as bait again when push came to shove.


      Well, I didn’t mind if he did. I’d just treat him assuming as such from the get-go.


      “Then, I’ll explain the rules that you absolutely must follow,” I said.


      “All right...”


      “First, always move undercover so that the enemy doesn’t find us.”


      “Well, yeah, of course.”


      As such, I prepared a rule where, at the very least, if he stood in my way, I could get back on my feet. We’d move undercover from the enemy. This was obvious, but it was best to minimize engaging the enemies as much as possible.


      “Second, if I say to retreat, you must do so. If you don’t obey this, I will abandon you.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      And since I said I’d take over the right to command him, I was responsible for his life. So long as he was obeying me, I had to do all I could to save him.


      “And third...”


      That’s right. I had to protect him. No matter how much he pissed me off, so long as he was on the same team as me, his life was my responsibility. I’d control this reckless comrade well—occasionally insult him, sometimes rile him up—to make him perform at his best and guide him to victory.


      “This is the most important rule.”


      “U-Uh-huh,” Gomuji said, waiting for me to continue.


      But... This tactic I was about to use...


      “Oh, do you use voice chat? Hellooo.”


      “Yes, nice to meet you.”


      I vividly recalled the nostalgic and joyful voices of two men from a long time ago.


      “Wait, XX-san?! Is your ID real?”


      “Well, yes.”


      “Yahoo!!! That’s awesome! I’m so glad we’re on the same team. I’m so honored to be teaming up with the world champion!”


      “Well, let’s not get too worked up. Just have fun.”


      It was a conversation that had played out during a silly game, a pretend war in a peaceful world where not only did people not take each other’s lives, they barely even saw corpses.


      “Don’t worry, XX-san! I’ll do whatever you tell me to! I’m going to learn a thing or two from you!”


      “Ha ha. Well, if you insist, I have a few things to ask of you. Can I ask for just three things, then?”


      “I get to see how a god plays up close. That’s no problem.”


      In that playful world, I was called...a god.


      “First off, avoid unnecessary combat. It might be a lame way to play, but I always aim for victory.”


      “Roger.”


      That game was the only thing I had a terrifying talent for.


      I had a wide field of vision where I didn’t overlook any enemies that were barely visible in my peripherals. I had a skill where I could act swiftly after noticing those enemies, with an incredible aim like no other.


      And...


      “Also, if I tell you to retreat, please do so. Even if it looks like we’ll win, we pull back.”


      “You got it.”


      I had the ability to sense danger before anyone else, a feeling that told me that we’d fall to ruin if we kept fighting.


      The sense that the enemy was drawing in, signs that the enemy was aiming at us—the ability to sense those kinds of threats was my biggest strength. That was why survival-esque games like in the FPS genre played perfectly into my specialty.


      “And lastly...”


      “Yes, what is it?”


      And the ironclad rule in FPS games was that it was impossible to beat the odds when you were alone, facing multiple enemies. Forget about being the lone survivor and annihilating the surrounding players. Your targets would disperse, significantly lowering the efficiency of your attacks. In a two-on-one gunfight, you’ve already lost.


      That was why, no matter how incompetent your comrades were, you had to praise them, flatter them, and play your cards right so that you didn’t lose them.


      “Even if you’re on the verge of death, please don’t ragequ— Don’t throw in the towel.”


      A war game was totally different from a real war. It would be unfathomably stupid to assume that game world experiences could apply to reality.


      “As long as you’re alive, I’ll carry you.”


      However, in this world, I had no experience commanding a squad. The only tricks my current self had to rely on was what I had in that carefree war game.


      “What?” Gomuji said.


      “You understand, right, Gomuji?”


      I’d remember it. How I thought as I moved in that game. Searching for the enemy, spying, planning how to move, managing shots, replenishing ammo, expanding equipment... I’d judge which information in that carefree game was useless and which could be utilized in reality.


      An indescribable chill that I’d often felt before. Soon, the enemy forces would check this house to see what was going on. There had been a huge explosion, after all. Of course they’d want to investigate.


      I had to remember what things looked like before I took refuge in this house. What window should we escape from so that we could run down the back alley unseen? If the enemy raided the house, then where would it be from? Would it be through the window we’d also used?


      “Mm. I feel like the enemy will be here soon. Let’s escape through the window near the kitchen across this room. We’ll head into the alleyway.”


      “H-Huh? We’re escaping from the kitchen?”


      “We’ll be captured and killed if we use any other route.”


      The pistol fastened to my thigh coldly grazed my skin. This was my protective charm. As someone who’d never really used a gun before, I doubted I’d suddenly learn how to aim it during actual combat. Our most pressing goal right now was to safely evacuate to our allies’ defensive line and reconvene with them, without ever engaging in combat.


      If we found ourselves in a head-on battle even once, it would be the end of the line. There was no way we could win.


      “H-Hey... First Class Combat Medic Tory?”


      We were on a real battlefield that had no maps, fallen items, or respawn points—only bodies lying around everywhere. For the first time in my life, I had to take strategic actions based solely on my own judgment while someone else followed me.


      I was a coward. I felt like I was going to go crazy from fear about whether we’d be able to escape safely to our allies while we were surrounded by bloodthirsty enemies. But I had no choice. I’d survive because I couldn’t treat my life lightly.


      “What are you zoning out for? Please hurry up and move,” I said.


      “Um, well...” Gomuji was hesitating.


      And why was it? While we were cornered in this difficult and desperate situation, had I gone mad from the fear I felt to my core? At that time, like never before...


      “What are you smiling for?” he asked.


      My mood was through the roof.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 9


      When I left Noelle, the nun told me, “Now that I think about it, there should’ve been someone living in Mashdale who was connected with Tory.”


      This diary had been written during the war. That Tory had died shouldn’t have come as a surprise, yet I was deeply shocked once I actually saw her grave in front of me.


      With a broken heart, I once again mounted my horse and headed to Mashdale.


      I was so unbearably sad that I’d never hear Tory’s quiet and kind voice that was deep in the recesses of my memories.


      “It’s past business hours. And I’ve locked the stable too.”


      “I apologize.”


      I’d reached Mashdale right before the sun set. While I was riding my horse, I continued to search around for Tory’s memories.


      “Jeez, there is no next time. Here, take your gold coin deposit.”


      “Thank you.”


      When travelers borrowed horses, they were charged a deposit equivalent to the horse’s value in the event they made off with the horse. That was why I’d given him all five gold coins that I had.


      “Don’t be late next time,” he warned.


      “Right.”


      After the stablehand irritably returned the deposit, he withdrew to his house.


      With my pouch of gold coins, I was the only one left on the night roads of Mashdale.


      ***


      I didn’t think I’d be so shaken. I’d been overcome by a dizziness since I’d heard the nun’s story.


      Many things happened today. I’d heard about Tory from the nun, and I’d visited Tory’s grave. Why did she entrust her diary to me?


      If I read on, it should give me some answers.


      “If I remember right, I read up until the part she was left behind in Mashdale.”


      As I thought about Tory on the dark night path, I continued to walk. If what was written in the diary was accurate, she’d been here in Mashdale decades ago. There might be traces of her still left in this city. And around twenty years ago, Tory might’ve passed down this same road too.


      The thought deeply moved me somehow, although this was nothing more than a pitch-black road in the night.


      “Gomuji...”


      That name had been written in the diary. I’d heard of a soldier named Gomuji before.


      According to the diary, Tory had trodden the city of Mashdale twenty years ago, as gunshots echoed around her. She’d been accompanied by the useless man Gomuji when they were in dire straits, surrounded by the enemy.


      “I wonder if she died here in Mashdale.”


      Mashdale should’ve been a terribly gruesome scene back then. I’d heard that the city had been overflowing with corpses from the Sabatian Army’s attack, and the Austinese Army had to evacuate without the time to mourn. If she’d been killed, it wouldn’t be unusual for only her dog tag to be found, leaving her status unknown.


      My heart was restless. It wasn’t because I started wondering about where she’d died. It was because of the man named Gomuji.


      “There’s no way.”


      An unpleasant wild thought arose in my mind. It was such a wretched thing, yet possible.


      “But it could be...”


      I didn’t know what my father looked like. My parents had died in the war before I could remember. But my foster mother, who had taken me in when I was an orphan, had told me their names.


      Gomuji Weber was my father’s name.


      “Was this man my father?”


      Though he was from Sabat, he’d been raised in Austin. According to my foster mother, everyone had adored him for his compassionate and friendly personality. He’d been blessed with a business sense and left behind plenty of assets for me. I’d been grateful to my father. Many people had treated me well since early childhood because he’d been so popular.


      While I didn’t know my father’s face, I’d respected him. But if the Gomuji in this diary was my father, then...


      “Would Tory really leave behind her memento to me?”


      I didn’t want to think that the sleazebag in this diary was my father. And I didn’t know why Tory would designate me as her memento’s recipient.


      The nun had told me that Tory had died in the Sylph Attacks.
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      There wouldn’t be any reason for her to register me as her recipient if I was completely unrelated to her. Rather, if anything...


      “Maybe my father changed Tory’s memento recipient without permission...”


      Was it possible that, after Tory died in battle, my father altered how her mementos would be handled? My father had apparently left plenty of assets to me. But from what I’d read of the diary, he should’ve been an ordinary citizen who’d earned a daily living as a guard. It was strange that he had saved up so much. For him to have suddenly obtained a fortune in Mashdale, the most logical explanation was that he’d stolen from Tory.


      “I need to keep reading, or I won’t know.”


      These unpleasant thoughts only kept growing. I didn’t want to disparage my late father, who I’d respected. The Gomuji in this diary was way too different from the father figure I’d heard about. If this man was my father, then would Tory leave her fortune to his son?


      As I felt my unpleasant heart palpitations and vertigo, I slowly continued down the path to the inn.

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Evacuation 2


      September 17th


      “There are no signs of the enemy. We’re going, Gomuji.”


      “R-Right.”


      Beyond the window in the kitchen, I saw a somewhat dirty alleyway splattered with bloodstains. While there were dead bodies within my field of vision, I didn’t see any moving enemy soldiers.


      I got down to the alley first and strained my ears, surveying our surroundings. I only heard gunshots and angry voices from afar, and there didn’t seem to be signs of any people down the alley.


      After I made sure the coast was clear, I beckoned Gomuji over.


      “Urk, there are bodies here too,” he said.


      “Do they have any useful equipment on them?” I asked.


      “No, it’s already been taken.”


      The bodies of dead soldiers were piled up on the sides of the alley we were passing through. As our noses were assailed by the sharp smell of gunpowder mixed with the stench of feces that the corpses were discharging, Gomuji automatically screwed up his face.


      “Over here, Gomuji. Let’s head this way.”


      “Should we really be moving this fast? Are you sure that way is safe?”


      “Who knows? I’ve never been to Mashdale before, so I don’t know.”


      “What?!” Gomuji raised his voice in protest, but there was no way I could perfectly traverse a completely unfamiliar town without a map. We’d only get caught if we dawdled, so we had to just move quickly without thinking too deeply about it.


      “At the very least, we should be more careful and check that there are no enemies ahead of us—”


      “Shh! Stop. There’s an enemy. Hold your breath and wait a few minutes.”


      Right after Gomuji grabbed my shoulder, disgruntled, I heard clopping military boots in front of us. I put a finger to my lips and shot Gomuji a glare, then signaled to him to take cover and hide.


      Soon enough, several Sabatian soldiers with bloodshot eyes passed through the crossroads we were about to take. They would’ve found us if we’d kept going straight ahead.


      “It should be all right now. Let’s go, Gomuji.”


      “R-Right. You were actually staying alert, huh.”


      “Yes. Despite my looks, I’ve been receiving training as a scout too.”


      At a certain violent platoon commander’s orders, I’d also gone through scout training. Scout Allen had taught me how to use the windgun, how to pay attention to my surroundings, and the knack of how to never miss the sounds of fired grenades or military boots on the move. Apparently what’s important is to always anticipate how you should act once the enemy finds you. If you thought ahead to what would happen if there was an enemy, you could naturally stay alert.


      “You’re a combat medic and all, but I guess you are a frontline soldier after all. I’m counting on you, ma’am!”


      “Thanks...”


      This world wasn’t a game. And it was precisely because it wasn’t a game that, through honing my five senses, I’d gain much more information. The smell of gunpowder that the wind carried and drifted through the air, the angry voices scattered around us, the freshness of the soldiers’ corpses—there were a plethora of hints that a game could never hope to replicate. If I combined the scouting techniques that Allen taught me with the information I actually observed, we could potentially survive.


      “We’re moving on,” I said.


      “Right.”


      I stayed on high alert as we sneaked down the back alley. It was simply a stroke of good luck that the enemy hadn’t found us. If the patrol forces had happened to choose the route we were taking, we’d have been finished.


      We just happened to make it to the main street without being caught. But that was where our good luck ended.


      “Jeeeez, they’ve already seized Main Street.”


      “It would’ve been easier to reconvene with our allies had they still been in a shoot-out with the enemy, but...”


      Unfortunately, our allies had already evacuated Main Street. The corpses and gore of Austinese soldiers were scattered around the road, and enemy forces were swaggering next to them.


      “Hey, there’s no way we can break through here, right?” Gomuji said. “Let’s go back.”


      It was probably impossible to cross a street swarming with countless enemy soldiers without being caught. Just like he said, they’d shoot us dead, even if we did cross Main Street. It was better to take a detour to a narrower road with fewer soldiers and go from there.


      “What’s wrong, ma’am? You’re not gonna say to break through here, right?”


      I hesitated. “No.”


      However, if we turned back and made a detour, we’d be wandering the alleys for a while. Naturally, it’d increase the risk of us clashing into the enemy patrol forces. If anything, we were extremely fortunate that we hadn’t been found yet.


      If we made a detour, I had a feeling that the enemy would find us anyway.


      “What’s wrong? Let’s hurry back,” Gomuji urged me.


      In games, this intuition of mine was spot-on more often than I’d like. If we returned to the alleys, we’d probably be captured by the enemy patrol forces. I had to do something.


      Wasn’t there a way we could reduce the enemy patrol forces? For example, could we gather the enemy soldiers somewhere and leave them shorthanded on their alleyway patrols?


      “Gomuji, what do you think goes through a soldier’s head when they’re in a winning battle?” I asked.


      “Huh? What’s this all of a sudden?”


      Let’s put ourselves in the enemy’s shoes. Right now, were the Sabatian soldiers itching to earn some achievements? If they found us, would they rush after us with bloodshot eyes?


      No, they probably wouldn’t. They’d probably...


      “They wouldn’t want to die while they were already winning, don’t you think?”


      “Uh-huh...”


      If the enemy sensed our presence, I doubted they’d immediately charge after us. It would be too risky to attack us individually when they didn’t know our numbers.


      “Gomuji, throw a stone in an arc toward the opposite side of Main Street. If they mistake it for a grenade, then that’s good enough.”


      “What?”


      “If we draw their attention away to the other side of Main Street, we should reduce the number of enemy forces patrolling the alleys.”


      If the enemy felt even a slight threat, they’d gather together and take on a vigilant stance. They wouldn’t take a gamble right before they grasped victory.


      “Hey, what if they find out where we are?!”


      “That’s why you need to throw it in as much of an arc as you can.”


      “If they search around, they’ll find us!”


      “There was a wooden trash can in that house from earlier, right? We can hide in there.”


      Fortunately, there were no patrolling enemies around here. We had to steel ourselves and make the most of that good fortune right now. We had a higher chance of surviving that way...probably.


      “When the enemies are searching, we’ll hide in the trash can and let them pass,” I explained. “We’ll exploit their lack of patrols and run as fast as we can down the alley.”


      “No, that’s way too reckless.”


      “If you don’t want to do it, then I won’t force you. But I have a weak shoulder, so I won’t be able to throw it in an arc. It’ll probably be obvious where it was thrown from...”


      “Hey, stop! What do you think you’re doing? Your arm is way too shaky. Stop. I’ll do it, okay?”


      When I picked up a fist-sized broken brick that’d been lying nearby, I was shocked at how much heavier it was than I expected. This was no good. I felt like my shoulder would break if I threw it.


      “It might be better to pick something lighter to throw,” I said. “Oh, how about an empty cartridge case? If we use this...”


      “Oh, right. Guess we should do that... Did I make the mistake of tagging along with a crazy brat?”


      As he muttered to himself, he aimed the cartridge case at the main street and threw it. Gomuji had a pretty strong shoulder, and he threw the cartridge case in a well-arced trajectory.


      “All right, we’re running,” I said.


      Before it fell to the ground, we turned around and dove into the trash can. There were raw food scraps stuck on the bottom, so I made Gomuji go in first. It looked like there was just enough space for two people to hide.


      “Be careful where you touch.”


      “Who’d get excited by you, you snot-nosed brat?!”


      The two of us stored ourselves away in the trash can. Gomuji held me as he lay face-up on the floor. I felt uncomfortable, smelling a strange perfume.


      “■■■■!!!”


      When I flattened myself against Gomuji and held my breath, intense angry voices echoed throughout the city. Main Street grew noisy, and I started hearing the commotion of people talking.


      “It seems the enemy noticed the cartridge case,” I said.


      “Yeah.”


      Now was the important part. We needed to wait for the enemy to call back the patrol forces, then book it. If we didn’t use that momentary gap to break through the enemy’s surveillance network, our lives were forfeit. This was a gamble we had little chance of winning, but I felt that there was no other way we’d be able to get away.


      It’d be nice if the enemy would call back the patrol forces just like we predicted...


      “Oh. It seems the enemy thinks we’re hiding in the alley on the other side,” said Gomuji.


      “Really? Actually, you understand the enemies, don’t you?”


      “Well, yeah. My old man was originally from there.”


      According to Gomuji, the enemy was misunderstanding our location for some reason. What was the meaning of this?


      “Apparently the cartridge case bounced toward us. They think some Austinese soldiers who ran into the opposite alleys dropped the cartridge case by mistake.”


      “How fortunate.”


      “And just as you predicted, they’re beginning to gather the patrolling forces. That’s good.”


      It seemed the enemy was playing it safe after all. They made this decision because they didn’t know how many lurking Austinese soldiers there were, so they were going to move in groups.


      “Should we go?” Gomuji asked.


      “No, I still sense the enemy around us.”


      While we were holding our breaths for around ten minutes, a large number of enemy soldiers passed by in front of us. It seemed there’d been way more patrol forces lurking in the back alleys than I’d thought. If we’d kept going forward without a plan, we definitely would’ve been caught.


      The enemy loudly barked some orders on Main Street, formed multiple forces, and ran into the opposite alleyways. Meanwhile, no soldiers returned to the narrow alley where we were hiding.


      “I believe it’s safe now,” I said.


      “All right, we’re gonna hurry up and run.”


      It seemed God had favored us much more than I’d imagined. If the Sabatian soldiers focused on patrolling the opposite side, we could move around pretty safely.


      ***


      “A crossroad. Which way?”


      “Let’s go left. The path with fewer fresh corpses should be safer,” I said.


      “No doubt.”


      While we were still free from the enemy, we pushed onward with all our might through the deserted back alleys that held no signs of life. There were corpses and bloodstains everywhere, and the stench of feces and blood assailed our nostrils.


      “Urgh... They’ve done some nasty stuff.”


      “They’ve only been shot to death.”


      “How can you be so calm seeing something so grotesque?”


      “It’s not rare to see on the battlefield. Are you actually not from the Western Front, Gomuji?”


      Gomuji was covering his mouth, his face pale as he stared at the ordinary corpses who’d died by gunfire. His attitude toward his superior and his reaction to corpses were like a normal citizen’s. He wasn’t acting like a soldier who’d experienced the Western Front.


      “Yeah. I was just doing my job as a gatekeeper in Mashdale before I was suddenly drafted.”


      “I knew it.”


      “I had no right to object. I was told I’d be killed if I didn’t become a soldier. Can you believe it?”


      Gomuji was originally just a guard. Of course he wasn’t used to the sight of corpses and would act in a way so unlike a soldier. Seeing corpses had also troubled me at one time. But back then, I was probably not all right in the head.


      “Hm. The blood on the corpses around here have dried. They also have livor mortis...”


      Now, I only saw these fallen corpses as information. Corpses that were still spouting blood had been killed just recently, meaning it hadn’t been long since the enemy passed by. If the corpses’ limbs were broken and imprinted with military boots, you could guess that the enemy had sent them flying. You could assume that the enemy had advanced toward the direction in which the arm or leg was broken.


      Terrifyingly enough, my mind was treating the corpses only as information.


      “This is bad. The enemies ran straight into this alley,” I said.


      “H-Hey, what are we gonna do? There’s nowhere to hide around here.”


      “Let’s play dead. Here, rub your clothes with blood.”


      “O-Okay, I got it.”


      And the many fallen corpses around us made for a great guise.


      When you were in a pinch with nowhere to hide, playing dead was decently effective. Although it was true that if they checked us and saw we were breathing, we’d likely be shot to death. However...


      “■■■!!!”


      “■!!!”


      If the enemy was running, it was because they had some kind of urgent matter to attend to. They couldn’t afford to be preoccupied with the dead bodies on the roadside. So they’d ignore us. Back then, I’d determined that to be the case.


      “■■■, ■■■?”


      After I smeared blood on Gomuji’s back, I also smeared blood on my stomach and collapsed into my earlier position after I’d been shot in the stomach. I’d actually looked this way when I was shot, so it should be realistic.


      Should being the key word.


      “■■■■.”


      “■■■?”


      I’d made a naive assumption back then. The enemy soldiers—a pair of Sabatians carrying guns—stopped in front of Gomuji and I as we played dead.


      My heartbeat throbbed in my chest. I’d wanted to naturally camouflage myself as a dead body at a glance, but was something off about it?


      “■■■.”


      Hearing the suspicious enemy voices, I finally realized my big mistake: We were wearing civilian outfits, not military uniforms.


      “■■.”


      Here, it didn’t make sense for there to be dead civilians. Had I seen a single civilian corpse in the streets of Mashdale until now?


      No. Because the Mashdale civilians had evacuated long ago. Only the Austinese soldiers remained. There were no civilians. Given that, it was only natural to be suspicious of two corpses in civilian clothes.


      One of the soldiers said something and stuck a gun at me. They’d obviously put up their guard after having found something unusual.


      They were going to shoot me. I’d be killed. I was scared. Terrified.


      The two enemy soldiers slowly approached us.


      What should we do? Should we forget our act, stand up, and book it at full throttle? But even if we did, I doubted we’d survive.


      We had to play dead. There was no other way.


      “■, ■■■.”


      So please don’t shoot.


      I swallowed my saliva and managed to keep calm. My heartbeat was deafening, and my whole body erupted in cold sweat like a waterfall.


      As if toying with my impatience, the enemy soldier pushed his rifle against me.


      “■, ■■. ♪” He rolled up the hem of my dress, saw my private regions, and erupted into great delight. Right after the soldier rolled up my skirt, his Sabatian partner punched his face.


      Humiliating a little girl civilian’s corpse? Was he insane? Of course his Sabatian partner would get mad. And since I wasn’t wearing underwear, it might’ve looked like I’d been shot right after being disgraced.


      “■■■, ■■■.”


      “■■!”


      That scummy soldier took off like he was running away, continuing to giggle after taking a punch to the face. The other soldier angrily chased after him.


      After a few moments of silence, I spoke up. “It’s all right now, Gomuji. They’re gone.”


      “Oh, okay.”


      That soldier had found a corpse in a dress, so he wanted to fool around and came to roll it up. I wished he hadn’t stopped just for that. I worried for nothing. If he’d found this pistol I kept under my rear for such a stupid reason, I’d have haunted him for generations to come.


      “But, damn, you’ve been looked at a whole lot today, ma’am— Ow!”


      I punched Gomuji in the stomach. He’d talked down to a superior, so I was giving him guidance. This was definitely not revenge.


      For a while after that, we proceeded along the back alleys. I occasionally sensed the enemy’s presence, but we changed our route when I did.


      “Hey, ma’am? We...” Gomuji started.


      “Yes. I feel like we can cross it now.”


      It was when we took a huge detour, and the road was gradually narrowing. We waited until there were mostly no enemy soldiers and used that chance to successfully break through Mashdale’s main street. I believed that, afterward, we could follow these narrow alleyways and make it to the very rear.


      “We were supposed to evacuate through the eastern gate to the capital, right?”


      “Yes. Just a little farther.”


      Survival was now realistic. We’d managed to pass through the occupied main street—the city’s center that had been the no-man zone—so there were probably far fewer patrols in front of us. Ahead, the Sabatian soldiers would still be engaged in combat with Austinese soldiers. If we could just find an allied troop’s position, it wasn’t far-fetched to believe we could gain some protection.


      “H-Hey, there are some shoot-outs up ahead.”


      “You’re right. Let’s take a detour, then.”


      As we moved forward, we gradually approached some intense gunshots. That was very good news; it was the Austin and Sabat Evacuation Front. It meant we were nearing an ally’s position.


      “How are things up ahead, ma’am?”


      “Shh. I sense the enemy. Let’s hide.”


      “A-All right. Ma’am, you really are sharp. I don’t notice them at all.”


      However, the soldiers loitering around here, friend and foe alike, had bloodshot eyes. Playing dead probably wouldn’t work anymore. We had to be careful.


      “Maaan, am I glad you’re here. We might actually be a good pair!” Gomuji said.


      “Have you done anything?”


      Meanwhile, Gomuji began to relax as if we’d already evacuated. I didn’t want him to let his guard down yet... But I’d also let my guard down when we crossed over Main Street, so I might’ve influenced him.


      “If we make it back alive, you can marry my son!”


      “You have a son that’s that old?”


      “He’s three this year. A good match for you, right?”


      As I saw Gomuji starting to relax, I focused my mind and once again surveyed my surroundings. If we could keep moving forward, it was plenty possible that we’d evacuate. However, we still had to break through the front lines where the enemy and our allies were gunning each other down. You could say this was the final obstacle in our plan.


      “Wait,” I said.


      “O-Okay.”


      I sensed someone up ahead in the alley we were taking, and I stopped because I heard intense gunshots. When I strained my ears, I realized that there was an enemy up ahead, exchanging shots with our allies.


      “It’s an enemy.”


      Finally. If we went past the front lines, we could be protected by an Austinese ally.


      We successfully took a detour to get behind the enemy unseen. In a game, this would be where we’d charge right in, but in reality, we were only a duo of a combat medic and a rookie soldier. Even if we jumped the enemy from behind, we’d almost definitely lose. Even if it meant taking a detour, it was better to use this safer position to continue running.


      “It’s not realistic to break through here. Let’s take a detour,” I determined.


      “Right. Let’s go back to the forked road.”


      There was no need to force ourselves through a battlefield. We were better off looking for somewhere with less active combat, where Austinese troops had firm defenses. We couldn’t waste the good fortune that had brought us here.


      When we turned back into the alleyway and headed toward the forked path, there were no enemies or allies ahead of us. The narrow path just continued on straight ahead, strangely deserted. It would lead us right to the eastern gate. If we followed it, we’d definitely be able to evacuate to Austin’s line of defense.


      “Whoooa!!! Wow, how lucky! We survived!” Gomuji exclaimed.


      I stayed silent.


      “Sorry for calling you a brat. You’re amazing, ma’am!”


      Something wasn’t right. Had our enemies and allies not come across this path? Otherwise, I couldn’t explain why no one was positioned on this road.


      “This is...” I murmured.


      The enemy had probably been too engrossed in the shoot-outs on Main Street, so they’d neglected to search for paths like this. This was a tremendous stroke of luck. I didn’t think we’d so easily achieve the most essential part of our evacuation plan, which was to break into the defense lines.


      “All right, then you go first again, ma’am. You’re sensitive to the enemy’s presence, after all, First Class Combat Medic Tory.”


      I remained silent, troubled.


      “It’s gotta be safe. I mean, where could the enemy possibly hide on this narrow path, you know?”


      I guess Lady Luck herself was smiling on us. I’d once been prepared for death, but it seemed it was still too early for me to reunite with Gray.


      “Okay. Now then...” I started.


      My luck hadn’t been all bad. Gomuji was a slimy man, but our time together was up. I’d make sure to report his blind and reckless deeds to Squad Commander Gabak and have him punished thoroughly.


      Honestly, I didn’t like Gabak, but he was a comrade whom I’d entrusted my life to. When the squad commander ordered me to provide medical treatment, I’d do a thorough job.


      As my mind wandered, it was the second I took a step forward.


      “Ah!”


      “Ma’am?”


      My whole body was chilled to the bone. At the same time, I realized my intuition was sounding a dreadful alarm—to avoid moving forward at all costs. We would absolutely die if we took this path. We needed to go down the first road instead.


      Our only means of survival was the front lines where the enemy was engaged in a shoot-out. Something inside me was practically screaming that.


      “No, Gomuji. We’re turning back,” I said.


      “What?”


      “We’ll head back to the road we just took and jump the enemy from behind. Then, after we secure the enemy’s shoot-out position, we’ll go through the rain of bullets.”


      “Hey, what are you saying?”


      I was well-acquainted with this feeling; what looked like safety at a glance was actually a path straight to hell. A trap that heinous players would set up to kill me.


      “Are you crazy? Why don’t we go through here?” he demanded.


      “Intuition. We shouldn’t head down this path. That’s what I feel.”


      “Are you stupid?!” Fed up, Gomuji turned around to face me.


      Yes, even I was aware just how crazy I sounded. However, in that game from long ago, this intuition never let me down. Destruction lay beyond this impending sense of doom that threatened to crush my heart.


      “I don’t need your nonsense. Just hurry up and go in. I don’t have time to be playing around with some brat.”


      “And have you forgotten what I said at the start?”


      People never understood this intuition, no matter how I explained it. That was why, before the beginning of every game, I’d say...


      “If I say to turn back, you turn back. That’s what you promised, right?”


      Most players wouldn’t back down if they saw what looked like a golden opportunity to seize victory. Regardless of the risk, they’d be enticed by the tasty bait before their eyes and charge in. As the world champion, if I didn’t make things clear beforehand, most players would ignore an evacuation order.


      “I get it. You’re chickening out at the last second,” he said.


      However, in this world, I wasn’t the world champion. I was an average young female combat medic.


      As Gomuji muttered how dumb this was, he started down that path.


      “Whatever, fine. I’ll go on ahead, then.”


      “No, I can’t permit that. We’re going to attack the enemy from behind together. Even a rookie like yourself greatly impacts whether we can break through the lines of defense.”


      “Stupid! You said we’d take a detour around the enemy and move on. What happened to that?!”


      I tried to stop him from advancing, but he furiously plodded along. He walked past the boundary of danger I’d sensed, through the border between life and death.


      “Ah.”


      It was too late. With his own two legs, he stepped through a line that shouldn’t be crossed. At the same time, I realized the origin of that discomfort I’d been sensing.


      My guess was that this path should’ve gone unnoticed by our enemies and allies. So why were there bloodstains here and there, and why were the alley’s stones scorched?


      “Watch your step, Gomuji!” I cried.


      “What?”


      The moment I yelled out, a magic circle in the alley rose to the surface, and a raging fire flew high into the air. The damp, hot air vigorously threw itself into my face, and Gomuji’s animalistic shriek echoed through the street.


      “Ah...”


      It was a foothold magic circle, probably set up by the Austinese army. They’d set a trap disguised as a roundabout path behind the lines of defense.


      “It’s hot! Hot! Graaah!!!”


      As his lower half was enveloped in flames, he collapsed and writhed on the ground. At this rate, he’d activate more of the traps and wind up scorched to a crisp.


      “Gomuji, give me your hand!”


      “Okaaay!!!”


      I immediately stepped forward and reached out to him. As the heat and smell of burned iron spread through the air, I took his sweaty hand.


      “It’s hooot!!!”


      “Don’t struggle!”


      Gomuji desperately grabbed my hand as he struggled and breathed heavily through his nose.


      After I took his hand, I yanked him and fell on my rump.


      “Damn it!!!”


      A fully equipped soldier easily weighed over a hundred kilograms. It was difficult to easily drag one out, even with all my training. That’s why, even though I pulled him with all my might...


      “Gaaah!!!”


      “Waugh!”


      However, unexpectedly, I dragged him out with great force. The momentum caused him to bear down on me, so even I was inflicted with minor burns. He was gasping.


      “Urk... Are you okay, Gomuji?”


      It seemed he’d slipped on a wet part of the road. As I used my hands to snuff out the flames on Gomuji’s coat, I called out to him.


      “Gomuji?”


      “My legs... My leeegs...” he moaned.


      Jeez. To think the ground just happened to be slippery beyond where he’d collapsed... He had the devil’s luck.


      I was just about to tell him as much, when, turning toward him, I saw something at his feet. A great quantity of blood was thickly plastered on the tracks he’d slipped across.


      I was speechless.


      “I...can’t feel my legs... What happened to me?”


      Ah, so those kinds of traps existed too. There was a heinous kind of magical trap that could blow away a soldier’s legs to prevent them from moving.


      “What about my legs?!”


      Further down the alley, I saw Gomuji’s legs had both been blown off, blood still gushing out.


      I’d managed to drag him out so easily because he’d been lighter.


      “Gomuji...” I murmured.


      “My...legs...”


      I wasn’t carrying a rucksack right now. I had no burners to sear his legs’ wounds closed, and I had no bandages to stop the bleeding either. If there was one way I could save him in this situation, then...


      “It hurts, it hurts, it hurts! Save me, ma’am!”


      Stopping his bleeding through recovery magic would use up my remaining mana. Without any medical resources, I’d be resorting to my one trump card.


      Was there any point in treating a now-legless man after he’d ignored my orders and gone on ahead? And even if I did heal him, would I be able to break through the front lines while carrying him?


      “No... I don’t wanna die... What are you staring at me for? You’re not gonna abandon me, are you? Damn it...”


      I remained silent.


      “I’m sorry. I’ll do anything. Save me. Treat me...” As his legs poured blood, he drew closer to plead with me. “My kid’s still a little pip-squeak. I can’t die here... God damn it. I was only a guard. I wasn’t told I’d be drafted! I don’t give a damn about risking my life for civilians. My life’s for my wife and kid.”


      He couldn’t have had much physical strength left, and yet with bloodshot eyes, he grabbed the hem of my dress and spewed his grudges. I didn’t know how to respond at all.


      “Um...”


      “If you guys on the front lines had just won, I wouldn’t have had to go through this! I’ll curse you! If I die, I’ll curse you! Treat me! Isn’t that your duty, you worthless, scumbag soldier?!”
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      What I could say was that I had no reason or obligation to treat someone who had broken our agreement.


      “My wife’s waiting for me to come home! I have to put food on the table for my son! You guys got into this war because you wanted to! You’re pathetic cowards who decided to hole up in Mashdale after losing!”


      I was the only one in this world who could save Gomuji right now. I was sure that he had a family out there who believed he’d return alive.


      “Don’t make civilians clean up after your mess!”


      Logically, he was an allied soldier whom I had to abandon.


      As I froze, looking down on him, the charred man mustered all of his strength to scream at me.


      In this hell, I’d always chosen which lives to save. Lives that could be saved. Lives that couldn’t. Lives that were useless even if they were saved. Lives that greatly benefited us if they were.


      At some point, I’d started to regard people’s lives in terms of costs and benefits. Those soldiers with hollow eyes, pleading for us to save them, who had no hope of being saved... In the medical HQ, I’d abandoned them time and time again.


      “Say something... Say something, ma’am!!!”


      Normally, I wouldn’t have hesitated to abandon him. There was no benefit in treating him. I’d already warned him that if he disobeyed me, I’d abandon him. So, as a commanding officer, I had no obligation.


      “Don’t abandon me...”


      My very survival came down to how many times I could use Shield and Heal. I couldn’t waste mana. I knew that, so my sense of reason was probably stopping me until the very end.


      “It’s all right, Gomuji.” After I hesitated for several seconds, I sighed and stooped in front of him. “Please don’t worry. I won’t abandon you.”


      I was positive no one would blame me for abandoning him. I didn’t have much mana left, and a combat medic’s mana was comparable to the value of a soldier’s remaining bullets.


      “Please take deep breaths,” I instructed.


      “Huh? Ah...”


      “Heal.”


      However, I used up all my mana to stop his legs from bleeding.


      I could’ve left him alone and found a different way to survive. I’d have less manpower, but I’d survive, thinking about how to get back on my feet somehow. That would probably have been the rational decision.


      “Have you calmed down now, Gomuji?” I asked.


      “Urgh... Y-Yeah...”


      “So you’ve learned your lesson, right? You’re going to obey my command from here on.”


      I was so unbelievably soft on others. I remember mocking myself for my bad habit of going to these lengths to help.


      “If you swear you won’t disobey me anymore, I’ll prove that I can carry at least one rookie soldier,” I said.


      “Y-Yeah... I promise... I swear...”


      “Very well.”


      That was how I exhausted my mana to treat a legless soldier. My remaining mana was enough to possibly use my Shield once.


      Now that I’d lost my mana and medical supplies, I’d been reduced to a powerless, fifteen-year-old girl. Why had I paid this hefty price to treat him?


      “Then leave the rest to me.”


      However, looking back, it wasn’t my conscience that spurred me to heal him. I believed it was my intuition—no, it was from following the voice of someone inside me. In these dire circumstances, that “someone” had been guiding me to take the most optimal course of action to survive in games. And that “someone” had determined that the optimal choice was to heal Gomuji and get his help. That’s why I used my precious mana to heal Gomuji.


      “Haaah... Haaah...”


      “Have you calmed down, Gomuji?”


      His breathing was faint after I’d stopped his bleeding. He managed to stay conscious, but his eyes were still hollow. He’d lost quite a lot of blood, after all.


      “You can move your arms, can’t you?” I asked.


      “Y-Yeah.”


      “Then I’ll have you wait in the corner.”


      I carried the lightened Gomuji and spoke gently. I couldn’t demand anything difficult of a rookie in this state.


      “Hey... What are you planning on doing?”


      “We managed to position ourselves behind the enemy’s shoot-out position. We’ll go and gain total control of it.”


      “Are you stupid? How will the two of us...do that?”


      “Well, we’ll just be killed if we can’t break through.”


      So I made my orders to Gomuji as simple as possible: Wait in the corner. Shoot if an enemy comes. That was all.


      “Is breaking through there...the only way?”


      “Yes. But if we had even one grenade, that’d make things easy.”


      If I rummaged through the numerous dead bodies lying around on Main Street, I could probably recover at least one grenade. But it was way too risky to show up somewhere so visible.


      I was wearing a bloodstained white dress. Even on Main Street, I’d definitely stand out. Throwing a grenade from behind for a clean sweep was a no-go. In that case, we had to use the weapons we had on hand—my pistol and rifle—to launch a surprise attack from behind. I wanted to take advantage of how we were flanking the enemy.


      “I’m going to lure the enemy, so please shoot the enemies that chase me.”


      “O-Okay.”


      “Please don’t shoot me by mistake.”


      Flanking was a tactic that guaranteed victory. Choosing your first hit was an enormous advantage.


      “I have no experience with shooting a gun. You’re probably the only one here who can decently handle a rifle,” I said.


      “B-But even I’ve never shot a person before.”


      “You know how to shoot, right?”


      However, I was a combat medic, so I didn’t know how to handle a gun either. I couldn’t gamble on fighting with a gun I’d never used before.


      “This pistol only shoots one bullet at a time, right? It’s useless after one shot,” I said.


      “Y-Yeah.”


      The pistol Gomuji handed me was a single-shot type. It was a spare for if one’s rifle broke, or something like a protective charm to use in sudden close-quarters combat.


      “You’re our main firepower. I’m counting on you, Gomuji.”


      I wasn’t a soldier who could shoot a gun like I used to in my previous world’s game. To begin with, there was no way to break through the front lines without Gomuji fighting for me.


      “I assume, based on the voices, that there are around ten soldiers at that shoot-out position,” I said.


      “Ten...” Gomuji muttered.


      As we held our breaths, we approached their shoot-out position. I sensed that there were ten soldiers at most—probably a squad.


      “Th-There’s no way. We can’t break through there...” he stammered.


      “If we can’t, we die. That’s all.”


      “That’s too reckless! Hey, you’re not actually going to use me as a live decoy and run off, right?!”


      “If that’s what I was going to do, I wouldn’t have wasted my precious mana to save you.”


      I’m not like you.


      I continued. “I’ll charge in by myself. But based on what this gun is capable of, I can only take down one person.”


      “R-Right.”


      “So I’ll act as a live decoy. Shoot and kill the soldiers that come after me.”


      After I gave him his orders, I tightly grasped the small pistol behind me. It was a real single-shot gun I’d never even used before. It wasn’t necessary to get a direct hit; I only needed to make my presence known and put them on edge.


      I was only a decoy. Our main strategy was for Gomuji to wait at the corner. However, if it wasn’t too much to ask, I wanted to bring down at least one person with this shot.


      “All right. I’m counting on you.”


      After I glanced down at my subordinate planted in the dark alley, I quietly walked toward the enemy base. The hem of my dress, wet with blood, fluttered about. The wind swept over me, carrying the pronounced smell of gunpowder.


      I showed myself boldly behind the enemy.


      “■■■.”


      Immediately after exiting the back alley, there was a large house. It seemed the enemy had taken up position in the garden. From what I saw, there were seven people. They all had yet to notice me behind them. I doubted they were expecting an enemy to suddenly show up there. After all, the Sabatian Army likely had complete control over Main Street.


      The enemies shouted to each other. They used the stone wall covering the house as a shield as they exchanged shots with the Austinese soldiers. It seemed they were using the house’s garden as a shoot-out position.


      I got it. The fences surrounding the house made it an ideal base. What a great find.


      “All right.”


      And I was glad that the fences completely covered the enemy, because I could also use the house’s fences as a shield to evade enemy gunfire.


      I readied my pistol over the fence and pointed the muzzle at a man who looked like a commander standing several meters away.


      “How bad is the recoil on this?” I murmured.


      The wind gun I’d previously been given had barely any recoil; apparently the magic kept that in check. However, this was a real gun. Taking into account my lack of physical strength, I expected it would shake considerably.


      I was more likely to hit the commander-like soldier if I aimed for the heart instead of the head. With that in mind, I decided to aim for his heart as he was barking orders to the soldiers around him.


      I sucked in a breath...and for the first time in this world, I fired a real gun.


      ***


      I actually got a pretty decent shot. As I thought, my aim had greatly deviated, and I couldn’t say I had directly hit his heart, but I did succeed at shooting through the lower left of the frontline enemy commander’s shoulder.


      He spat blood as he collapsed; his lung had probably been punctured. So long as these soldiers didn’t have a combat medic stationed on the front lines, it was probably fatal.


      Not bad at all for a first shot.


      “All right, then.”


      With dreadful looks on their faces, the soldiers turned back and acknowledged my presence. They immediately readied their guns, so I stooped down to use the fence as a shield.


      “Over here.”


      As I kept low and hid myself, I ran off to the back alley. Would they follow me?


      The moment I entered the back alley, I heard several enemies shouting and hopping the fence. Before long, I sensed some of them sticking to the back alley’s fence.


      It seemed they wouldn’t recklessly chase me after all. In that case, their next move was...


      With a cry, the enemy threw a grenade into the back alley. I’d also anticipated this. For an unknown enemy to suddenly appear behind them, it made sense to rely on the power of a grenade.


      They had probably never encountered someone who could use Shield so close to them.


      Trench warfare was one thing, but I’d show them exactly what happens when you use hand grenades at this distance.


      “Shield.”


      I used all of my remaining mana and summoned Shield right in front of the enemy soldier who threw the grenade, obstructing the back alley’s entrance.


      There were two kinds of hand grenades: time delay grenades and impact grenades. Most hand grenades were the type that exploded on impact.


      The enemy’s grenade struck my Shield, resulting in a large explosion. One soldier who’d gotten caught in the blast fell flat on his face, bearing a fatal injury.


      Now there were five enemy soldiers left. This by itself was enough of a military gain, but the enemy’s losses didn’t stop there. That explosion had crumbled the Sabatian soldiers’ fences. There was no longer a barrier between the back alleys where I’d hid and the enemy base.


      This was exactly what I’d wanted. For the Sabatian soldiers, this was lethal. It was madness to engage in a shoot-out with the Austinese soldiers in front of them with the enemy behind them. But now they knew what would happen if they tried to throw a hand grenade into the back alley.


      The next thing they’d try was...


      “■■■■!”


      Charging. That was their only option.


      The enemy quickly made their decision, and two soldiers immediately rushed into the back alleys. I wasn’t a threat since I’d exhausted my mana and bullets, yet as I’d hoped for, they deemed me a dangerous enemy.


      “Over here,” I said.


      In the cramped back alleys, I wound up face-to-face with the charging Sabatian soldiers. Without bullets or mana, all I could do was stand there. I did my best to put on a bold act and smiled innocently at the Sabatian soldiers.


      I was currently wearing a pure white dress that stood out well, spotted with red. If I boldly stood in the back alley and smiled, would I hold the enemy’s attention? Or would they notice the rookie leaning against the back alley corner?


      “Now, Gomuji!” I shouted.


      “R-Right!!!”


      Faster than the enemy could ready a gun, Gomuji fired his rifle. From what I could tell, this man had a pretty slimy personality; he’d do his very best if his own survival depended on it.


      “Nice!!! I got him!” he cheered.


      While coughing up blood, the wounded enemy soldier glared at Gomuji. That soldier was going to die right before his nation claimed victory. Of course he’d feel unbearable regret.


      As the enemy looked at Gomuji with that dreadful expression, Gomuji shouted, “Sorry, but I need you to die for me!!!” And without hesitation, he blasted the finishing blow into the enemy.


      Three enemies remained. If we could take them down, we’d have control of the base.


      Our only manpower was Gomuji and me. We also helped ourselves to the rifle of the soldier we’d just killed.


      We’d turned our situation around. We were a pair of an injured man and a combat medic, but you could say we held the upper hand in this battle.


      “Oh? The enemy just died on their own,” Gomuji said.


      “It was the Austinese soldiers from the other side. Now the enemy barely has anyone left.”


      That was because Austin was surrounding the Sabatian soldiers. The enemy was in a situation where they had to pay attention to what was in front and behind them. This dilemma could destroy any brilliant unit.


      “Now, two enemies are looking ahead. Please snipe them.”


      “Nice! Here’s my chance!”


      The Sabatian soldiers, perhaps rattled by how one of their comrades had been shot right in front of them, had carelessly let down their guard toward us. I’d use this chance to sic Gomuji on them and kill one.


      Now, there was only one enemy left. A single man couldn’t manage to pay attention to all of his surroundings. That was how brutal things became when you’re surrounded.


      “All right, Gomuji. It’s about time we try charging into our ally’s encampment. Shoot randomly as I carry you.”


      “What?”


      “We don’t have much time. I sense swarms of Sabatian soldiers behind us. The enemies must have contacted them.”


      “Huuuh?!”


      Well, the main street behind us was within Sabat’s sphere of influence, so we were in the same boat as that soldier. If news from the frontline troops reached the rearguard, they would surge in at once. I’d been feeling a strong ill omen for a while now, but it seemed it was going to come to a head soon.


      “Bring down that last enemy in the base as we charge, by any means necessary. If you don’t, we’ll have to dash across the front lines through bullets with the enemy on our heels.”


      “Wh-What?! Are you crazy?!”


      “You’ll become my meat shield in that case. You’re here to stop the bullets coming from behind me. So if you don’t want to be shot, hurry up and bring down the two enemies ahead of us.”


      “Oh, God damn it all!!!”


      It seemed I was one step behind. The sound of countless clopping military boots meant that the Sabatian soldiers would surge in soon. We had to leap out immediately and engage in combat with the Sabatian soldiers in front of us. Although this plan currently gave us the highest chance of survival, I felt we were still more likely to die.


      “Here we go!”


      “A-All riiight!!!”


      As if to run away from the enemy presence itself approaching us from behind, we leaped out of the back alley.


      Startled, the enemies pointed their guns at us.


      “Eeeek!!!”


      A bullet was coming straight for my abdomen. The moment the gun was aimed at me, I forgot myself as I twisted my body, evading the bullet.


      Fortunately, the bullet didn’t hit me, only grazing Gomuji’s arm. But he’d been holding his rifle with that hand.


      “Ah! You idiot! What are you doing?!” I cried.


      “I was shot! It huuurts!!!”


      As I was barreling ahead, Gomuji dropped that precious rifle on the ground with a loud clatter as I carried him. I obviously couldn’t afford to go back for it.


      The enemy shouted behind us as I continued running. After a few seconds, they finished replenishing their bullets and took aim at us again.


      They wouldn’t miss this time. The heavy weight on my back meant I couldn’t evade it.


      It looked like my evacuation plan had failed. I thought I’d actually tried pretty hard, though...


      Well, this had always been like an impossibly hard game. I’d do better next time.


      Except...there wouldn’t be a next time. This wasn’t just a game. The smell of gunpowder and the pain of scalds were real, and the enemy was going to fire a real bullet at me.


      I’d been foolish to the very last. Using my experience with games to try to survive an actual war? It was laughable. Whatever I thought I could manage, even giving it everything I had, it seemed this was as far as I’d go.


      I’ve lived until now thanks to the support of many people. I’m sorry for wasting it.


      At the very least, I wanted to know if everyone at the orphanage was safe before I died.


      “You can still run, right, Tory?” said a voice.


      That’s right. Just as I was preparing for death, I heard the voice of a soldier—a soldier who was formidable, frightening, and the most reliable man on the front lines.


      “Ah...”


      “We’re retreating,” he said.


      That man, wielding a sword as tall as I was, bisected the enemy who’d been aiming for me.


      Even with blood spurting from his shoulder and a bandage wrapped around his stomach, that reliable man stood completely composed.


      “Squad Commander Gabak...”
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      “Hm. You sure are lucky,” he gruffed.


      I ran behind him in a panic. I had no idea how he was here or why he came to save us. But I knew that his back was the safest place on the front lines.


      “Um... Why are you...” I started.


      “The major ordered us to help the wounded soldiers evacuate and maintain the warfront. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have come to save you, dumbass.”


      After he finished, the squad commander silently ran off.


      “Ah, um... Thank you, squad commander!”


      His back was so reassuring. I mustered all of my remaining stamina so that I wouldn’t be left behind, and I evacuated to our allies’ position behind the man whose back was the safest place on the battlefield.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 10


      I was greatly troubled by the time I finished reading this part of the diary. I was convinced that the Gomuji in this diary was my father. According to my foster mother, my father had died because his missing legs had prevented him from escaping a thief’s surprise attack. Just about everything lined up.


      “It doesn’t look like Tory died in Mashdale, but...”


      After this, Tory likely died from some cause. Then, after her death, my father altered Tory’s inheritance recipient without permission. If he hadn’t, there was no way anything would have gone to me. Everything should have been returned to the Noelle Orphanage.


      I began to feel intimidated by the idea of reading further. Although these events had occurred during the war a few decades ago, I was reluctant to expose the crimes that my father may have committed.


      “I’m going to sleep.”


      I closed the diary and sprawled on my bed, groaning quietly.


      Really, I was just making a wild assumption to think that my father had arbitrarily altered Tory’s documents. It was possible that the two of them had actually gotten along well afterward.


      That’s how I decided to think of it for the time being.


      “I have to pay someone a visit tomorrow too.”


      If I stayed up too late, the consequences would bleed into the next day. As I lay in bed, I downed a glass of cheap wine and practically passed out.


      ***


      “Do you know First Class Combat Medic Tory?”


      It was the next day. The nun had told me about an elder that Tory had been acquainted with, and I was paying his house a visit.


      “I do remember her. I survived thanks to how she treated my wounds.”


      “You were injured during the war?”


      “Yes. As you can see, I lost an arm. I would’ve died of blood loss without treatment, but First Class Combat Medic Tory saved me.”


      An elderly man with grisly scars all over his body came out of the house. His son and daughter-in-law were currently looking after him, and he was living a quiet, comfortable, and carefree life in retirement.


      “She was so small. I vividly remember seeing a cute little girl, like a Flammelian doll, working hard in front of a packed line of men.”


      “Indeed. According to pictures of her, she was likely considerably short.”


      “Oh, that’s her. That’s Tory. That takes me back... That’s definitely First Class Combat Medic Tory.”


      After an enemy attack had blown his arm off, he’d endured the agony and stood in line in the Medical Care HQ. It had been bound as he stood in line, but the blood gradually overflowed and wouldn’t stop. Eventually, his consciousness grew dim. Just as he was thinking he thought he was going to die there...


      “You. Lay down at once.”


      “O-Oh?”


      “I’m First Class Combat Medic Tory. I will give you urgent care. Please relax.”


      Tory had realized he was on the verge of bleeding out and saved him.


      “She was so small, but she was very attentive to her surroundings. After she used some string to firmly rebind my arm, she poured an antiseptic on it. It hurt like crazy, but I was truly relieved to be saved.”


      “I see.”


      “I’m still alive thanks to her. I even looked into that little combat medic, since I just couldn’t forget her, and paid the Noelle Orphanage a visit. I was disheartened to hear she’d passed away.”


      He talked about it casually. Tory had already left this world, but there were still traces left behind that proved she’d been alive.


      “I would’ve brought a box of cakes if she’d still been alive.”


      A lot of people had adored the young female combat medic. I renewed my conviction to go home and continue reading her diary. I needed to learn about what my father did, and I’d once again pray for Tory’s soul. And depending on what Gomuji had done, I might have to apologize on his behalf.


      “Elder, do you know where she died?” I asked.


      “Oh... Apologies, but I don’t know. The Noelle Orphanage nun might.”


      “She didn’t seem to know either. The whereabouts of Tory’s body are unknown, so the nun wasn’t told.”


      “I see... My apologies. In that case, I haven’t a clue.”


      It didn’t hurt to ask, but the elder didn’t seem to know where she’d died.


      “Do you know anything else about Tory?” I asked.


      “Hm... Let me see.”


      I probably wouldn’t have many opportunities to come to Mashdale. I wanted to ask what I could while I had the chance.


      “Now that I think about it, I’ve heard that Tory was very fond of dolls,” he said.


      “Dolls?”


      “Yes.”


      So, Tory liked dolls. I couldn’t help a smile. I’d gathered from her diary that she had a no-nonsense character, so I didn’t think she’d have such an adorable hobby.


      “A war buddy who retired from service opened a toy shop in Mashdale. He gave Tory a present when she passed by his store. She was apparently over the moon.”


      “Indeed, I feel like dolls suited her well.”


      “He laughed, saying it was worth gifting it to her since it’d made her so happy.”


      Her pictures showed she still had a youth to her face; in a way, it’d be natural if she did play with dolls. It would probably have been adorable to see her so happy to accept one.


      “Hm?”


      But the fact that she had the chance to pass in front of a Mashdale toy shop raised some questions. According to the diary, she’d arrived in Mashdale at the height of the Sylph Attacks. There was no way a toy shop would’ve been in business.


      “Are you sure you’re not mistaken, elder?” I asked. “If that story was true, then wouldn’t that mean Tory had passed the toy shop at the height of the Sylph Attacks?”


      “Huh? Well, I’m not very confident since it was only something I’d heard, but he was sure it had been Tory who passed by his shop.”


      “Then, when?”


      “Well...”


      Realizing that discrepancy, I asked about it. And his response was...


      “He should’ve opened the toy shop after the war. I think he met her again in the postwar period.”


      “Huh?”

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Evacuation 3


      September 17th, Night


      And so, we narrowly escaped death and were rescued by the Gabak Squad. The squad commander had realized I was behind enemy lines and charged in for me. According to him, he’d gone to those lengths because that was just how valuable combat medics were.


      “I will take over your right to command, Tory. Private Gomuji, return under my command as well.”


      “Understood.”


      Even after Gabak Squad rescued me, they continued to intercept the Sabatian soldiers at the forefront of the front lines. Gomuji and I reconvened with Gabak Squad and evacuated Mashdale under their protection.


      “Pay attention to your surroundings. They might be lying in wait for us,” said the squad commander.


      “Understood.”


      Gabak Squad was apparently the last of the Austinese Army to leave Mashdale. They seemed to be serving as the rearguard for the entire army.


      “I don’t sense any enemies.”


      “All right. We’re moving forward. We’ll reconvene with our allies who evacuated first.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      After confirming that the Sabatian soldiers wouldn’t give chase, we evacuated from Mashdale without difficulty.


      “I didn’t think I’d get to walk with you again, half-pint,” said Rodrey.


      “Are you doing all right, Tory? I feel like you’ve gotten a bit thinner,” Allen said.


      “Nice to see you again...”


      After escaping Mashdale, we walked on the dark night road to our allies’ encampment. The sounds of active combat in the distance ceased, and I heard the war cries of the Sabatian soldiers who’d seized Mashdale. With those victorious roars resounding behind us, I walked with Rodrey and Allen through the dead of night.


      “Things weren’t easy after you left, half-pint. We were positioned on the battleground the whole time.”


      “It’s because we’re under Squad Commander Gabak, who could even get a kid to stop crying. Of course we’d be stationed in hell.”


      Gabak Squad, famed as an elite team, had apparently put up a fierce fight at Mashdale too. The squad commander was strong even in the fortresses, turning the tables on many enemy soldiers and giving our allies a huge morale boost.


      Again, Gabak Squad had served as a rearguard today without any deserters, and on top of protecting a straggler like me, they managed to evacuate. As eccentric as these military gains were, they were the mark of an ace unit nonetheless.


      ***


      “That’s all for my report. That’s how I evacuated Mashdale with Private Gomuji.”


      “Right. Do you have anything else to report, Tory?”


      “No, sir.”


      When the enemy’s presence was no longer around us, Squad Commander Gabak questioned me during our evacuation. He asked me why I’d strayed away from my allies and wandered Mashdale, where I joined up with Gomuji, when he got injured—I gave honest and thorough reports for each question.


      “At the very least, learn how to see through your allies’ magical traps. You can tell if you look closely,” he said.


      “Really?”


      “Ask Allen how later.”


      Squad Commander Gabak had apparently given instructions to set up some foothold magic circles on that small path. The plan was to kill two birds with one stone by killing careless enemy soldiers while blocking off the alternate route. It was an excellent decision on his part since that trap alone had brought down several soldiers (Gomuji included).


      “Hmph.”


      Foothold magic circles were land mines, so to speak. Engineers set them up, and they were nasty magical weapons that exploded the instant they were touched. Actually, after we’d arrived in Mashdale, Gomuji and an engineer named Yacht had replaced me, assigned to the Gabak Squad.


      Engineers specialized in assisting in combat, such as by setting up magical traps. Usually, they were a branch that wouldn’t be a part of an assault infantry force, but the squad commander had dragged one in by force.


      “Now, clench your teeth, Tory,” Gabak said.


      I sucked in a breath.


      The major might’ve felt bad about pulling me out of the unit, so he easily granted the squad commander’s demand. On the other hand, Yacht had apparently been in tears upon being sent to the front lines.


      Whump.


      As those idle thoughts passed through my mind, Squad Commander Gabak punched me square in my stomach. A dull pain and welling nausea shook my body.


      “I understand your circumstances. There was plenty of room to make allowances for your usage of a pistol and shooting the enemy.”


      “Yes... Thank you, squad commander.”


      “However, you’ve definitely violated military regulations. It is scandalous for a combat medic to arm themselves and fire a gun. Accept this as a punishment.”


      “Thank you for your guidance.”


      After Squad Commander Gabak had listened to my full report, he punched my stomach with all he had. It seemed he understood that I’d only done what was necessary to escape, but he still deemed my handling of a pistol a violation.


      “I forbid Gomuji and you from receiving medical treatment. Stand by and carry him.”


      “Understood, squad commander.”


      “I’m going to meet Major Lenvil. Tory. Gomuji. Await further instructions.”


      As I was crouched while holding my stomach, Gomuji was completely battered and bruised, lying flat on the ground behind me. He was also a victim of the squad commander’s fists of punishment.


      “D-Damn it... I-It hurts...”


      “Come on, we’re going.”


      Before I’d made my report, the squad commander had swiftly beaten Gomuji to a pulp. Well, in his case, those were his just deserts, so I didn’t care.


      “I’m going to do my best not to touch any of your broken bones, so hold on to me,” I said.


      “Wh-What’s wrong with that guy? He’s not right in the head...”


      “Oh, so even you noticed.”


      Just as the platoon commander had instructed, I stood up while piggybacking Gomuji. As I ignored his stream of complaints, I stared up at the faraway night sky.


      We were in the middle of an evacuation from Mashdale to the capital. We couldn’t rest for long. Gabak would probably come back soon.


      “I just lost my legs, you know. He didn’t have to do all this to me. Right?” Gomuji said, sniffling.


      His tears, snot, and blood on my back put me in a sour mood. Was this also a part of my punishment?


      “And you would’ve died if you hadn’t shot that gun,” he continued. “Why did he have to hit either of us?”


      “Hey, you done with your lecture, half-pint?”


      “Oh, Rodrey. It’s been a while.”


      “Yeah.”


      When I’d just about had it with Gomuji’s complaints, Rodrey eventually called out to me. Indeed, the face of my comrade who I’d spent so much time with was a sight for sore eyes.


      “Oh, Rodrey. You’ve got a cut on your arm,” I said.


      “Hm? Oh, a bullet grazed it.”


      “Are you all right? Did you disinfect it properly?”


      “Don’t need to. They don’t got any antiseptic on the front lines anyway.”


      “That’s unacceptable. You can’t treat it lightly just because it’s a minor wound. Please give it a rinse with drinking water.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I hear you...”


      “Um, ma’am?” Gomuji called out. “There’s a certain someone on your back with severe injuries, with plenty of beatings and broken bones all over his body. Shouldn’t you be more worried about him?”


      From what I saw, Rodrey wasn’t seriously hurt. He had tons of scratches, but they were all minor. He had a sharp intuition and good reflexes, so I’d never seen him seriously wounded by the enemy. Even so, the battlefield was a place where letting your guard down even a little could spell out your death, so I’d been somewhat worried.


      As Rodrey suddenly glanced around him, he whispered, “But did you notice, half-pint?”


      “Yes. Something’s off about the squad commander.”


      “Yeah.”


      Naturally, Rodrey didn’t need to point it out to me. Something had been on my mind for a while now.


      “The squad commander? That crazy, fiendish sadist who pummeled the miraculous survivors to a pulp? What about him?” Gomuji asked.


      “Yeah. Exactly, Gomuji. Something’s extremely off about the squad commander,” I said.


      “Tell me about it. No matter how you slice it, he’s just not acting right. Should he get checked out at the hospital?” Rodrey agreed.


      “I seriously got put under the worst guy out there. Why does he get to be so unreasonably violent?” Gomuji complained.


      We bad-mouthed the squad commander, quietly so that it didn’t reach his sharp ears. The squad commander had unnerved me a little. After all...


      “After we violated military regulations, letting us off with this small punishment was way too kind of him,” I said.


      Gomuji blinked. “Hm?”


      Gabak had determined I’d violated military regulations, so just a punch to my stomach as punishment was way too nice of him. Maybe it was because we were currently evacuating, but the fact he let off my indiscretion with a light punch was a strange degree of mercy, no matter how you looked at it.


      “Maybe you’ve finally grown on him some,” Rodrey offered.


      “He might’ve originally been a nice person. I was prepared to be beaten to a pulp when I made my report. I hadn’t expected to get off with just a blow to my stomach.”


      “A kind person wouldn’t beat someone who’s hurt,” Gomuji butted in from behind me, taken aback.


      From a normal perspective, it did look like an extreme act of violence, but by the squad commander’s usual standards, he’d been very kind today. Actually, by that same metric, I felt he’d honestly treated Gomuji pretty kindly.


      “Letting a deserter like you live is sickeningly kind in itself. I just assumed he would’ve shot you to death and let you rot,” said Rodrey.


      “Whaaat?!”


      Gomuji had apparently fled on his own, unable to bear the fear of charging behind the squad commander. As he came across enemies after his desertion, he ran around the place, looking for an escape, and finally joined up with me. Being shot to death as punishment for deserting under enemy fire was a matter of course. If anything, I wondered why Gomuji thought he’d be spared.


      “Seriously? I could’ve been killed?!” he cried.


      “Obviously. He’s being strangely lenient with us, isn’t he? It’s not like him.”


      “Well, he probably was being considerate of you, Tory.”


      “Oh, Allen, sir.”


      While Rodrey and I were unnerved by Squad Commander Gabak’s change of heart, Allen called out to us with a wry smile.


      But what did he mean by “considerate of me”?


      “Tory, you risked your life to carry Gomuji and save him. He probably didn’t want to cause friction in the unit by going out of his way to shoot that man.”


      “Huh.”


      “And in particular, Tory, you’ve become quite emotional lately. Bearing in mind we’re in the middle of an evacuation, he probably wanted to avoid any risks surrounding that.”


      “Oh. I get it.”


      According to Allen, Gabak had spared Gomuji to curry favor with me. Did that mean Gabak didn’t want to ruffle a difficult rookie like me?


      “But I’m a soldier too. I understand the importance of military regulations. He didn’t have to give us special treatment,” I said.


      “Ma’am? That sounds like you didn’t care if I died.”


      “Also, Tory. You’re already under the major’s direct supervision. He probably didn’t want you to go telling the major anything,” Allen said.


      “Oh...”


      Now that I thought about it, I wasn’t the Gabak Squad’s combat medic right now; I was a subordinate directly under Major Lenvil. In terms of rank, I was under Sergeant Gabak, but if I felt like it, I could report what I wanted about the squad commander. Did that mean I’d obtained Corporal Veldy’s position without realizing it?


      “Um, I apologize for acting so shamefully the other day,” I said.


      “You’re human after all. It’s only natural. As you gain more life experience, you stop losing your composure too.”


      “Thank you. I won’t get emotional anymore.”


      “Ha ha ha. Approaching it that way is futile. Emotions are way harder to manipulate than you think. Instead of trying to never get emotional, learn how to become aware of when you are.”


      “I see...”


      So the goal wasn’t to control my emotions, but to find a compromise. Allen never ceased to amaze me.


      “That’s right, ma’am. It’s easier to get by if you can hide your true feelings. Like when you’re tricking those idiots!”


      And Gomuji never ceased to fill me with doubt.


      “He might’ve also been rewarding Gomuji for helping you evacuate. Maybe corporal punishment seemed like the best call after weighing the pros and cons of what he’s done.”


      “H-Huh? Then it was worth risking my life after all!” Gomuji exclaimed.


      “I feel like you’ve caused more trouble than good, though,” I said.


      “Ma’am?!”


      “I’ve never seen Tory so cold with anyone before...”


      Well, regardless of the reason, if the squad commander had let him live, all I could do was accept it. I had no desire to go against the squad commander. While it was true I had moved up the chain of command, I’d probably never be on equal standing with him for as long as I lived.


      “Hey, Tory.”


      “Ah. What is it, squad commander?”


      After several minutes had passed, Squad Commander Gabak returned. He stopped in front of me, flexing his finger as he looked me down. “I’m showing you to the major. Follow me.”


      “Understood... Um...”


      “Right. Dump the idiot.”


      Squad Commander Gabak was as steel-faced as always, and he sounded sullen. For someone who’d been strangely easy on our punishments, he seemed to be in a foul mood.


      I shuffled after the squad commander, who was emitting a dangerous aura. Honestly, my heart was feeling light after escaping such a hopeless predicament and finally reuniting with my squad comrades.


      “I didn’t know we had so many wounded soldiers...” I murmured.


      “You wondering about that?”


      However, as I walked around the encampment and surveyed my surroundings, our nation’s wretched state was once again thrust in my face. As I walked with Squad Commander Gabak, I saw many injured soldiers planted on the ground around the encampment. There were soldiers lying down with their heads wrapped in bandages, soldiers hugging their knees with empty eyes, and soldiers with limp arms. It was a grim sight fitting of a routed army who had Mashdale taken from them.


      “There are so many... Who would you even start treating from?”


      “Hm.”


      Weaving his way through the dead-eyed, lifeless soldiers, Squad Commander Gabak continued onward. Was it okay for me not to treat them? I could if I had medical resources, but how much had they brought out here?


      “Treating these guys is fundamentally unnecessary. Those who were too wounded for battle have been sent ahead.”


      “I...see.”


      “The ones left are those who still have the strength to fight. It’s in case the enemy pursues us.”


      That was really hard to believe. The injured who were sitting around had been determined to have relatively minor injuries and thus forbidden from evacuating. That meant the rear probably had tons more soldiers in dire states. I could imagine Bear and the others working tirelessly about now.


      “Can we really put up a fight with so many injured soldiers?”


      Squad Commander Gabak sniffed. “If they tell us we have to, then we’ve got no choice. That’s what it means to be a soldier. Whether your right arm gets blown off or you’re engulfed in flames, all you can do is follow orders.”


      No matter how many injuries this man racked up, he could probably fight back, but I didn’t know if you could expect that from an ordinary soldier.


      “Well, there probably won’t be any more battles, though,” he said.


      “You think so?” I asked.


      “Yeah,” the squad commander spat, scrunching up his face.


      When I tilted my head, wondering what Squad Commander Gabak had meant, he pointed ahead of us. “Look, we’re here.”


      I saw a large man sitting on a rock, his body riddled with combat wounds. It was the supreme commander of Austin: Major Lenvil.


      “You’re here, First Class Combat Medic Tory,” Lenvil said.


      “Major Lenvil, I’m glad you’re safe.”


      He looked greatly relieved to see me.


      “Thanks to you. I’m impressed you survived in those circumstances.”


      With a broad smile, he joyfully took my hand. He wasn’t seriously injured from what I gathered. It’d been worth risking my life to treat him.


      “You really did a good job, Gabak,” Lenvil said. “I’ll promote you to any rank you’d like within my power. Just say where.”


      “Huh? No thanks. I don’t need a rank on a sinking ship.”


      “Don’t be so modest. How about I make you a fellow major?”


      “That’s too much for me.”


      In contrast to the sullen squad commander, Major Lenvil continued to joke around. He was likely the kind of man who could always keep his cool, no matter the circumstances.


      “First Class Combat Medic Tory, present. As ashamed as I am, I escaped safely. I will once again be under your direct command, major.”


      “Oh, no. It’s fine. Continue to let this man guard you.”


      “Right...”


      The major handed the squad commander his authority over me again. Had I just been fired for being useless after I was so easily wounded?


      “Oh, you don’t have to look so down. It’s just that it’s unlikely there’ll be any more battles anyway, so you should evacuate with the trusted comrades in your unit to the capital.”


      “No more battles?” I repeated.


      “Correct.”


      The major quietly closed his eyes and smiled. Just like Squad Commander Gabak, even Major Lenvil claimed that there wouldn’t be any more battles.


      “Um, may I ask a question, Major Lenvil?” I asked.


      “What’s the matter, First Class Combat Medic Tory?”


      “What exactly do you mean?”


      “Oh, it seems Gabak still hasn’t told you.” With crystal clear eyes, the major answered clearly, “The government just declared unconditional surrender to the Sabat Union.”


      In other words...


      “The war is over,” he said.


      Austin had lost.


      ***


      An unconditional surrender was the most humiliating way to end a war.


      After the Sylph Attacks had broken through the Western Front, Austin continued to put up a resistance on all fronts, but it was hopeless. The Austinese government desperately tried to keep negotiating with Sabat, but every attempt at peace was rejected. And once they learned that Mashdale had fallen, the government ultimately bit the bullet and gave in to an unconditional surrender.


      “I see...”


      That night, all of our allied soldiers heard the news. Our country was likely about to become a colony of the Sabat Union.


      But even so...


      “It’ll finally end.”


      Grief wasn’t the only feeling we were left with. There were also many who were in shock at having such a great weight suddenly lifted from their shoulders.


      “Now, the only question is when our surrender will be relayed to Sabat’s front lines.”


      In the vacant hollow of our hearts the night we lost the war, we Austinese soldiers held on to our sentiments of our survival. With sobs resounding throughout the encampment, our comrades in arms fell asleep side by side on the cold earth.


      September 18th, Noon


      The day after the government declared an unconditional surrender, the Gabak Squad was once again called to Major Lenvil.


      According to the scout reports, the Sabatian Army was continuing to light fires and preparing to pursue us. It seemed they didn’t intend to let the war end yet.


      “But why? We’ve already surrendered.”


      “There’s no more reason to fight anymore.”


      “Right, but does the enemy know that?” Major Lenvil said.


      However, we’d apparently anticipated this. Unlike in the world from my previous life, communication devices here mainly used magic. They say that the valid range went up to several kilometers. The Sabatian Army had invaded so aggressively, they still hadn’t fully established the infrastructure for communication. Naturally, that had led to a large delay between when the Sabatian bureaucrats accepted the government’s statement and when their ceasefire order would reach the front lines.


      “Even if we shouted a surrender ourselves, there’s no way they’d believe us. The Sabatian Army won’t stop until their country tells them to,” Lenvil continued.


      “So until those orders come in, they’ll continue their invasion?” I asked.


      “Yeah. To begin with, our government only declared its unconditional surrender yesterday. Today, they’ll deliver the formal document. The actual end of the war will likely be tomorrow onward. If we’re unlucky, it might take several days.” Major Lenvil gave a small sigh.


      At this point, all that had been accomplished was a declaration of unconditional surrender from Austin’s government. A formal document had yet to be delivered. There was no way the enemy would stop the invasion without anything concrete.


      “What do we do?”


      “We’ll continue to scout for enemy invasions and retreat accordingly,” he answered.


      “Shouldn’t we run as far away as we can?”


      “If we run off at full speed, it’ll only cause more damage to the surrounding villages. It’s better to fall back while keeping them on their guard a little. But we won’t be fighting anymore,” the major added with a weary laugh. “The enemy has incurred a fair number of casualties themselves. Now that they’ve seized Mashdale, I doubt they’ll pursue us without stopping to catch their breath. We should have some time while they prepare.”


      “I think so too...” I murmured.


      “So there’s no need to dash off with our tail between our legs. If anything, we ought to be the ones in their sights rather than civilians. Consider that our final job.”


      We were Austinese soldiers; even after the declaration of an unconditional surrender, we had to act for the citizens. It was a dangerous duty, but Major Lenvil certainly had his pride as a soldier.


      “Gabak, I entrust our rear to you again. It’s unlikely, but in the worst-case scenario that you make contact with the enemy, deal with them for us.”


      “Understood, major.”


      “However, you cannot kill the enemy even if you engage in battle, got it? We can’t have them doubt the sincerity of our surrender.”


      “That’s a tall order...”


      It seemed the major had called us out here to hand us the order. The Gabak Squad was the last ace unit under Major Lenvil’s command. As expected, we were assigned the most dangerous spot.


      “Also, this is a bit of meddling on my part, but...First Class Combat Medic Tory? Think about what you want to do after the war.”


      “Huh?”


      After Lenvil finished speaking, he said that to me as if he’d just remembered.


      “The army will be dismantled after the war. You have no family or hometown to go back to, so you’ll be completely on your own.”


      I was silent.


      “The life of a girl who has no support will come to a tragic end. If no one protects you, you’ll be abducted and sold off.”


      “Well...”


      That was true. If a young girl with no relatives was just wandering around, she was likely a sitting duck for kidnappers.


      “I have no connections with anyone I can rely on.”


      “I recommend you seek out a healthcare professional that you have connections with, like Takuma. He’s highly respected as a healer and will probably hold a good amount of authority after the war. Or you could have your name registered under someone in the squad.”


      “I see.”


      “To be honest, I wanted my family to take you in, considering you saved my life. But...that might be tough in its own way.”


      He patted my head. And, in a voice like he were doting on a grandchild...


      “After all, I imagine I’ll be held responsible for much.”


      ***


      Indeed. Major Lenvil would likely be punished after the war. As the frontline commanding officer, he’d been responsible for giving the orders that slaughtered many Sabatian soldiers. As the commander of a defeated army, he’d probably have to answer for many things.


      “You won’t run away, major?” I asked.


      “I’d like to, of course. That’s why I’ve been asking Gabak since yesterday if he wanted to become the major.”


      “That’s too much for me to handle,” Gabak said.


      “But he’s like a broken record. Jeez, have a little pity for your superior officer...” Major Lenvil said. He snickered, as if he couldn’t hold in his laughter. “Well, Tory, you should think long and hard about it. You still have a long life ahead of you, after all.”


      “Major...”


      “That’s all I had to say. You managed to survive. Make sure your life doesn’t go to waste.”


      With a kind smile, the aged veteran hero saw me off.


      September 19th


      “While the enemy is taking their time, they are coming after us.”


      “It seems they’re going to wait for replenishments and hold back until they’re in perfect form to attack us.”


      It was the second day of keeping watch over the Sabatian soldiers stationed in Mashdale. The enemy had finally set out for us as we stood in battle formation in the Mashdale suburbs. It seemed their priority was pursuing us rather than capturing the neighboring villages.


      “This is an evacuation order. We’re falling back so they don’t catch up with us,” Gabak said.


      “Understood.”


      It seemed the news about the end of the war had yet to reach the Sabatian Army. They continued to move toward us with their heads held high. And since we’d surrendered, we were forbidden from engaging with them. All we could do was continue running somewhere that was still within their sight.


      “Are we going to run all day today?”


      “Who knows. Ask them,” Gabak gruffed.


      I was glad that Gomuji had been classified as an injured soldier and transported to the capital. If I’d had to carry him on a marathon, he would’ve been yapping in my ear.


      “Dying here would be stupid,” he continued. “So run like your life depends on it.”


      Our battle today was a simple showdown between the Sabatian soldiers who were trying to shell us at a long distance and the Austinese soldiers who were running like hell to stay out of range.


      The Sabatian soldiers had plenty of supplies and high morale, and they were advancing at a considerable speed. But the major had positioned us with quite a safe margin, so the shellings never reached us. In the end, both armies maintained a good distance before the sun set, and the enemy stopped advancing.


      “Actually, don’t we have the mage force?” I asked.


      “The major apparently ordered them to evacuate ahead of us. It seems we’re out of magic stones.”


      “It looked like Mashdale had plenty, though.”


      “Hmph. He probably was just looking after his daughter.”


      During the evacuation, it suddenly occurred to me that it’d be easier if our allied forces had fired warning shots using magic on the enemy, but it seemed the major had already evacuated the mage force that Second Lieutenant Aria spearheaded. After all was said and done, he was extremely partial to his relatives.


      “Is that true? Isn’t it bad to mix up business and personal life, squad commander?” Allen asked.


      “Don’t overthink things. Regardless of the facts, orders are orders,” Squad Commander Gabak spat and clicked his tongue.


      Major Lenvil seemed like a kind person, but he also seemed to show a lot of favoritism to his relatives. Well, nobody was perfect.


      “Maybe there’s some kind of deeper meaning behind it?” I offered.


      “No. He’s always been like that.”


      “Do you dislike Major Lenvil, Squad Commander Gabak?”


      “And what’s the point in me answering that?”


      “Nothing really.”


      The squad commander gave me a sharp glare at that question. Did the two of them not get along?


      “Well, I just have no right to really talk back to him. That’s all.”


      “I see.”


      “He only shows his nice side in front of you, but he’s an irrational demon by nature, you know. Just remembering it boils my blood,” the squad commander said with a rare resentful tone, turning his face. It seemed he had some incredibly bitter memories with Major Lenvil. With a frown, he glared into the distance.


      “What kind of person is the major to you?” I asked.


      “Major Lenvil was the ace of the age of swords, so to speak. He’d get carried away, violent when he’s in a drunken frenzy, and strong as hell. No one could stop him, because he got results in war. He was truly a tyrant on the battlefield.”


      Now where have I heard that before?


      “When the major was younger, he played favorites and gave anyone who pissed him off a wallop. He’d drink on the job, nod off, and do whatever he wanted.”


      “W-Well...”


      “He calmed down after they pulled him to the rear, but even now, just the sight of him puts me in a bad mood.”


      Like a dam breaking forth, Squad Commander Gabak’s complaints about Major Lenvil came gushing out.


      I see.


      I somewhat got the gist of their relationship. At the same time, I felt a kinship with the squad commander for the first time.


      “So you inherited Major Lenvil’s lectures.”


      “Huh? You think I’m anything like that bastard?”


      “What? That’s not what I—”


      “I won’t let that slide. Have I ever given you an unreasonable punishment? Well, Tory?”


      “Oh... Um... Sorry.”


      The squad commander got seriously mad at my slip of the tongue.


      Oh no, what should I do? Would it be better if I just came out with it? “It’s just that, um, Squad Commander Gabak, compared to the squad commanders of other units, I feel that you tend to be just a tad too violent.”


      “Squad commander, how was Major Lenvil unreasonable?” Allen asked.


      “Right. Listen, Allen. He punched me in the face once because he was about to yawn but stopped when he saw me.”


      “That’s...more unreasonable than I was expecting,” I said.


      Major Lenvil seemed kind, but I guess that was the kind of man he was.


      “I don’t remember how many times he’s hit me for no good reason. And when he drank, he’d throw punches for anything. I get pissed off just remembering it.”


      “My condolences...”


      I could feel a deep resentment in his words. The squad commander’s lectures were probably coming from the right place. But from what he’d been taught from Major Lenvil, he recognized that severe violence as something reasonable.


      “However, he’s got one redeeming quality. Even with that reckless personality of his, he won’t lose when it comes to war. As far as superior officers went, he wasn’t the smartest and didn’t have the best character. But I’d never once seen him lose. That’s the one thing I respect about him.”


      In the end, Squad Commander Gabak murmured that, looking a little lonely.


      “To think he’d be brought to death’s door by brazenly showing up in front of the enemy and taking a bullet. The man’s probably gone senile.”


      After he finished his complaint, he went silent. But despite those complaints, I could faintly feel his trust in Major Lenvil’s abilities too.


      September 20th


      “Hey, the Sabatians are coming at us again today.”


      “I thought if we waited, the ceasefire order would eventually get to them.”


      “They’re moving while using their communication devices, right?”


      Even after a night, the Sabatian Army was advancing in full force toward the capital to chase us. From what I heard in the report, there were no signs that their pillaging had stopped.


      “What’s going on with their communications tech? Don’t tell me Sabat still uses carrier pigeons?”


      “So we lost to an army that uses carrier pigeons? I can’t even laugh.”


      Disconcerted, we continued to run away from the Sabatian Army that only continued to fight.


      Even with the bare minimum transmission equipment, the orders from their General Staff Headquarters should have reached the front lines within a day. This at least held true for Austin. What was taking them so long?


      “The enemy commander might be getting carried away after his great victories,” Allen said.


      “Oh?”


      “I mean, they’re prioritizing the speed of their advance without secure communication, moving based on decisions made on the spot,” Allen grumbled.


      Squad Commander Gabak looked sullen. We didn’t know what was going on with the Sabatian Army, but the reality was that they were continuing to advance.


      “Hey, isn’t it bad news if they get past here?” Rodrey asked.


      The enemy had finally reached the last line of defense that led to the capital. They were closing in on Fort Muson, where the capital lay just beyond.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 11


      Someone had met Tory after the war. That information threw me for a major loop. The nun at the orphanage had told me that Tory had died in battle the year after the Sylph Attacks. Her dog tag had been delivered to the Noelle Orphanage, and they received her death notice. In that case, there was a high chance that the elder was misremembering.


      But the nun had also said that Tory’s whereabouts had been unknown for around half a year, so she was only thought to be dead. Nobody had actually confirmed Tory Noelle’s body.


      It was possible that she was still alive, simply having left the military to live among civilians. That wouldn’t contradict what I’d gathered so far.


      “Mr. Cedre, what’s wrong? You suddenly went quiet.”


      “Oh... It’s nothing.”


      Gradually, I felt my heart beating faster. I might be able to meet the young girl in the photo. I might be able to learn my connection to her. If there was even a chance, I wanted to see her. I wanted to see her and talk and personally hand this battlefield diary over to her.


      Each picture that was wedged within the pages of this diary was filled with her precious memories. This diary should return to her.


      “I’d like to ask one thing of you, sir,” I said.


      “What is it, Mr. Cedre?”


      “Starting today, I’m going to look for where Tory went. I want to meet her and talk,” I said, handing him a piece of paper with my name and address.


      “Hasn’t Combat Medic Tory already passed away?”


      “I’m thinking she might be alive somewhere.”


      The elder looked at me with wonder and quietly accepted the paper. After that, I bowed to him and stood up.


      “If you learn anything, please contact me here. I’ll have a reward,” I said.


      “R-Right... But what makes you think she’s alive?”


      “I don’t have proof. I just decided to believe it.”


      “I see. Well, that’s good.” The elder who’d lost an arm gave me a broad smile. “It’d be wonderful. I’ll look into my connections and ask around.”


      “Thank you.”


      “Please don’t expect much,” he said. I held out my hand, and he took it.


      After we exchanged contact information, I thanked him, left, and returned to the hotel.


      ***


      I had only about half a day left of vacation time. I planned to hop on a train this afternoon and return home.


      On my way back, many people were traversing Mashdale’s Main Street. Housewives were taking their children to walk around and buy ingredients, and shirtless men were gathering to shoulder large iron materials. This was probably what everyday life in Mashdale looked like.


      “Hm?”


      When I casually peeked into the corner of an old building, I found a small crevice. In the center of the crack was a clean, round hollow.


      “A bullet hole...”


      Mashdale had faced heavy losses in the Sylph Attacks, and I’d heard that traces of the war had been left behind in places. Apparently the bullet hole I’d found wasn’t strange at all in this city.


      I was a little moved by how I could find such remnants even in the present day. The tragedy written in that diary vividly connected to reality.


      I’ll hurry back to the hotel, I thought after I traced the bullet hole with my finger. I was getting eager to continue reading the diary.


      I wanted to meet Tory. I wanted to know more about her.


      Like love, these feelings began to gradually swell in my heart.

    

  

  
    
      Mashdale Evacuation 4


      September 20th, Noon


      Fort Muson was a mountain stronghold, established to protect the capital. Although its scale paled in comparison to Mashdale, it was sturdy since it was constructed on a shortcut through some steep mountains. If the Sabatian Army was going to invade Wynn, our capital, they had to take down the fortress.


      But that was Austin’s final stronghold. If the enemy broke through it, they’d probably burn Wynn to ash.


      “What should we do, major?”


      “We surrendered unconditionally... We don’t have the right to do anything if the city burns because of a slipup on their end.”


      “So we’re going to just watch the capital go up in flames?”


      “I didn’t say that.”


      Even after surrendering, Major Lenvil clicked his tongue at the Sabatian Army that still refused to stop their advance. I was certain he was trying to make up his mind about whether to use our remaining manpower to hole up in Fort Muson and intercept the enemy.


      “We need to engage them in battle to cool them down,” Gabak said.


      “If we intercept them, they’ll suspect that our surrender isn’t genuine. Our entire nation could be reduced to ashes.”


      Major Lenvil was mulling things over. If we put up a fight at Fort Muson, we ran the risk of Sabat questioning the surrender itself.


      “The reason this is even happening in the first place is because those idiots went in too far without communicating with their headquarters. So if we also failed to communicate with our headquarters while we’re routing...we’d be in the clear.”


      Unlike the passive major, Squad Commander Gabak insisted on interception. He insisted we act under the guise of having problems with our transmission equipment, as if we were also oblivious to the declaration of surrender.


      “The government chose an unconditional surrender so that the capital wouldn’t be attacked. If we let those bastards pass through, it’ll all be for nothing,” Gabak reasoned further. “And after the battle, the major can take responsibility and be executed.”


      “I should have expected as much from you.”


      Major Lenvil was already prepared to be executed as the commander of a defeated army. That was why Squad Commander Gabak was asserting that Lenvil shouldn’t care about tacking on another two or three charges. Gabak was as crazy as always.


      “I don’t care if I die. But if we fight back at this point, the enemy will have the worst impression of us. They might take their anger out on Wynn,” Lenvil said.


      “Then shouldn’t we give the enemy an easy victory?” Squad Commander Gabak asked. He gave Major Lenvil a savage smile. “We’ll recruit soldiers who are prepared to die and fight back with dozens of them. Of course, we’ll be thoroughly beaten down, but that’s exactly what makes it great. If the Sabatian soldiers loathe us so much, I’m sure they’ll feel great annihilating us.”


      He continued. “We won’t face that many losses if those are our only sacrifices. There’s no reason not to.”


      It was a tactic akin to sutegamari, a last resort like a lizard cutting off its tail to run. A smaller unit would act as a rearguard, sacrificing every one of their lives to buy time for the main forces to escape.


      Sutegamari was indeed effective. Even during the Shimazu Retreat, it had proved useful. However...


      “Who’s going to do it?”


      We’d need soldiers with the resolve to fight to the bitter end, knowing that they had no chance of survival.


      “At this point, even I’m not in the mood to send my men straight to their deaths,” Lenvil continued.


      “Right. If that’s your concern, then there’s no need to worry,” Squad Commander Gabak casually replied. “We can start looking for volunteers right now. I’ve estimated that a few dozen will gather.”


      Once we got through this, the war would be over. We could survive this hellish battle. But anyone who joined this sutegamari troop would absolutely not return home. It was a role where you weren’t even permitted victory, being trampled by the enemy only to buy a meager amount of time. Who would volunteer?


      “I see. If you insist, then let’s give it a shot,” Lenvil relented.


      Major Lenvil accepted Squad Commander Gabak’s suggestion and decided to recruit soldiers who were prepared to die. If enough people joined, the squad commander’s strategy would go through; otherwise, we’d simply abandon the fortress and run.


      “Squad Commander, I don’t believe any soldiers will gather under those conditions,” I said.


      “You don’t get it, Tory?” Gabak asked.


      “I mean, they won’t be able to return home alive.”


      “Well, yeah.”


      I doubted that we could find dozens of people so selfless. I couldn’t understand why he seemed so assured of it.


      After Gabak gave me a fleeting glance, he spoke over his shoulder, his voice detached.


      “You don’t have to understand.”


      ***


      Late that night...


      “That’s fifty-four volunteers.”


      The volunteers showed up in front of Major Lenvil for the force that was prepared to die—whose goal was only to be killed, without being able to return home, without being allowed victory.


      “I’ll volunteer to be in the Muson Defense Force,” Squad Commander Gabak said.


      “You too?”


      “Yes.”


      Sacrificing a small number of people to ensure the survival of many was common in war. But it was only natural to hope for someone else to take on that role. I never imagined that there’d be so many soldiers willing to go themselves.


      “You don’t mind if I command them, do you, Major Lenvil?” Gabak asked.


      “No, I’ll leave it to you.”


      “With a unit of this scale, I can call myself a company commander. Make sure to get the right rank carved on my gravestone.”


      “I thought you didn’t care about ranks.”


      “It’s about looking good.”


      But why was it that among the soldiers who volunteered, there were hardly any who were overcome with sorrow, fearing death? There was an air of relief as they embraced each other in joy.


      “Squad Commander...” I said.


      “What is it, Tory?”


      “Um. Why did you volunteer?”


      I was most shocked by how Squad Commander Gabak had volunteered for this force. He’d been so hungry for survival, always insisting that it was in the nation’s greatest interest. I’d always thought that he was someone who lived a pretty selfish life, albeit not as bad as Gomuji.


      “I was the one who proposed this idea. So the responsibility is mine too.”


      I stared silently.


      “Don’t look like that. How pathetic. I’m not doing this with some noble intention like throwing my life away for the country, or to protect the capital’s citizens.”


      But at that time, Squad Commander Gabak was definitely sane. And his face was brighter and more cheerful than ever.


      “I’m staying simply because, in my last moments, I’ll get the chance to kill those Sabatian bastards dead. That’s all.”


      ***


      A majority of those fifty-four volunteers were soldiers without families.


      “Keep my tag, Allen. I have no last words,” Gabak said.


      “Certainly. I’ll take it.”


      Each of them gave us their dog tag along with some brief last words. Those who had family requested their tag be delivered to their families, while those who had no one asked that we dig up a grave and bury theirs somewhere with a nice view.


      “Major, please leave behind only enough ammo and food for one day in the fortress.”


      “A full day’s worth...”


      “Hey, I’m in charge. I’ll buy you guys that much time.”


      The soldiers who were going to face such a hopeless battle all looked bright. If anything, morale was high, and the atmosphere was just like a drinking party after a victory.


      I couldn’t understand their feelings at all. We were what remained of a defeated army. Nobody would praise them for throwing away their lives here. No victory or glory awaited them. Only a cruel fate. How could they look so cheerful?


      “Here, your last drinks. Choose whatever brands you want. Get the most expensive ones you can, you bastards.”


      Squad Commander Gabak opened the liquor box that Major Lenvil had brought in front of the volunteer soldiers. He was already gripping his favorite dark liquor and laughing with a faintly red face. He gave off the same vibe I once saw when he was enjoying drinks at the party. It was difficult to believe they were going to die today.


      “Squad Commander Gabak... Thank you for everything,” I said.


      When we were leaving the fortress, we exchanged our final words with the squad commander.


      “Yeah. Bye.”


      That was all he said back to us. Those were the final words I ever heard from Squad Commander Gabak.


      Without even a glance at us, he only heartily gulped down the distilled liquor.


      Until the very end, I couldn’t understand what lay in his heart.


      September 20th, Early Dawn


      That night, I heard the sounds of a magical shelling for the first time in a while. When I looked back, magical light was faintly illuminating the night sky over Fort Muson. It looked like the battle had begun.


      “You worried, Tory?”


      “Allen, sir.”


      As we were evacuating, I kept looking back at the fortress. I couldn’t explain why I was so hung up on Squad Commander Gabak. He’d been a violent, coercive, frightening man. He’d beaten me on a number of occasions, and I’d even resented him at times. Why did my chest hurt so much?


      “I wonder how Squad Commander Gabak felt when we said our farewells,” I said.


      “I’m not sure myself, but...”


      No matter what, I just couldn’t understand why he was smiling when I saw him for the last time. As a veteran, did Allen understand?


      But when I asked, he only gave me a vague smile and said, “He probably left his soul on the battlefield.”


      “He...left it there...” I murmured.


      That’s all he answered.


      ***


      In my previous life, I’d heard about soldiers who had developed various stress disorders from experiencing war—combat neurosis. For some, the battlefield became all that they knew, and they could only live within the context of war.


      Any cruel strategy could be justified as acting under orders, absolving themselves of responsibility. And because they could mobilize through detaching themselves from ethics and emotions, they made for excellent soldiers.


      “The squad commander racked up more than enough military gains, yet he declined a promotion and remained on the front lines,” Allen said. “He decided to die on the battlefield. I’m sure of it.”


      “I wonder...”


      When soldiers returned to civilian life, just by bidding farewell to their comrades and winding up alone, they could feel as though they’d been left behind on the battlefield. And everything they’d been through would remain to haunt them. The guilt of killing other people, the enemy cursing them from beyond the grave... It was enough to destroy one’s sanity.


      The mental burden of being a soldier killing in the trenches for so long was beyond imagination. When you grew too used to the battlefield, returning to peaceful civilian life seemed impossible.


      “Even though he’s going to die, didn’t he look like he was having fun?” Allen asked.


      “He did...”


      “I’m sure even in hell, he’ll be digging trenches and going on shoot-outs.”


      As a combat medic, I’d never directly killed someone except when we were evacuating Mashdale. That was why I couldn’t understand. I couldn’t comprehend the agony and dread of those soldiers who would become civilians. They could only find salvation dying as soldiers.


      “So he wasn’t afraid to die?” I asked.


      “No, I think he was. But his pride won over his fear.” Allen looked down slightly. “Squad Commander Gabak is a capable man. I’m sure he at least knew he’d make more mistakes if he drank, yet he drank that dark liquor before the battle. Think about why he did.”


      Allen quietly saluted Fort Muson lighting up behind us.


      “Even he’s human,” he said.


      The battle records of the fifty-four names that Squad Commander Gabak was leading would likely not be left in Austin. After all, if there were no survivors left to report what happened, it would be forgotten. Those fifty-four sacrifices would simply be treated as casualties of the evacuation, given no honor.


      “I’ll salute them too. In honor of those great soldiers,” I said.


      “Yeah.”


      In that case, I’d praise them, even if only here in my diary. I’d praise those soldiers for whom the battlefield became their only world, who threw their lives away to save so many others.


      [There’s a piece of paper pasted here.]


      Sabatian Army’s 153rd Division, the Morutilf Battalion Combat Record


      Our battalion confirmed that the fleeing Austinese Army was hiding in Fort Muson. After conducting the preparatory shellings for twelve hours according to the tactical handbook, we began to charge into Fort Muson to seize it.


      We then engaged a soldier who appeared to be the enemy’s ace: the Sword Devil. Our guns were useless against him, no matter how many times we shot at him, and many of our comrades were felled by his blade. However, we successfully killed him with a hand grenade.


      With our comrades in high spirits, we chopped up that famous devil and fed him to the dogs. Our brethren who were killed by this devil can finally rest in peace.


      Reporter: Sabatian Army 153rd Division Warrant Officer Morutilf 9/21
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      September 22nd, Morning


      “It’s Wynn. I can see it.”


      “Oh...”


      It’d been two days since we’d evacuated and left Fort Muson behind.


      “We’re finally home.”


      The last Austinese soldiers of our defeated army at last returned to the capital, Wynn.


      “In the end, they didn’t advance from Muson.”


      “Those guys came through for us.”


      Maybe because the enemy had been informed of our surrender, we stopped seeing the Sabatian Army once we were beyond Fort Muson. However, none of the fifty-four volunteers at the fortress returned.


      “Mom! Mom!”


      “Oh, Yacht!!! You’re all right!”


      Near Wynn’s main gate, dozens of citizens gathered to greet the soldiers.


      “I’m back home! I was born and raised here!”


      “It’s Wynn!!! It’s the main gate!!! I didn’t think I’d live to see it again...”


      There were many happy, tearful reunions. There were also those who silently embraced each other, and those who sat down and cried. Were they the soldiers’ family and acquaintances?


      “So this is the capital. It’s sure doing well for itself,” Rodrey said.


      “It is,” I agreed.


      It wasn’t the same for Rodrey and me, since neither of us were from the capital. I was definitely in awe of how prosperous it was compared to Mashdale, though... But without any emotional attachment, the only impression I had was that it sure was thriving.


      “It looks like we’re the oddballs here. Let’s go in, half-pint.”


      “Understood.”


      We entered Wynn to stay out of everyone’s way. Passing under the main gate, we saw a plaza and everyone lining up by the iron gates. It seemed it was an area to inspect the wagons of those trying to enter the capital, like merchants and mercenaries.


      “We survived...”


      “We did.”


      We were ordered to stand by, so Rodrey and I sat at the edge of the plaza. Major Lenvil had gone inside first, saying that he’d bring us back a reward. It looked like we were going to get something. Considering what awaited us after the war, I’d be grateful for some funds or work.


      “What are you going to do now, Rodrey?” I asked.


      “I’ll go back to my hometown... It’s toward the south, so the war shouldn’t have touched it.”


      “I see.”


      Rodrey had a place to return to, now that the war was over. He was originally born into a southern family of farmers. He had many siblings, so he’d enlisted in the army to support his poor family.


      “Do you have somewhere to go, half-pint?”


      “I do... I’ll contact Bear and go into healthcare.”


      Just as Major Lenvil had suggested, I intended to negotiate with Bear to hire me. I was sure Bear would be assigned to a large hospital in the capital, so I wanted him to let me work as a healer there. Recovery magic users were scarce, so even at my skill level, I should still be able to put food on the table. If I could afford to, I’d like to find the whereabouts of the people I’d known from the orphanage and field hospital too.


      “We’ll be parting ways, then,” said Rodrey.


      “It seems so.”


      Thinking back, I’d spent the most time with Rodrey over the past six months. We were similar in age, and it was easy to talk to him, so we had eaten and slept together the whole time in the trenches. As someone who lost my hometown and my family, it was no exaggeration to say that he was the most important person to me right now.


      “You’ve saved me many times. If you ever need my help, call me anytime,” I said.


      “Same goes for you. If you’re having trouble getting by, stop by a town named Dockpoli. For a good wartime buddy, I can at least get you a storage room and millet rice.”


      Honestly, I was a little sad to part ways with him. There were many people who I could consider a comrade, but I had no one else I considered a close friend. However, with the war ended and the squad commander passing on, our group no longer existed. There was nothing left tying us together anymore.


      When I thought about it, I realized I’d only experienced war for half a year, but the Western Front was the most eventful time in my life. In exchange for all that I lost, I’d also received important things from Salsa, Gray, and the squad commander.


      I wouldn’t forget them, and I’d live my life in Austin after the war.


      “See you,” Rodrey said.


      This would probably be the last thing I record in this battlefield diary.


      Before Rodrey and I parted ways, we shook hands. With the treasures I’d received from my departed comrades, I...


      ...


      Huh?


      [Undated]


      I couldn’t hear anything. I didn’t want to hear anything.


      I couldn’t believe it. There was no reason that should happen. Just a moment ago, I’d believed that a peaceful future awaited us.


      “To our dear citizens...”


      It was when I was about to end this diary. I heard the public broadcast announcement that played in the plaza and dropped my pen without thinking.


      “Hm? What’s this voice?”


      “A public broadcast?”


      About half a day had passed since we entered Wynn, and I’d finished sorting out my belongings and writing in this diary.


      “Our hopes have been trampled.”


      The inhuman public broadcast covered the entirety of Wynn.


      “Yesterday at noon, our document of surrender that we shamefully handed them was rejected.”


      It took a while for that broadcast to sink in. I was idly impressed by how Wynn had a public broadcasting system in place, as expected of a capital.


      “The enemy has resumed their advance. Citizens, take up your weapons and prepare for battle.”


      Then, as we finally understood the meaning of that broadcast, Rodrey went pale.


      All I could do was stand there motionless with my eyes wide, unable to utter a sound.


      From all over the capital of Wynn, angry shouts and shrieks spread throughout the city.


      “We weren’t even allowed to surrender.”


      ***


      Two days after the declaration of Austin’s unconditional surrender, the Sabat Union declared that they rejected it.


      “What do you mean they rejected our surrender?!” Rodrey cried.


      This was unthinkably unjust. It was cruel to continue attacking a country that was bowing their head and asking for forgiveness. Ethically, I could not understand how such savagery was permitted.


      “They’re going to attack us again?! We have to fight again?!”


      “Ah... Ah...”


      I sank to the ground in shock. Rodrey was in a fury, his face red.


      The war was going to continue. Soon, the Sabatian Army would be coming to kill us.


      With my head overwhelmed with the fear spinning through my mind, I stooped on the ground as I was assaulted by vertigo.


      “Then what did Squad Commander Gabak die for?!”


      I’d been convinced that the war had ended. I didn’t even anticipate that our surrender would be rejected.


      The war would begin again.


      That reality crushed me, and I fell into a trance.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 12


      “Hmm.”


      After I parted ways with the old man, I returned to the hotel and absorbed myself in the diary.


      This was taking place right when Tory had heard Austin’s public broadcast announcement that their unconditional surrender had been rejected. The suddenly messy handwriting made it clear that she’d been shaken by this news.


      That public broadcast was a significant moment. Just about every textbook on Austin’s history included a particular photograph of the scene, taken by a news reporter who had been in the capital at the time, overlooking Main Street as the citizens began to riot. The clean composition captured the grief, panic, and anguish of Wynn’s people.


      Based on Tory’s diary, she might have been on Main Street at that exact moment. She might’ve been captured in that miraculous photo where you could sense the approaching threat of war. I swore to myself to reexamine the picture later.


      Still, why had the Sabat Union government rejected Austin’s unconditional surrender? That mystery still had not been solved after all these years.


      Even considering the nation’s attitude at the time, it had been an unthinkable, inhumane decision, one that still garnered harsh criticism toward the Sabatian government today.


      For the record, the Sabatian high officials of the time had given two explanations for rejecting the unconditional surrender.


      The first claim was that there’d been an error in translating the document, leading it to be interpreted as a call for peace rather than a surrender. They said that, had they known the actual terms, they would have accepted it.


      However, the Sabatian Army Frontline Commander who led the invasion of Fort Muson back then clearly denied this claim. He testified that he’d received orders from the higher-ups to stop their advance since a declaration of unconditional surrender had been issued.


      That first claim of miscommunication was criticized, so they next said that the interception at Fort Muson caused the General Staff Headquarters to suspect the unconditional surrender as a false report from the enemy.


      There was plenty of criticism about that too; it was hard to believe, considering Austin’s war situation back then. But, as of present, this explanation was officially stated to be the leader at the time’s opinion.


      In truth, we never really knew why that decision was made. There were many theories circulating among history buffs, but most lacked conclusive evidence. The most popular theory was that the high officials had been bribed by a defense contractor.


      The Sabatian citizens were dissatisfied about the prolonging of the East-West War, but a certain defense contractor had been thriving off of it. All of the weapons they made were bought up, and research funds from taxes poured in like water. They were probably having the time of their life, profiting from the whole ordeal.


      However, the Sylph Attacks meant the East-West War had to end soon. The defense contractor might have been troubled by this, especially after investing so much into an assembly line to produce what had been needed for those attacks. And, so it went, they requested the war be prolonged just enough to sell out their stock.


      There was no definitive evidence of that, but it was what most citizens at the time believed. As a result, the defense contractor owner, who’d amassed vast wealth from the war, apparently had his house raided and his whole family massacred. Of course, with the person in question now dead, there was no way to determine if it was true anymore.


      Still, I myself thought that this theory might actually be close to the truth.


      Others said that Sylph Nova had wanted the war to continue. According to that theory, Sylph had given an absurd proposal to cull Austin’s numbers to prevent an uprising from the civilians who had come to hate the Sabat Union so much. And apparently the military authorities obeyed.


      However, I was skeptical of this theory. At the time, she should’ve only been treated as General Brewstaf’s accessory, without that level of political authority. Such a story had probably come about from the later generations’ impressions of her. They thought it wouldn’t be strange of Sylph to have said something like that.


      There were tons of other dubious theories, too, such as one that suggested that bureaucrats were lashing out after having lost their own family members in the war, or that within the government’s internal power struggles, they wanted to give their relatives the chance to distinguish themselves.


      However, in the end, these theories lacked conclusive evidence, and the Sabatian government’s reason for that decision back then remained a mystery. At this point, there was no way of knowing.


      After checking that I still had time until the train, I proceeded to the next page, all while being pushed by the excitement of touching upon that historical turning point through Tory’s diary.

    

  

  
    
      Wynn Capital 1


      September 22nd, Night


      What on earth happened? I’m writing in this diary, unable to comprehend it.


      After the broadcast regarding the news of our unconditional surrender’s rejection, Rodrey led me by the hand outside of Wynn’s main gate. Looking over in the direction of Fort Muson, we could see the shuffling Sabatian soldiers advancing.


      “There they are...” Rodrey said.


      Wynn didn’t have much manpower left. Even when you included us, the remains of a defeated army, there weren’t even five hundred regular soldiers capable of fighting. Despite the arms and ammunition we’d carried in, there were few people who could wield a gun.


      “I can see those demonic troops coming to kill us.”


      For the citizens of Wynn, the sight of Sabat’s vast army in the distance brought nothing but despair.


      “There’s no escape. It doesn’t matter where you go.”


      “Whoever wants to give those devils one last fight, step forward!”


      “Buy time for the women and children to escape!”


      There were those among the citizens who were going to valiantly fight against the enemy. They took up arms and ammunition and came to us, wanting to learn how to use them.


      “We’ll die together.”


      “Let’s light our house on fire when they come.”


      There were families that found everything hopeless and were planning family suicides. They were steeling their resolve to perish while clinging to their happy memories in their long-beloved homes.


      “We’re running to the ends of the earth.”


      “Take everything you can. We’re going to survive no matter what.”


      And then there were families who weren’t giving up on life and were going to run, without any destination in mind. They rushed Wynn’s back gate, their eyes thick with despair and their hands filled with many belongings.


      In that tumult, I couldn’t take one step until Rodrey held my hand. It all felt so surreal, like I was stuck in a dream.


      “Hey, half-pint. What are you zoning out for?”


      Rodrey had been shaking my shoulder. He’d promptly recovered from the shock.


      “Now’s not the time!” he cried.


      I definitely looked miserable. All I could do was watch the approaching Sabatian soldiers with my eyes wide in a daze.


      “We’re going to die if we just stand around here!”


      “Ah...”


      In the distance, I saw Fort Muson, where Squad Commander Gabak had bought us time. I could see the Sabatian soldiers passing by it, little by little.


      Fifty-four people had risked their lives at that fortress to buy us time. I held an indescribable bitterness toward those Sabatian soldiers, who impudently treaded on that sacrifice.


      If Wynn was ravaged, then what had the squad commander died for? The resolve of those fifty-four people who’d stayed behind to fight that day... What had that been for? Did the Sabatian soldiers really want to massacre the Austinese civilians that much?


      I’d have to take up arms once more. I had to, otherwise the squad commander the others’ hopes would be wasted. I had to protect the wishes of our comrades, who had fought to protect our homeland and families.


      I was just a lone, small girl. A combat medic. But that didn’t matter. As a soldier, it was my duty to protect civilians.


      “Get a hold of yourself, half-pint!”


      “Right,” I said.


      Although my arms were trembling in the face of the enemy’s overwhelming military power, I tried desperately to act strong. I took Rodrey’s hand.


      “I know. I’m a soldier too, after all. Like Squad Commander Gabak, I have the resolve to throw away my life for civilians.”


      I had no hometown or family left. Although I was scared of death and desperately wanted to run far away, I’d inherited the hopes of so many people.


      “Then let’s first meet back up with the army,” Rodrey said.


      “Yes...”


      “We’re going to be under Major Lenvil’s command again.”


      These feelings weren’t simply about protecting the country or its civilians. When I took up the gun, I was doing it for my comrades who died protecting those things. I didn’t want Gray, Salsa, Squad Commander Gabak, and the others’ deaths to have been in vain.


      Maybe, on that day, Squad Commander Gabak had been thinking the same thing.


      ***


      “It looks like there are tens of thousands of Sabatian soldiers closing in on Wynn.”


      “Sabat has apparently already started up their aggression on the Southern Front.”


      “Soon, the entirety of Austin will be engulfed in flames.”


      After a few hours, the surviving soldiers gradually gathered at the main gate. They steeled their resolve and readied their guns, their eyes dim.


      “They’re even carrying out an attack on the Southern Front?”


      “I heard it over the public broadcast. They said anyone running should head east.”


      “I see...”


      Rodrey went pale. His hometown Dockpoli was in the south. He probably felt uneasy.


      “Rodrey...” I said.


      “It’s fine, don’t worry. My family’s quick on the uptake. I’m sure they’ll run away just fine.”


      When I called out to him, he grinned at me with a pale face and gave me a thumbs-up. I could clearly tell he was just acting tough.


      “Our job is to protect this place,” he continued. “I can’t afford to think of anything else...”


      “Right...”


      I put my hand on Rodrey’s trembling arm. There were no words to describe the pain and bitterness of losing your hometown.


      “Come at us no matter where you are, you damn Sabatian devils!!! I’ll show you all hell!!!” he roared.


      When Noelle had been burned down, Rodrey had supported me when I’d lost control of myself. Now it was my turn to return the favor.


      I continued to grip Rodrey’s hand as he spat curses at the vast Sabatian Army.


      “Go home, you devils!!!”


      “You monsters! I’ll curse you for a thousand years, damn it!!!”


      “If you lay a hand on my family, I’ll make you pay!!!”


      Rodrey wasn’t the only one screaming at the Sabatian Army. Just like him, soldiers with swollen red eyes shrilly berated the Sabatian soldiers. I thought that their resentful voices would go on forever, but...


      “Huh?”


      A nearby soldier began to say something curious.


      “Hey, comrades... Isn’t that weird?”


      “Huh? What’s the matter?”


      As Rodrey was yelling with bloodshot eyes, that soldier right next to him murmured something unthinkable in shock.


      “The Sabatian Army’s numbers are thinning out...”


      “Huh?”


      “Wait, what’s going on? The enemies are returning to Fort Muson.”


      “They’re withdrawing.”


      At first, I couldn’t properly comprehend what I was seeing. But just as they said, over the plains that were covered by the great scope of the Sabatian Army, their numbers were slowly dwindling.


      “Look! There’s no doubt! They’re turning back! Those Sabatians are retreating!”


      “Oh... Ohhh...”


      I’d been in despair, thinking that only death was awaiting us as the capital of Wynn was surrounded. I couldn’t easily believe in this miracle. It was too good to be true.


      “Good God! Who can believe it?!”


      “There’s no way. I can’t wrap my head around it!”


      This was an all-too-convenient dream—a product of my delusions as someone who couldn’t accept reality. It had to be. This turn of events was unthinkable.


      “Everyone! We’ve got some unbelievably great news in Wynn!!!”


      “Wh-What? Hey, what happened?!”


      Soon, a man in a work uniform rushed out of Wynn, his voice rather loud. With bright eyes and a radiant smile, he notified us soldiers about the public broadcast.


      “Austin apparently won a sweeping victory on the Southern Front!!!”


      The shouts of joy gradually grew louder. Eventually, they resounded like an earthquake from all over Wynn.


      “The enemy was cut off from their supply line and had no choice but to retreat!”


      “Austin’s southern army drove them all back!”


      “Hurraaah!!!”


      Upon that news, my mind went blank.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 13


      Tory’s diary entry for the day ended here.


      Right after Wynn had fallen into despair after their surrender was rejected, the news of victory from Austin’s southern warfront gave the city cause for celebration. Tory had probably shared in their happiness too.


      That day had definitely been one to be celebrated in Austin’s history. However, the southern army’s sweeping victory had definitely been a stroke of luck. And, in fact, the war fell into even further chaos because they’d won.


      At the very least, if Sabat had accepted Austin’s unconditional surrender, more lives would have been saved, and Sylph Nova wouldn’t have garnered such infamy.


      Sylph Nova, who was ridiculed as the most foolish commander in history, hadn’t made any mistakes at this point either. If anything, she would’ve become known as the saint who’d saved them. In that sense, she might’ve been a victim of history herself.


      At any rate, the Sabatian high officials had made a huge mistake; as they say, despair gives courage to a coward. No matter how superior of a nation they were, the Sabat Union should never have underestimated the enemy.


      Austin’s southern army’s victory was famous. To begin with, the Sabatian Army in the Southern Front had been itching to go on the offensive.


      Evem—the Sabatian Southern Army’s former commander—had considered the Sylph Attacks an impossible military operation, and so he’d refused to participate, even if that meant facing capital punishment.


      When the Sylph Attacks turned out to be a great success, he shamefully stepped down from his position. The man who took his place as the Southern Army Commander was Nivem.


      Nivem had been an ambitious commander, and after taking up his new post, he longed to continue the attacks. He’d probably been watching the Western Front invasions, envious of their military gains.


      He repeatedly made the following claim to the General Staff Headquarters: There was no doubt the Austinese Army was letting down their guard since they’d just declared their unconditional surrender. They’d already lost the will to fight. The Sabat Union could claim victory easier than taking candy from a baby.


      Nivem exercised his impassioned speeches and repeatedly proposed plans for them to attack. Maybe the General Staff Headquarters had simply given in to his enthusiasm, but they eventually approved his attack.


      So that was how, with his head high, Nivem prepared an attack to use the latest Large-Scale Simultaneous Invasion Strategy. There was probably also an underlying intent to use this as testing for this revolutionary tactic.


      After a brief preparatory shelling just like Sylph’s essay had described, the Sabatian Army had apparently carried out a charge without time to breathe. Sure enough, the Austinese Army collapsed, abandoned the trenches, and ran off in a mad rush. Their difference in manpower meant the Sabatian Army’s morale was on another level. Sabat’s victory seemed like a foregone conclusion.


      It’d unfolded exactly like the Sylph Attacks, with the exact same military gains. Austin’s villages, full of food and resources, lay beyond the trenches that the Austinese Army had abandoned in their escape. The Sabatian soldiers’ hearts were likely racing at the thought of pillaging and trampling Austin, rewarding their conquest with a feast.


      Several hours after combat had begun, the Southern Sabatian Army easily charged through all of the trenches like during the Sylph Attacks.


      And just when they were going to rush into the surrounding villages...


      “Isn’t it about time?”


      “Yeah.”


      The southern Austinese forces lying in wait brought Sabat under heavy fire.


      ***


      Unfortunately for the Sabat Union, there’d been a sleeping lion in Austin’s southern army. That lion had been Bern Varou, the hero of our country who brilliantly left his mark on Austin’s history.


      Sometimes, at historical turning points, extraordinary talents shine as if guiding the way to destiny.


      That young commissioned officer, Bern Varou, was a hero who’d truly been worthy of being called the favorite of the times. He’d graduated from a military academy with decent grades and had been a somewhat brilliant man who’d been allowed to work as a staff officer.


      However, right after getting his job, his aptitude as a staff officer was called into question, and he was demoted to paperwork. The reason was because, a year before the Sylph Attacks, he’d presented a large-scale simultaneous invasion strategy across the entire warfront exactly like Sylph Nova. He was branded as a staff officer who couldn’t draft realistic strategies.


      He didn’t complain after being demoted, and he silently continued his administrative work in the Southern Front. Apparently he’d given up, resigned to the fact that his ideas wouldn’t be understood.


      However, the contents of the Sylph’s Attacks’ mass encirclement strategy becoming widely known had been an opportunity.


      Right after Colonel Henri heard what the Sylph Attacks entailed, he remembered Bern Varou. If they’d understood Bern’s strategic proposal and executed it, Austin could have accomplished the same thing a year ago.


      Colonel Henri immediately summoned Bern and apologized for his discourtesy. Then, humbly seeking Bern’s guidance, he asked, “Is there some way we can win against Sabat?”


      Apparently Bern smiled brightly and said, “Plenty.”


      That monster, Bern Varou, had been living in obscurity, misunderstood because his ingenuity surpassed others. Sabat’s biggest misfortune was how the Sylph Attacks had made Austin correctly recognize the young Bern’s value.


      ***


      After Colonel Henri consulted Bern Varou, Bern triumphantly proposed a comeback plan.


      It was a strategy where you purposefully retreat, luring the enemy into heavy fire—called “tsuri-nobuse” in the world of my previous life.


      This strategy worked perfectly. Bern Varou had been convinced that the Sabatian Army would employ their tactic of invading multiple points simultaneously. Considering it had resulted in a success as great as the Sylph Attacks, there was no way the Sabatian Army’s staff officers wouldn’t pick this new toy of theirs. And because Bern had drafted it in the past, he knew its weaknesses well.


      There were no right answers in trench warfare. Like rock-paper-scissors, you had to predict your opponent’s actions.


      The Sabatians’ prized strategy was only effective against an army that solely prepared its defenses for a single-location breakthrough. It was far from foolproof. It relied on shock tactics and quick maneuvering, meaning it was much less effective when the enemy fell back and waited. If you pulled in the attacking soldiers and lured them into the kill zone like Bern did, you’d turn the tables and put them into a bind.


      “■■■■?!”


      “■■!!!”


      When Nivem, the commander of the Sabatian Army, realized they’d been caught in a trap, he promptly ordered a retreat.


      With conflicting orders of an advance and a retreat, the frontline Sabatian soldiers fell into pandemonium, going every which way.


      “Mass encirclement hinges on being able to surprise the enemy and act faster than them, right? Then perhaps this is where we use it.”


      That was when Bern Varou showed what he was really capable of. When it came to seizing decisive opportunities, he was in a league of his own. Nothing would slip past him.


      He aimed at the routing Sabatian forces and launched the very same kind of attack against them.


      It was just like the Sylph Attacks. The enemy flew into a rout in confusion as they fell under heavy fire, completely exposed on the plains. Most of the Sabatian soldiers’ lines of defense were broken through, and every one of them was quickly surrounded and annihilated.


      As if the offensive and defensive sides had reversed from the Sylph Attacks, Austin seized most of the Southern Front. This achievement was enough to level the war’s playing field again.


      In the Southern Sabatian Army, the wounded and casualties combined were recorded at over forty thousand. They couldn’t maintain the warfront with all of those losses.


      “Commander Henri. You know what we need to do next, yes?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      The Sabatian Army had gathered together to seize the capital. From their perspective, this was probably a nightmare. It was all because their government had denied the unconditional surrender, and the Southern Sabatian Army Commander had gotten ahead of himself.


      “We’re going to head north and strike the enemy supply chain.”


      Their supply line was ripe for the taking for the Southern Austinese Army.


      At this time, the Sabatian Army was moving forward without establishing a good supply chain and was dependent on a small supply line, viewing speed as a priority. Cutting off that lone supply line would leave them stranded in enemy territory. Running out of weapons and ammunition would put them at risk of complete annihilation. They absolutely could not afford to continue attacking Wynn like this.


      As such, even though Sabat had refused Austin’s unconditional surrender, they had to retreat from the capital. The Sabatian government had almost tasted victory, but they’d let it get away due to sheer incompetence.


      This blunder incurred so much resentment from the people, many of the current high officials were executed by the masses.


      Then, the true prodigy that had appeared in the Austinese Army bore his fangs at the invader—the Sabat Union. Austin, which had been right on the verge of ruin, was being brought back to life by one monster.


      However, it was uncertain whether that was truly a good thing. The nation’s sudden resurgence at this moment did lead to many more deaths. If only Sabat had accepted Austin’s surrender, countless lives could have been saved.


      On one side, there were the people of Austin, who had steeled their resolve to fight to the very end. Unable to even surrender, they would all be killed anyway if they didn’t fight back.


      Then there was the Sabatian government, which had near-certain victory ripped from its hands. How could they tell their people the news of this loss, when they were already on the verge of total revolt?


      In this conflict, losing was no longer an option, devolving into an all-out war where both countries would run through every human life that they could until completely falling apart.


      It was sheer stupidity. However, back then, neither country had the composure or the civility to understand that.


      With nothing to curb the war, the dead simply increased exponentially.


      Bern Varou’s grand entrance had marked the beginning of this war’s true hell.

    

  

  
    
      Wynn Capital 2


      September 23rd, Noon


      Last night, I got dragged into a truly wild party.


      It was right after the city had fallen into a panic after Wynn’s national broadcast announced that our surrender had been rejected. For some reason, the enemy army retreated, and news about the Southern Austinese Army’s dramatic victory reached Wynn.


      Our complete turnaround from despair made hope seem all the more sweeter, and Rodrey and I hugged each other in joy.


      “Drink merry and sing!!!”


      Of course, the civilians couldn’t stay calm in such a situation. They started up some wild merrymaking, and as we were swallowed up in it, we also shared in the joy of the capital’s citizens.


      I couldn’t even drink, but wine was poured over me, and Rodrey was hit with tomatoes for some reason. After our military uniforms were sticky, a private residence kindly let us borrow their water supply so we could wash our whole bodies.


      They were especially kind to us, perhaps because we were soldiers.


      However, that joy was short-lived. When dawn broke, we Austinese soldiers began thoroughly inspecting our equipment. The war was still on. We had no choice, because of Sabat.


      “You’ve truly fought well for us,” said Lenvil.


      We were lent a military academy in the capital as our base. It looked like we’d be spending the night sleeping bunched together in the auditorium from now on.


      “If we hadn’t fought back as hard as we did in Mashdale, I’m sure the capital would’ve sunk into a sea of flames. We’re heroes.”


      After we reconvened in the auditorium, Major Lenvil explained what our plan was.


      “However, our battle isn’t over yet. No, the real war starts now. Until the day we drive out those damned Sabatian bastards from our country and secure the safety of our Austinese brethren, our battle will not end.”


      “Yes, major,” we said in unison.


      “Apparently the government will support us with everything they have. To start with, they’ve begun to recruit soldiers in the capital to replenish the manpower we lost. Our new comrades will be assigned to us soon. All of you, buckle down and guide them.”


      Inside the auditorium, Major Lenvil raised his voice and continued to instruct us. “We will depart the capital of Wynn in one week, to finally begin our counterattack against the accursed Sabatian demons.”


      To sum it up, after a week of conscripting soldiers from Wynn, we would head out as the vanguard. Afterward, we’d coordinate with the Southern Austinese Army to attack the Sabatian Army and repel them.


      “This new wave of recruits will be full of amateurs. There are probably few that we could really make use of.”


      “Right, major,” we said.


      “As those who’ve experienced actual combat, shape them into becoming competent manpower for us. Training your juniors is also your essential duty.”


      We were assigned the role of training our juniors. When I thought about it, half a year ago, I was growing into a soldier, being beaten to a pulp through Squad Commander Gabak’s guidance and listening to Allen and Gray’s stories.


      I’d already inherited that role from them.


      “Once we’ve solidified our units, I will give you my orders. You survivors will become the main force of the reborn Lenvil Army.”


      “Yes, major!”


      “It’ll likely take three days to finish forming the army. As such, you may rest for today and tomorrow. You can go see your families and head out to town with your comrades. This might be the last break you ever have, so enjoy yourselves to the fullest.”


      Major Lenvil dropped a large sack of gold coins on the ground. “A special reward from the government. Rejoice, I snatched up all this money!!!”


      “Whoa!!!”


      “You’ve finally received this precious vacation time in the capital. I don’t want any empty pockets keeping you from having a good time. Now line up. You’ve worked hard enough to deserve this today! Don’t be shy! Help yourselves!!!”


      With an extremely broad grin, he held out gold coins in his hands.


      ***


      “Our reward is half a year’s salary, huh? It’s a lot to get all at once,” Rodrey said.


      “We received slightly less than the others since we’re young, but it’s not bad at all,” I agreed.


      And so we were told we’d get two days’ worth of vacation time. The sacks of coins we’d been given were so full, it’d be difficult to use them all in a mere two days.


      “You have any plans for your break, Allen, sir?” Rodrey asked.


      “I’m thinking I’ll show my face to my parents. I miraculously survived to come home, after all. I ought to be filial.”


      “Oh. I didn’t know you were from the capital,” I said.


      It seemed all the soldiers from the capital were going to see their families.


      Of course they would. There was no guarantee they could come back home alive next time. If they had family living here, I’d like them to spend their time together in happiness as much as possible.


      “What will you do, Rodrey?” I asked.


      “Let’s see... I’m thinking about checking up on Corporal Veldy first.”


      “Oh. I’d like to go too.”


      Rodrey was going to the capital’s central hospital. Apparently our wounded comrade had been admitted there and was undergoing treatment. Corporal Veldy was always helping me, so I should go pay him a visit.


      “Then maybe I should tag along.” Allen said.


      “Would you?” I asked.


      “Even comrades are precious family members. I can sleep better at night seeing them alive and well.”


      And so, during what could be our very last break, we started off by checking up on our comrade.


      ***


      I’d been worried that he might be so seriously injured that they wouldn’t allow visitors, but...


      “Oh, you’re all well. I’m so sorry that I had to evacuate with my injury during such a crucial time.”


      When we sought permission from the hospital to see Veldy, they easily allowed us. He’d already been mostly healed, and he was well enough to be discharged tomorrow.


      “I’m pleased to see you’re well, Corporal Veldy,” I said.


      “Thank you very much, Tory. Your quick thinking saved my life.”


      “To be honest...you were so heavily injured when you were brought to me that I considered abandoning you. I’m glad you were saved.”


      “Urk... My condition was that rough, huh?”


      Even now, I vividly remembered the image of Veldy throwing up blood as he was carried into the Frontline Medical HQ. He was in a state of shock, his whole body swollen, but it looked like emergency surgery could just barely save him. I’d sent him to the rear in what was a bit of a gamble.


      “You sure have the devil’s luck, corporal. How many times have you had a brush with death?”


      “You’re a little careless, corporal. When you feel the enemy’s eyes on you, you gotta bend down immediately,” Rodrey said.


      “Ha ha ha. I have nothing to say for myself.”


      When we handed Veldy the cake we’d bought on our way to see him, the corporal smiled wryly and accepted it. In any case, I was glad he was okay.


      “It seems I’m not fit for the front lines after all.”


      “What’s this all of a sudden, corporal?”


      “It’s just as Private First Class Rodrey said. Try as I might, it seems I’m not attentive enough.”


      “Oh, um...” Rodrey awkwardly looked away. Veldy saw him and kept smiling, waving his hand to say it didn’t bother him.


      “By an official notice passed down through my uncle, I will be receiving a promotion. I was told my contributions to the Mashdale Evacuation were appraised...but as you’re aware, I’ve done nothing. I was simply useless. All I did was get shot and evacuate.”


      We remained silent.


      “I’m sure my uncle is aware of my incompetence now. That’s why he somewhat forced a promotion to rip me away from the front lines.” Veldy’s eyebrows furrowed shamefully, and he soon bowed his head. “It seems I’ll no longer have a chance to be of any help to you all... I apologize.”


      I’d vaguely gotten that sense myself. You could chalk it up to bad luck, but there were many times he’d frozen in sudden critical moments. I couldn’t say he was a very good foot soldier.


      Someone like Rodrey had a formidable reaction speed when he felt like he was in a crisis, but Veldy seemed to be the type to go pale and freeze up. If he stayed on the front lines any longer, he was bound to die sooner rather than later.


      And to begin with, he only experienced the life of a foot soldier as part of the process of becoming a staff officer. He was someone who was supposed to be kicking back and watching from the rear.


      “Congratulations on your promotion, corporal. You have no need to apologize,” Allen said.


      “But...”


      “If you climb the ranks, I can brag about you all I want. I can say I was the one who kicked that big shot Veldy’s ass into shape.”


      “Well... You’re not wrong.”


      But I bet it was a bit embarrassing for Corporal Veldy. He couldn’t help feeling ashamed after he’d been wounded so quickly and evacuated, and then was the only one promoted.


      “I believe you all will go up in rank a little as well. It’s what they call a field commission,” he said.


      “Oh, I see,” I said.


      “Most of the soldiers who originally should’ve had that rank have been killed or injured. In order to fill in those vacancies, I believe one squad will be assigned to you, Allen.”


      “Wow, that’s great news. So that means we’ll finally get together an Allen Squad,” Allen said.


      It seemed Veldy wouldn’t be the only one getting a promotion. Well, a majority of the important soldiers had been killed in the Sylph Attacks, after all. So even rookies like Rodrey and I were considered valuable combat-experienced soldiers.


      “So, that’s that. I implore you to keep working hard.”


      “Yeah. See ya, Corporal Veldy. If you get your hands on some serious authority, sneak some good booze over to the Allen Squad.”


      “That...will be a bit difficult.”


      For the last time, we shook hands with the corporal.


      “Thank you for everything, Corporal Veldy,” I said.


      Then we turned our backs to Veldy, who looked a bit sad, and slowly left the hospital.


      “Huh? Hey, ma’am!”


      We were going to leave the hospital behind, but...


      “Hey, over here! Heeey, can’t you hear me? First Class Combat Medic Tory!”


      Out of nowhere, I heard a strange voice calling for my name. What in the world was the matter?


      “Hey, someone’s calling you, Tory.”


      “Indeed...”


      With a small sigh, I turned around.


      “I knew it was you, ma’am. I’m happy to see you again. Did you come to visit me?”


      “Right... Well, I suppose.”


      A legless, middle-aged man with dopey eyes was waving at me while a long-haired woman carried him.


      “Oh, let me introduce you. This is my wife, Cuusha.”


      “So you’re Tory? I’m real grateful that ya helped my stupid ol’ husband.”


      I approached Gomuji since he’d called out to me, and he greeted me in all smiles. Next to him was a slender woman who spoke briskly and a toddler gripping the hem of her skirt, staring blankly at me.


      “Who is that, mama?” asked the toddler.


      “She’s papa’s friend,” Cuusha replied.


      “Man, you really saved my butt back in Mashdale. You’re a lifesaver. It’s all thanks to you that I get to see my wife again,” Gomuji said.


      His wife was prettier than I expected. She seemed to be a good-natured woman with upturned eyes and a bit of a dialect.


      He really was married. How did a man like him snag a cutie like this?


      “Gomuji, you don’t have to feel particularly indebted to me. For soldiers, it’s a matter of course for seniors to protect their juniors,” I said.


      “See how modest she is? That’s how a soldier ought to be! She’s totally different from those domineering, depraved bastards who hide behind their authority.”


      “Uh-huh...”


      “I’ve never seen a more capable person. If our son were a little older, I’d wanna kneel down and beg her to marry him.”


      Gomuji spoke in an easygoing manner and cheerfully tacked on rhetorical flourishes, even though in Mashdale, he’d utterly berated me as a damn brat and ignored my orders... Jeez. What a smooth talker.


      “Now, ma’am, my legs mean I don’t gotta fight anymore,” he said to me. “I’m retiring from military service.”


      “Yes, I figured.”


      “So I’m planning to take my wife and evacuate to a safe place. Luckily, I got some decent money for retirement, so I’m planning to use that as capital to start a business somewhere.”


      It seemed he’d quit the military. Judging by how you couldn’t trust him as far as you could throw him, I believed that was for the best. Even so, he was seriously lucky that he could receive retirement funds even after deserting. It must’ve been because Squad Commander Gabak had lost his mind and allowed Gomuji to return to the squad as a victimized soldier rather than a deserter.


      “So I’m gonna leave Wynn soon, but... Well, seeing you here was a lucky coincidence.”


      “Is that so...”


      “Hey, Cuusha? There’s that ticket we talked about... Could you hand it to her?”


      It seemed he’d stopped me to give me some kind of present. What would it be?


      “Oh, that. Well, yes, I suppose I oughta, since she’s your savior,” Cuusha said.


      “A ticket?” I asked.


      “Yeah, for a theater that my wife was planning to go to.”


      I was handed some kind of ticket with lavish decorations.


      A theater... I see. The capital had those kinds of pleasures, too, after all.


      “Hear me out, ma’am. When I was dying in Mashdale, she just waltzed out to reserve a ticket for herself.”


      “I mean, it’s the capital. If you’re not havin’ fun, you’re losin’ out,” his wife protested.


      “Shouldn’t you normally be so worried for your husband that you can’t even stomach food or something? Why are you sightseeing like it’s nothing?”


      “But we had that extra income...”


      “That was compensation from my conscription!!!”


      “Wrong. It was the collection money for picking up a load of garbage—your sorry ass,” Gomuji’s wife said nonchalantly, laughing.


      The nerve to be so unconcerned about how her husband had been on death’s door... They might’ve actually been made for each other after all.


      “The ticket is for the performance tomorrow, but we’re getting out of here today. My wife talks nonsense about wanting to stay behind to see it, but I’m leaving this dangerous place as soon as possible.”


      “Well, we don’t know when the Sabatian Army will turn back. You should take refuge in the back regions as soon as you can,” I agreed.


      “That’s why we were gonna sell this ticket right away for travel funds. But...you’re gonna stay in the capital, right, ma’am?”


      “Indeed.”


      “I’ll let you have it, then. It’s apparently a pretty famous troupe. Use it however you want, whether you sell it to someone or go see it yourself.”


      With a wry smile, he handed me another ticket.


      “Two tickets. One for an adult and a child. Sorry for such a shoddy gift, ma’am.”


      “No, it’s fine. Thank you, Gomuji. I actually received some vacation time until tomorrow and had no plans.”


      “Oh, what good timing. A fifteen-year-old could pass as a child, so invite another person and have fun.”


      This was probably Gomuji’s own way of showing sincerity. It was hard for me to accept that he was giving me something for free that he could have used for his own gain.


      “Deep down, when I messed up and lost my legs, I was prepared for you to abandon me. I was sure you would,” he admitted.


      I said nothing.


      “I really am in your debt. I can’t pay you back with something as shabby as this. If you’re in trouble again, I’ll help you any time. Despite my looks, I never forget my debts.”


      As his wife carried him on her back, he told me, “From the bottom of my heart, I pray for your safety, ma’am.”


      We then shook hands.


      ***


      “You finished talking with Gomuji?”


      “Yeah. Noisy as always.”


      With those two theater tickets in hand, I returned to Rodrey.


      It seemed Gomuji intended to run to a city completely opposite from Sabat, a place where the fires wouldn’t reach. I probably wouldn’t live to see him again.


      “I received a present from him,” I said.


      “Wow, good for you. Those tickets?”


      “They’re tickets to see a popular troupe perform. But would a theater be operating in this situation?”


      “Who knows... I don’t think so, but there’s a chance that they’ll reopen after they saw us party it up yesterday.”


      Gomuji was questionable in many ways to the very last, but even a man like him had a family. His wife and child were even carrying him happily after he’d lost his legs.


      The decision I made had protected their smiles. It really had been worth being a little reckless to save him that day.


      “Hey, Rodrey. I have two tickets,” I said.


      “Yeah?”


      When I realized that...


      “Would you like to go on a date with me tomorrow?”
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      “Huh?”


      I felt just a bit happier.

    

  

  
    
      Year 1938 Summer 14


      After I read that in the diary, I couldn’t keep standing, assaulted by intense palpitations and a headache.


      I was in this diary. There was no doubt. The toddler who’d been gripping the hem of Cuusha’s skirt and staring blankly at Tory had been my early childhood self.


      So I really had met Tory. Now I knew for sure.


      That memory came to me as a flashback. While it was dim, that scene rose to the surface of my mind at the edges of my memories. I was in an enormous crowd, grabbing the hem of my mother’s skirt and standing idly. My father was speaking to someone in the noisy city.


      The girl from the photo—Tory—was speaking with my father in front of me.


      I didn’t remember what they were talking about. But there was no mistake. I’d met Tory that day.


      And that wasn’t the only time I saw her. I had other, more private memories with her too.


      When were they? I couldn’t remember, but I definitely had them. Her kind and fleeting smile was vividly seared into my eyelids.


      ***


      “Are you ready, Cedre?”


      Her voice in my memories brushed against my cheek. Where was I? A village in the countryside surrounded by nature?


      The girl from the pictures—Tory was watching me with a smile as I played in the mud.


      “That’s too dangerous. You can’t drink it yet.”


      “■■■■?”


      “Yes, that’s right.”


      She gently scolded me and took something from me. I whined and tried to defy her.


      “Please don’t pout. I’ll carry you instead.”


      “■■■.”


      “Yes, yes, I know.”


      She was taking care of me like a mother.


      I didn’t recognize this memory...


      ***


      Before I knew it, night had fallen. It looked like I’d once again lost consciousness after reading the diary, even though I had to take the train home today to make it to work.


      I’d probably be scolded again. I had to at least send them a message today.


      When I managed to get up, my whole body was sweating. I was intensely dizzy and nauseous. I might have actually caught a cold...


      Thinking that, I put down the diary and headed to the inn’s reception desk.


      “Mr. Cedre? You didn’t check out today.”


      “I’m sorry. I fell ill.”


      “I thought so. That’s why I didn’t chase you out.”


      The inn receptionist silently held out his hand. He was probably saying to hand over the room charge for today.


      “Thank you,” I said.


      “Hmph. You get it.”


      When I gave him a slightly generous tip for the inconvenience, the receptionist smiled good-humoredly. Since I was going to ask him to message my workplace for me, I shouldn’t skimp on the tip.


      “Also, I’d like to send a telegram.”


      “Right, I understand. I’ve already gotten a few messages addressed to you. Are you going to read them first?”


      “Figures...”


      By all rights, I was supposed to return to the company dormitory tonight and go to work tomorrow. My company had probably messaged me, worried about how I still wasn’t back.


      “The first one... Is this from your company? It says, ‘When you get this message, hurry up and let us know how you’re doing.’”


      “Yes, understood... I assume there’s also a second, then?”


      “Yeah. I have another one. It’s from an individual.”


      I’d expected that message from my company. For now, I needed to hurry up and reply to explain my situation.


      However, I was surprised that I had another telegram. Maybe my adoptive mother had sent it after hearing that I wasn’t coming home.


      “Can you let me know what it says?”


      “Sure. It says, ‘Back away and forget it.’”


      “Excuse me? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You’d know better than me.”


      The cryptic telegram stunned me. These weren’t exactly cheap. Who would spend some good money to send such a stupid telegram?


      “Who’s the sender?” I asked, perplexed.


      “Right. Um...”


      The inn receptionist read off the sender’s name, disinterested.


      “It’s from Tory.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, it’s been a while. This is Tama Masaki. Thank you very much for buying my work, Miss Medic’s Diary at War volume 2.


      I received much more support than I’d expected from the first volume, so I was able to publish the second. I feel so blessed as a creator.


      Once the first volume became a book, I was over the moon that my childhood dream had come true, so I can’t help but be happy to see that dream continue.


      To be honest, I originally wasn’t going to write about the Mashdale Evacuation that volume 2 covered. I didn’t think it’d be that interesting to read about Austin slowly being invaded and losing.


      Now, as for why I wrote about this Mashdale Evacuation when it wasn’t that exciting, it’s because I’d been mentally driven into a corner at the time.


      Honestly, back then, people asked if there really was any “rising up the ranks” component to this story. I also touched upon this in volume 1 that the web version of this work’s title is The Rise of Miss Medic. And yet Tory hadn’t gone up at all by the end of the first volume. You could say that it was only natural that readers would point it out. And it was natural for them to say I used a misleading title to bait readers into reading my work.


      I had to at least make her act like a protagonist. However, the scenes of Tory making progress that I’d originally planned were still later down the line. At this rate, I’d be betraying my readers, who’d read this work hoping to see her rise.


      That was why I wrote about this Mashdale Evacuation. I suffered writing this episode while I was busy with work, finalizing my schedule, adjusting the times, and racking my head during my precious vacation time, so I’d be happy if you enjoyed it.


      Still, I’m overjoyed that this became a book and that you all picked it up. Was this a reward for all my suffering back then?


      Recently, while busy with my main work, communicating with my editor would give me motivation as I sighed at the beautiful illustrations that Kureta-sama sent me and anticipated the updates of Mimishiki-sama’s thrilling comic adaptation. Those things gave color to my life.


      From the bottom of my heart, I’m glad that I picked up novel-writing as a hobby. To my master who invited me along this path, the people who sent me wonderful fanart, and all of my readers who supported this work, I extend to you my sincerest gratitude.


      I’d be happy if you could continue to look forward to the web version, printed book, and the comic adaptation of Miss Medic.


      That’s all from me. This was Tama Masaki.
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 3 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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abold act and smiled innocently at
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“Doctor...
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“My arm!!!
My arm!!!”
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