
[image: Cover]


What Do You Wish For With Those Murky Eyes?

Record of the Highserk War

by Torutonen

Illustrated by 創-taro

Translated by MxSpedz

Images redrawn by dadolegends	



[image: Illustration 1]

[image: Illustration 2]

[image: Illustration 3]

[image: Illustration 4]

[image: Illustration 5]



  Contents

  
    	Prologue: Remnants of a Distant World

    	Chapter 1: Neither Right nor Wrong

    	Chapter 2: The Myard Invasion

    	Chapter 3: The Battle of Aidenberg

    	Interlude: The Situation

    	Chapter 4: Surrounded on All Sides

    	Chapter 5: Everyday Life Built on Sand

    	Bonus Short Story: First Battle

    	Afterword

    	E-book Bonus Short Story: The River Crossing

    	Credits

  


  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Cover
      

      	
        Title Page
      

      	
        Contents
      

    

  


PrologueRemnants of a Distant World

A shrill noise brought the pleasant calm to an end. Raizou Takakura reluctantly pried open his heavy, tightly shut eyelids. The body pillow was soaked with drool, the towel blanket was twisted beyond recognition, and he couldn’t even tell which side was which anymore. The source of the racket was still blaring beside his pillow.

Raizou set his alarm to a random tone every day, and today’s pick was a time bomb theme. It suited a morning that felt like being chased out of bed, and his expression darkened. His bleary eyes were useless, but his right hand, groping blindly, finally caught its prize.

He got through the tedious confirmation screen, and the obnoxious alarm fell silent. After yanking out the charging cord and setting the phone on the desk, he finally hauled himself out of bed. The old bed creaked as if in protest, and for some reason it irritated him to no end.

“Haa... I feel so sluggish.”

Maybe it was the overtime that had dragged on so late. Raizou tried to pin down the cause of his exhaustion. The email had gone out just before the date rolled over, meeting the deadline with barely a moment to spare. Relief and a sense of accomplishment should have made for a bright morning, but all that greeted him was the same listlessness that had lingered since last month. Sunlight streamed through the open curtains, dazzling and cheerful, a sharp contrast to his mood. He narrowed his eyes and let out a small sigh.

He hadn’t been himself lately. Calling it terrible shape would hardly be an exaggeration. When he rolled his neck, it gave a loud snap. Hoping to change his mood, he headed for the sink. The worn-out floor creaked with every step, harmonizing with the sound of his bare feet. The man in the mirror was Raizou Takakura, thirty-three, single. He had the wrinkles you would expect at his age and dark circles from built-up fatigue. As a small act of defiance he tried smiling, but his aged face, naturally, didn’t change a bit.

“Must be nice having a baby face.”

Even as a new hire, people had mistaken him for a mid-career employee. He still remembered how badly he had flailed when someone on site asked him about the upcoming schedule. To shake off the sluggishness, he turned on the faucet, splashed cold water on his face, and fixed his hair. When he looked back at the sink in front of him, he noticed, of all things, a considerable amount of fallen hair scattered across it.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

He had never dyed it, never let it grow long, and had lived a clean-cut life with an honest head of hair. What on earth did his follicles have to complain about? Raizou vented his bitterness at his own hair, but it came to nothing. A barren result, fittingly enough. He took milk from the fridge and a cup from the shelf, then sat down at the table. Before eating, he reached for the remote and switched on the morning news program, a habit by now.

“Regarding the incident in XX Prefecture, YY City, where a group of young people who had gone to film a video went missing, it has come to light that contact has been lost with thirteen Ground Self-Defense Force personnel who were taking part in the search.”

“Off the coast of Yokohama Port, the container ship NTR, owned by XYZ Trading, and the Ero Sarline, operated by Sarline Company, have sunk. The exact cause is unknown, but both ships appear to have taken a severe impact to the hull below the waterline before going down. There is also suspicion that an unidentified submarine collided with them-”

“It’s unsettling, isn’t it? Strange phenomena keep happening all over the world. Just recently there was that fuss in Tokyo over an unidentified aurora, and it really feels like the world has come off its hinges.”

A commentator with a shrill voice appeared on screen. Raizou didn’t particularly like the man, but he agreed with what he had said. Ever since the end of last year, strange things had been happening all over the world, on land, at sea, and in the sky.

There were the sketchy special programs, like the middle-aged woman calling herself a shrine maiden who spread her arms wide to commune with God. There was the interview with a man whose beloved dog had been carried off by a green, humanoid monster. There was the story of a mountain where every plant and animal had been wiped out in an instant. Raizou rather liked watching dubious news like that on TV. It all smelled fishy, but somehow it still drew him in.

“Hmph!”

He ripped open a bagged bun from his stockpile with exaggerated force and shoved it into his mouth. It was gooey, with a sugary assault of sweetness that never let up. He had tried the new melon chocolate caramel cream bun from his favorite convenience store, and he realized right away that it was a mistake. Grimacing, he washed what was left in his mouth down with milk. He went on with the rest of his morning prep at that lazy pace until the ticking of the clock caught his attention. It was nearly time for the rapid commuter train.

After brushing his teeth, he moved on to the finishing touches. More than ten years of practice had made the morning routine second nature. He pulled on black socks, buttoned his pressed dress shirt in record time, threw on his suit, and fastened his watch, and he was ready. He had also finished checking his three sacred treasures: business card case, smartphone, work bag. As long as he had those, he could talk his way through any situation, and he was oddly confident about that. He worked his worn leather shoes on, straightening the heels, and headed out.

He knew the old door took a knack to close. You had to lift it slightly and turn the lock fast. Either the hinges were to blame, or the whole apartment building had aged so much that the door frame had warped. It had to be one or the other. The stifling heat outside made him flinch for a moment, but he pushed out without hesitating. He made his way down the narrow hallway and the stairs, already out of breath. He never used to be like this in his twenties, he thought wistfully. His footsteps were far from rhythmic. Three steps remained. As he went to take the next one, something in his body went wrong, and he cried out.

“Ugh, aah? Aaah, aaaah!!”

It came out of nowhere. A sudden, intense pain struck his chest without warning, and he clutched it. Gritting his teeth, he all but tumbled down the rest of the stairs. He grabbed at the wall and anything else within reach, trying to get to his feet, but he couldn’t bear the searing pain or the feeling of his body being crushed, and he collapsed to the ground. It hurts, it hurts, it hurts, it hurts. He couldn’t breathe. Dizziness piled on top of his warping vision, and cold sweat wouldn’t stop pouring down his forehead. His breathing wouldn’t steady, his limbs wouldn’t listen, and all he could do was stare up at the sky.

The hair he had fixed before leaving was now filthy with dust, and his half-open mouth was smeared with drool. He reached out for help, but of all days, there was no one around. The edges of his vision flickered, and his field of view slowly darkened and narrowed. He had no idea what was happening to his body, but he understood one thing. If this kept up, he would die. I don’t want to die. Not yet. I still want to live. As his body gave out on him bit by bit, Raizou slowly raised his right hand. It trembled like a newborn fawn’s, painfully comical, but he couldn’t even spare a laugh.

It was a clear day. The weather forecast had said to watch out for the heat and for heatstroke, he vaguely remembered. The cicadas he had hated so much for their racket didn’t reach his ears at all. All he could hear was his ragged breathing and his heartbeat growing faint. Perhaps because his vision was going dark, he began to see things. The ground he lay on turned black and began to swirl, and countless little shadow people poured out of it.

The shadow people surrounded Raizou and tried to drag him into the hole. It was like a scene out of some travel tale. Ah, a hallucination. So this is finally the end. Faintly, he heard someone cheerfully calling his name, but he couldn’t even make it out anymore, and Raizou’s consciousness cut off with a snap.




Chapter 1Neither Right nor Wrong

A stench filled Walm’s nose. It was a familiar one: human excrement and urine, and spilled guts. The full clash of the two armies was still to come, but the killing had already begun. Scouts were butchering each other, and arrows and long-range magic were, naturally, scattering the entrails of poor bastards across the sky.

Walm’s heart was already pounding fit to burst, and his legs kept hammering the earth without letup. His crude breastplate bounced about as if demanding attention, clattering with every stride. Walm was holding back his own shout to keep his breathing efficient, but the moment was almost upon him. The men on either side couldn’t hold back any longer, and they let out war cries.

“Uoo, oooh, ooOOOH!!”

The shouts had no meaning. If anything, they were a primitive instinct, a way to rally yourself and scare the enemy. Walm gripped a spear just under two meters long in both hands, and his torso and head were protected by dented armor. So were the men around him. Out here, that counted as formal wear, a dress uniform. The dark red stains that wouldn’t come out might have passed for a fashion accent, but in truth they were the mark of the previous owner’s tragedy. Those ingrained stains told Walm, eloquently, exactly what had happened to the man.

Raizou Takakura - that had been his name in his previous life - was now Walm, and he was at war. Yes, war. Not a modern war like the First or Second World War, with iron, gunpowder, and science used in abundance. This was a primitive killing match: iron against iron, iron against flesh, flesh against flesh.

The twist was that magic, Skills, bizarre and mystifying creatures, and magic tools had been thrown into the mix, and Walm had learned that firsthand, with his own body.

He had been born into a second life as the third son of a farmer, in a world other than Earth. Reborn in a new body with a new name, the young man Walm had been enjoying his youth in the fields - only to be hit with conscription by the Highserk Empire, his homeland.

The Highserk Empire was a small nation in one corner of a region where countless kings and petty lords vied for power. Its first war after the founding was a defensive one: it drew the enemy’s main force into its own territory and annihilated it in a field battle. Riding that momentum, the Empire annexed the enemy’s lands.

In a region where small nations sprang up everywhere, the balance of power was everything. The surrounding countries, watching the Highserk Empire rise above the rest, banded together and invaded. But after a war that dragged on for decades, the only country left standing was the Highserk Empire. To the mid-sized nations nearby, it was an eyesore of a small country, running wild without knowing its place and growing bigger all the time.

Under those circumstances, one of those mid-sized nations, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, clashed with the Highserk Empire, and the Empire called up troops to make up for its shortage of manpower. Walm and his family were given a preparation allowance, and after one month of training, he had been thrown onto the front lines again and again.

If the country could afford it, regular soldiers who had trained for years would probably be the ones sent to war. But for the Empire, forever tied up in minor skirmishes and clashes, and for Walm, one of its citizens, that was a fairy tale. One month of training was judged sufficient for infantry, who were needed in large numbers.

The rest of his education was on-the-job training, something Walm had been through in his previous life as well. Being thrown straight into the field under the banner of “OJT” was, in Walm’s opinion, simply the best. If you failed, all you lost was your own life. His fellow recruits had dropped like flies all around him. In the half year since he enlisted, Walm had scraped through his first battle by the skin of his teeth, and this was already his eleventh.

The familiar faces of his fellow conscripts were completely gone now. Guts spilled, heads crushed, bodies burned whole by “magic.” There were all sorts of ways to die, a truly wide selection.

Thankfully, the enemy took care of both the cremation and the burial while the victims were still alive. It was like wandering into an amusement park of death. Walm spat, thinking at least it wasn’t boring. After enjoying a peaceful world in his previous life, he hadn’t expected to survive even his first battle, but ironically, Walm kept on living. Whether he would still be alive a few dozen seconds from now was anyone’s guess. All he could do was laugh.

The men Walm had killed easily numbered in the dozens, far more than a handful. Even when his hips had shrunk back, his hands had shaken, and his legs had locked up, the enemy soldiers hadn’t disappeared. Even when he had retched over the first life he had taken, no one had waited for him. When there was breathing room, a comrade might dispatch an enemy from the side, but Walm, who had been on the battlefield many times, had stopped expecting that.

What had saved him wasn’t his homeland, the Highserk Empire, or any divine guidance. It was the spear of just under two meters that the Empire had lent him, and a ninety-centimeter longsword he had picked up on the battlefield. The battlefield is fair. Walm believed that with all his heart. Death comes to everyone, young or old, man or woman, fair and square. While he had been busy with all that pointless thinking, Walm had closed the distance until he could see his opponent’s face clearly.

It was a Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa light infantryman, a type he had seen far too many times already. Probably a conscripted militiaman like himself, enemy or not. Their faces were all pale, which Walm put down to nerves from lack of experience. Having closed to killing distance, the two lines crossed spear tips without any signal. The enemy’s spear came for Walm’s torso, aimed at the breastplate. Walm turned it aside with a half step, and the spear scraped along the armor and slid past.

A mutual kill was the last thing Walm wanted. With his spear held at the hip, he thrust at the enemy’s throat. The enemy tried to knock it aside with his pulled-back spear tip, but the real target was the unprotected lower body. Feeling the spear strike the thigh, Walm grimaced. The wound, which must have reached the bone, sent a jolt of agony through the man and drained a huge amount of blood in an instant.

The enemy soldier barely kept hold of his spear, but he couldn’t stand up to the thrusts Walm drove at him again and again, and he sank to the earth. He was still breathing faintly, but a man who went down in the front line had only one thing waiting for him: being trampled to death under military boots.

Muttering a few words of condolence, Walm looked away from the soldier being trampled by both armies. Another soldier stepped into the empty spot in the line. He looked pale too, but Walm sensed this one was a notch better than the last.

A spear fight broke out, but neither side gained the upper hand. Walm had thought this might be another disposable front-liner, but unfortunately, this one didn’t look like a battlefield virgin either.

“Tch!”

The spear tips clashed hard. Walm knocked aside the thrust coming from below, and the Liberitoa soldier who had stepped in smiled, sure of victory. But Walm lowered his head to meet it. His head was protected by a sallet. A round iron bowl covered him from the frontal bone to the parietal bone, a curtain of chain hung at the neck, and plates extending from the bowl guarded the sides of his head down to the cheeks. The spear struck his left temple just as he had anticipated, then slid upward and away.

Even so, he couldn’t absorb all of the impact. Walm clenched his back teeth against the dull ache. The Liberitoa soldier’s smile had turned rigid in an instant, and two short thrusts went into his face. The first hit the cheek. The second slipped in through the eye and dealt fatal damage to the brain. By the time Walm had his spear ready again, the enemy soldier had lost his support like a puppet with its strings cut, and he collapsed from the legs down.

“Damn it!”

There was no joy in it. He let out a small curse. Killing two men wasn’t going to end this battle.

A snarling enemy soldier came charging at Walm. It was a universal law: the moment you finished a job quickly, more work came flying in. This one was like a wolf starving for flesh and blood. Walm refused his company, lunging with his spear to intercept him, but the armor turned it aside.

A regular soldier, armored from head to foot, stood in Walm’s way. Judging by the gear, he was a formidable opponent, at the level of a decurion or platoon leader.

A two-handed sword, swung with the momentum of a step-in, came for Walm’s throat. Walm let go of his spear and caught the blade on the round shield he had been carrying on his back. Unlike the disposable front-liners before, this blow was brutally heavy, and Walm sensed the enemy’s high level of Skill.

A diagonal scar was carved into the round shield, and the lingering shock left Walm’s palm tingling and numb. Regardless, experience had taught him that stopping to rest and handing the initiative to the opponent was a bad move. He drew his longsword and slashed upward at the throat from a low stance, but the enemy’s gauntlet deflected it.

Against the two-handed sword coming down from above, Walm tilted his round shield and sent it off to the left. A second scar was carved into the shield, crossing the first. A flash of panic ran through him: he wouldn’t survive a third strike. Given the difference in equipment, if he was fool enough to keep trading sword blows, he was almost certain to lose.
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Steeling himself, Walm dug in his heels, tucked his shoulders, and drove forward with his full weight behind the round shield. For a moment the two of them were locked in a shoving match, but the enemy had just made a heavy swing, and his posture gave way slightly backward.

Walm used the blind spot the shield created to thrust his longsword in from behind it, aimed at the man’s feet. The chain skirt guarding the man’s waist and thighs stopped all but the very tip of the blade, but the sharp steel was enough to wring a grunt out of the enemy soldier.

“Uggh!”

The soldier leapt back and tried to bring the two-handed sword down anyway, but without solid footing his swing came slower. Walm didn’t miss the opening. It was a notch slower than the strikes from moments before, slow enough that even Walm could read it. He stepped in one stride further than the retreating man to kill the distance and thrust upward from below, scraping the blade along the armor.

“U-aaah!?”

The blade went in under the jaw, pried the palate open, and reached the brain. All the strength left the soldier at once, and his own weight drove the point in deeper. There was no need to check. To clear the load on his sword, Walm shoved the body sideways and let it fall. Everyone was absorbed in their own fights, but one of the enemy noticed him.

“The platoon leader!?”

Walm could feel the unrest spread through the soldiers around them. Just as the assault around him surged to exploit it, a scream that sounded close to a wail went up.

“Magic user!!”

Magic swirled within a knot of enemy soldiers, and a 《Fireball》 left someone’s hand. Walm threw up his shield on reflex and ducked toward the ground to show as little of himself as possible. The fatal destruction he had dreaded never came. The blast landed a few meters away.

The shockwave whipped his hair, and a wave of heat washed over his skin. Walm had avoided a direct hit thanks to his shield and the bodies of his comrades, and he grimaced bitterly. The two who had taken it head-on were in a terrible state. Walm’s clouded eyes, long used to the battlefield, took in what had become of them. One man’s arm had been burned half away and hung by a thread. The other’s head was gone entirely. Raw scraps of flesh clung to his helmet, and charred blood lay baked onto the steel.

A few soldiers hurled spears at the damned magic user, but he slipped back into the ranks, shielded by the men around him. Must be nice, Walm thought bitterly, having your mages guarded like jewels. Even in a world where one in ten people had some aptitude for magic, he had been taught that magic users were rarer and worth more than ordinary soldiers.

Mages usually stayed at the flanks or rear of the infantry and supported them with spells, so the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa must have thrown them in once they sensed they were losing. Muffled explosions and the whistle of wind-attribute magic cut through the din of the crowd. An 《Ice Lance》 shot from behind the friendly lines and punched through an enemy mage’s shoulder, shield and all. The irritating barrage stopped, and Walm took his chance, slamming his longsword in a flat horizontal cut. It chewed through the arm raised to guard and tore out the man’s throat.

Blood gushed like water from a burst pipe. The enemy clamped a hand over his throat in desperation, but just as Walm had expected, it only bought him a few dozen more seconds. After Walm cut down three more, the voice he had been waiting for, the one that would decide the battle, boomed from far off.

“Our side’s broken through the flank!!”

While the infantry held at the front, light infantry had slipped past the enemy’s flank force and hit the main body from the side. Pressed hard, the Liberitoa commander had probably pulled his reserves or flank units, the very forces meant to block such a move, and sent them to the front. It was a blunder.

“Press the advantage! The enemy’s broken!!”

The squad leader’s voice rang out as he thrust his blood-soaked battle axe toward the sky, and the soldiers answered with roars of their own. Battered from the front and the side, the enemy scrambled to regroup, but their crumbling units began to flee, and the formation was torn to shreds. A single-flank breakthrough leading into a semi-encirclement, something Walm had been through many times, was taking shape. It was one of the Highserk Empire’s favorite tactics.

The enemy’s left half had lost its chain of command. Some soldiers kept fighting while others put running first, and as an army it ceased to function. With half its men gone, the unit routed, and the pursuit began. Arrows and thrown spears caught soldiers who had thrown away their weapons and shields to flee, and infantry who ran them down drove war hammers into the backs of their heads.

A few hardened veterans took some of the Imperial soldiers with them, but the resistance was far too weak to change the flow of the battle. They were beaten to death through their armor, or run through by a wall of five or six massed spears, and died in vain. In two hours of fighting, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa lost sixty percent of its forces, and the contested border region tipped decisively in the Highserk Empire’s favor.

* * *

An hour after the brutal fighting, everyone still in one piece kept moving across the battlefield without rest. In the Highserk Empire, looting the enemy’s supplies and the belongings of the dead was permitted because it was thought to raise morale. Walm hated going through the pockets of men he had cut down himself, but if he held back, there would be nothing left. The body of the man they had called platoon leader was a rich haul: a small pouch of silver and copper coins, hard-baked biscuits, and the real prize, a pair of greaves to guard him from shin to knee. The breastplate was the wrong size for Walm to wear.

“Stay down and sleep quietly.”

He had no idea whether it did any good, but Walm pressed his palms together for the dead. This was, after all, a world where corpses literally walked. Better than doing nothing.

He pried open the hand that still gripped the two-handed sword even in death. It felt as though the dead man’s will was packed into it, but with a military chaplain present, the chance of the corpse turning into a monster through the taint of the battlefield was low. Walm prayed because he was timid at heart and couldn’t shake the sensibilities of his past life. Maybe his looks had simply followed his personality. He was thoroughly ordinary, so much so that when he blended into a formation, even his own squadmates sometimes failed to notice him.

It wasn’t a bad sword, but Walm already owned a longsword of better quality. After thinking it over for a while, he raised his voice.

“Anyone want a sword? It’s a fine piece. I’d like to trade it for something.”

Time for the great barter. With this much abandoned gear lying around, there had to be one or two people whose needs matched his. Walm would have carried off anything small, but a two-handed sword was bulky, and without a “magic bag” like some cat-shaped tanuki’s, it was dead weight. Before he could call out again, a soldier answered.

“That shield of yours is pretty beat up.”

Walm’s shield had taken blow after blow and was badly damaged, pierced clean through in places. Use it again and it would likely fall apart mid-fight. The man’s shield, by contrast, had no flashy decoration. It was plain and solidly built.

“Let me hold it.”

“Sure. I’d like a look at yours, too.”

They swapped for a moment, and Walm checked the material and the reinforcements. It was lighter than it looked and gave back a reassuring sound when tapped. The man seemed pleased with the two-handed sword as well. They looked at each other and nodded. No words were needed; both were happy with the deal. Walm ran a sling through the shield, slung it across his back, and went back to scavenging.

“Huh. This one’s still breathing.”

At the edge of Walm’s vision, a squadmate who had been picking through the spoils had found a Liberitoa soldier barely clinging to life. Survivors got bundled off as slaves, though nobles or the wealthy who could pay a ransom were released.

“P-please. Help me.”

The man’s belly had burst open, spilling blood and entrails, and a deep gash ran across his shoulder. Even with healing magic, he had lost too much blood to be saved. The thin voice begging for his life reached Walm’s ears again and again.

“Yeah, no saving this one.”

The soldier who had found him got to his feet as if the whole thing were a nuisance, drew the longsword at his hip, and drove it into the fallen man’s throat.

Walm could have stopped him. He didn’t. The Liberitoa soldier’s guts were spilling out of him, and keeping him alive would only prolong his suffering and waste resources. Walm understood that perfectly well in his head, yet he frowned without meaning to and watched it play out.

“Ah, uh... ugh.”

What a sloppy job, Walm thought, clicking his tongue inwardly. The blade had missed the vital spot, so the man couldn’t die instantly. He coughed up blood, groaned, and clutched the sword buried in him as if to check it.

“Amateur. Out of the way.”

The voice belonged to Walm’s squad leader, who probably couldn’t stand watching the enemy soldier suffer. He shoved his comrade aside, lifted the battle axe resting on his shoulder, and brought it down. A dull crack of splitting skull rang out. This time the soldier really did stop breathing. Walm looked away from the body. Squad Leader Duwei glanced at the corpse once, then snapped at the soldier standing beside him.

“Tibird, when it’s my turn to die, I won’t be asking you for the finishing blow.”

The scowling squad leader snorted. Duwei was Walm’s superior. The battle scars across his body testified to a long service record. He was of average height, only a little taller than Walm, but his log-thick arms and heavy chest were reassuring, and above all, he had the Skill 《Heavy Strike》.

Unlike in his previous world, the differences between individual humans here were vast. On top of ordinary personal traits, some people had abilities called “Magic” and “Skills” that could twist and warp even the laws governing the world. There were women who could snap a man’s arm, scouts quicker than animals, and warrior monks who could knock aside a sword strike with their bare hands. Squad Leader Duwei was one of them. His battle axe cut through enemies, armor and all. Walm’s honest opinion was that he was the kind of man you never wanted to face as an enemy.

Once the commotion died down, Walm glanced at the dead man and pressed his palms together. Whether the man had held any faith was unknown, but Walm prayed silently anyway. It was a hypocritical act meant to dull his guilt, just a little. His reason raised objections. Walm ignored them.

“What, Walm, at it again?”

“It’s just a habit, sir.”

“Hm. I see. Well, I don’t mind it.”

Duwei answered Walm’s reply in few words. Maybe he had lost interest, because the stern-faced officer dropped the subject. By the time the bodies had been stripped of anything worth taking, the squad was called to assemble.

“My squad’s been ordered to deal with the bodies in this area. Lucky for us, we’ve got plenty of prisoners this time. Use ’em however you like. Keep a proper eye on ’em.”

The prisoners had been gathered and made to sit beside the assembled squad. Walm ran his eyes along the line from one end to the other. Just under twenty. None had fatal wounds; anyone who had would already have been culled. Some had bruises or cuts on their heads and arms, but Walm judged they could work without trouble.

Ordered to watch four of them, Walm checked their condition. Escape was out of the question, but if they died or got hurt during the work, it would be nothing but a pointless waste of human assets. He saw no major injuries, only swollen faces and a few big lumps. They must have surrendered smartly, he figured.

The four had their necks roped together and carried nothing that could be a threat. Anyone with Skills or Magic would be dangerous, but a person skilled enough to break out bare-handed wouldn’t have ended up a prisoner. Troublesome people with special abilities always ended one of two ways: they got away, or they got killed. Walm had them strip the dead of their armor and clothing. Flies and birds drawn by the blood swarmed in, delighted. Disgusted, Walm drove them off with his spear or his hand.

Every time, the prisoners flinched and went on working. The fighting must have worn them out in body and mind, Walm thought with pity. Other squads had prisoners dig burial pits, and bodies were thrown in one after another. Carrying who-knew-which corpse, Walm froze.

“...Hugo. So you’re dead.”

What lay there was what had once been Hugo, a young man from the neighboring village who had served in the same squad. He and Walm were close in age and birthplace, and they used to talk about home and the people they both knew. His jaw was smashed in, teeth and all, and his tongue hung out of his mouth. His eyes were open, his face twisted in agony. He had stood on the battlefield beside Walm since their first battle in the border mountains. And now he lay here, a corpse in a distant land, gone just like that. What was the difference between him and Hugo? Was it the memories of a past life? Bad luck? A better aptitude for killing? Walm turned it over but found no answer. He didn’t know how long he stood staring down in silence before a prisoner, losing patience, shifted slightly. Walm’s eyes caught the movement at once. Without a word, he stared at them, expressionless.

“I-I didn’t do it.”

“Me neither. I was too scared to even stab with my spear.”

The prisoners spoke as if making excuses. Their behavior surprised Walm. They looked terrified, as if they thought he would kill them out of some personal grudge. Absurd. It would be a lie to say he felt nothing, but this was war. War. They had simply acted on the will of the community they belonged to.

They hadn’t killed because they enjoyed it. They had only beaten enemies in a war. The same went for Walm. If he brought personal feelings into it and killed these prisoners, he would stop being a soldier and job-change into nothing but a murderer. He would follow only a soldier’s work and duty. That was one line he would not cross. He was allowed to kill only as a soldier. Otherwise, as Raizou Takakura, as Walm, as a human being, the foundation of who he was would crumble.

The thought crossed his mind: was he the abnormal one, killing people with barely a flicker of hesitation, all for the sake of self-preservation? Maybe the prisoners, who insisted they couldn’t kill, were far more cultured and human. Walm surfaced from his thoughts, closed his former comrade’s eyelids with his fingers, and pushed the tongue back into his mouth.

“Carry him.”

The four understood his meaning from those two words and began carrying as before, but they handled the body more gently now, as if it were something volatile or explosive. The bodies were piled together, enemy and ally alike. The military chaplain sprinkled holy water and kept murmuring prayers to keep away the ghouls, skeletons, and other monsters that tended to appear on battlefields. Corpses alone numbered over fifteen hundred. The thought that many of the badly wounded wouldn’t last the night made Walm gloomy.

Imperial casualties were said to be about three hundred, which showed how heavy the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa’s losses had been. By the time the disposal was finished, the sun was setting and cooking smoke had begun rising everywhere. Everyone carried personal rations, but those were strictly for emergencies, and as long as supplies were being issued, Walm didn’t want to touch his. Besides, there was plenty of loot today.

Cooking was done by squad. Duwei’s squad had lost two men but was credited with excellent results, so on top of their food they were issued wine and ale. Liquor could run out, but it never suddenly multiplied. Walm guessed it was part of the vast stores left behind in the enemy command camp.

The Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa had plenty of weak soldiers but superior economic power. Its land faced the sea, held mines and labyrinths, and was crossed by a river that flowed out of a giant lake called Lake Celta, a vital artery for logistics. For his homeland Highserk, poor in underground resources and short on food even at home, they were a hopelessly unfair opponent, Walm sighed. He turned away from the pointless thoughts and focused on the meal in front of him.

Today’s meal was two hard-baked loaves, salted herring and cod, and even sauerkraut. The crowning touch was fresh horse meat, clean and uncontaminated, bled by hanging the carcasses of horses and lame war horses with broken legs from trees. It was muscular, but it was the best protein to be had at the front, and no soldier, Walm included, turned his nose up at it.

A big pot held horse meat and potatoes stewed together, along with wild herbs gathered from who knew where. Flavor poured out of the meat, and its toughness gave every bite a satisfying chew. The potatoes held their shape and were filling. Walm shoveled it in without a thought.

Some of the soldiers, unused to the stench of death and battle, covered their mouths and couldn’t eat. Understandable for a first battle. Walm’s own bitter memories flashed through his mind. He had walked that road too. He had felt revulsion at eating meat while the smell of death hung in the air, but the more battles he fought, the more he had noticed his senses dulling. Whether that was a blessing for a human being, he couldn’t say, but for now, being able to focus on the food in front of him was enough.

“Walm. I hear you took down nine enemy soldiers. I got fifteen, so I win, but you’ve got promise.”

Walm knew the source of the alcohol smell without turning around. Squad Leader Duwei, two wine bottles in his arms, had slung an arm around Walm’s neck.

“No, I could never beat you, Squad Leader Duwei.”

He meant it. Walm was reluctantly becoming known among his comrades as someone with a talent for war and killing, but Duwei was in another class entirely.

“Come on, drink.”

The cheerful middle-aged officer filled the cup to the brim. Walm raised it with a wry smile, and Duwei clinked his half-empty bottle against it and drained the rest in one go. Walm was impressed by the ferocious drinking, but he worried there wouldn’t be enough left for the others. He looked around to gauge the total supply and found the rest of the squad hugging bottles of their own.

“Walm, you look puzzled.”

The man seated on his right, hugging an ale cask, smiled. It was Jose, who had been Walm’s partner since the day he enlisted. His skin was dark, so in shadow you had to squint to make out his face. He was well informed, good at securing supplies, and dependable. His hair had a natural curl, and despite his cheerful look, he had a fairly cutting side.

“I was just wondering where all this liquor came from.”

“They say when we captured one of the enemy commanders, we got his ‘magic bag’ too. Turns out it was stuffed with victory-celebration liquor.”

Magic bags were the backbone of logistics in this world, the key to keeping the military supplied. Some were no bigger than a waist pouch yet held anything from a large backpack’s worth to a whole warehouse of goods. Mechanization had barely progressed, and yet armies could mobilize huge numbers of troops, largely thanks to magic tools and magic that hadn’t existed in his former world.

Walm would have loved to get his hands on one, but they were far too hard to come by. There were two main sources: magic bags excavated as relics from labyrinths and ruins, and the small number made by the Aleinard Forest Alliance, which possessed the World Tree.

Because Aleinard kept its production method secret, only the military, nobles, and major merchants owned them. According to Jose, the exception was adventurers, who had more chances to find them in labyrinths and ruins. The naturally occurring ones dug up from those places were said to have greater capacity.

“So that’s how we ended up toasting in style. We owe those Liberitoa moneybags our thanks.”
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The wine he had just drained was replaced by ale. With no ice and no icebox, it was served at room temperature, but its distinctive sweetness and tang, with the bitterness arriving last, weren’t bad, and Walm kept drinking. Between swallows he ate the salted herring. It was heavily cured and very salty, but after all the sweat he had lost in battle it didn’t taste too salty. Paired with the ale, it was actually just right.

He had killed men, and now he was raising a toast with the comrades who had survived, right beside where the dead lay sleeping. Walm kept his aimless emotions locked down so no one around him could read them, and looked up at the sky. The twin moons were driving the sun out and getting ready to race across the night. Two moons, the symbol of a different world. A world where even values and natural laws were different, one he had to adapt to while bewildered and tormented. For Walm to go on living, there was no other way.

“Can’t be helped, huh.”

* * *

The Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, having suffered a crushing defeat, fell back well behind the border it claimed and rebuilt its defenses along a river well suited to the purpose. Earth-attribute magic raised dry moats and earthworks, and magic bags and wagons hauled in materials, producing a fortress that could only be called an overnight castle. The Federation had no decisive move left, and the Highserk Empire preferred the status quo, so the war dragged on, half-hearted.

On that deadlocked front, the Liberitoa side initiated a ransom exchange of prisoners. Nobles and high-ranking officers were released, just as Walm had expected, but the Federation bought back even the commoner soldiers. In a show of generosity, a great noble who owned a labyrinth paid for the lot in large magic silver coins. And so Walm, along with the rest of Duwei’s squad, was assigned to guard the exchange site.

“Guess I was born in the wrong country.”

Walm muttered it under his breath and got an elbow in the ribs. It was his comrade Jose.

“Hey, hey. Squad Leader Duwei wouldn’t care, but if any other officer hears you, you’ll end up at the bottom of the river.”

Ferries shuttled back and forth across the river, carrying prisoners to the far side. Expecting a surprise attack, the Federation had posted plenty of archers and mages on the opposite bank.

They had even set up a large ballista there, and Walm could only gape at it, wondering where on earth they had gotten it. The Empire had stationed its own ranged troops on its bank so as not to be outdone, but if the other side was a regular army, his side looked like bandits wearing a regular army’s stolen gear.

As a soldier fighting a war, he would pick the Highserk Empire. As an ordinary citizen, though, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa might be the better place to live. Then again, he knew nothing about how people lived in other countries, so there was no way to compare. Prisoners filed past Walm. From their neat clothes and healthy skin, they had to be people of high standing who could pay their own ransoms.

Over on the far bank, a whole human drama was playing out, with some people getting scolded and others embracing. Forced to sit through a dull, cheap melodrama that went on and on, Walm felt faintly sick of it. Beside him, Jose was fighting hard to bite back a yawn. Walm couldn’t look away and abandon his post, so he turned his eyes back to the line. Next came the lower-ranking prisoners. There were two hundred of them in all, and the queue for the ferry stretched on and on.

As he followed them with his eyes, the prisoners he had had dig graves the other day went by. Their eyes met for an instant, and the man looked away in a hurry. This time there was no blood spattered on Walm’s armor, and the spear and sword he had used were clean, yet they were still afraid of him. He had even gone to the trouble of cooking something easy to digest, but the prisoners had been too frightened to eat. Apparently they had thought it was poisoned.

Why would anyone bother with such a roundabout, laborious method? Walm spat. Poison was hard to store and hard to use. Stabbing them with a sword, which worked instantly, would settle things with no fuss at all.

True, the pits they had dug had been left unfilled, but that was for the badly wounded who hadn’t been saved in time and for anyone who died suddenly, not for the prisoners. Explaining that wouldn’t convince them. The battalion commander had made them dig extra to wear them out and snuff out any thoughts of resisting, and it had backfired. The last prisoner was seen off, and the exchange ended without incident.

At long last, the farewell party was over. Walm hoped this mild stalemate would last. The Empire, which wanted to hold the territory across the river, and the Federation, which wanted to push back to the border it claimed, looked set to keep on fighting.

* * *

As work on the permanent fortifications progressed, units were pulled out one after another. Walm’s battalion was in the first wave. Moving some two thousand men would strain logistics, so each platoon and company would apparently take a different route to the assembly point. On the way from the southeastern front against the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, where the territorial dispute continued, to the annexed northwestern lands of the former Kingdom of Kanoa, several platoons and squads were given assignments along the way. Duwei’s squad was one of them.

The squad was ordered to wipe out a goblin nest near a water source. Walm hadn’t killed as many monsters as people, but he had gotten used to killing them too. Battlefields were full of the corpses monsters loved, an all-you-can-eat buffet as far as they were concerned. Driving off those persistent, unwelcome guests again and again was familiar work for Walm.

Besides, corpses left lying around turned into ghouls and undead. More than once, he had been jumped in his sleep by the dead. Having to kill the same man twice was enough to make anyone jumpy.

In most countries, hunting monsters and exploring labyrinths was usually the work of adventurers, but a few nations, the Highserk Empire among them, rejected the adventurer system outright. Maintaining an army bigger than its national strength warranted, the Empire couldn’t afford to leave its soldiers idle. Thanks to that, Walm was being made to do work that was more or less an adventurer’s. It was like sending the army out for pest control just because it had free hands.

Specialized units were apparently dispatched against high-ranking monsters, but for a pack of low-threat goblins, nearby squads and platoons handled it. Sometimes even untrained villagers killed a few goblins or even orcs. Walm himself had spent a fair share of his youth in the village driving off goblins and orcs, sweating over it.

According to what the village had reported, there were more than fifty goblins. At first only a few had been sighted and the villagers had culled them, but one day a man and a woman working by the river were attacked and carried off. After that, the goblins, having gotten a taste for it, began showing up around the village, and the livestock losses grew. As their numbers increased, further damage was expected, and so the army had decided to send a force.

The squad left the village and advanced through the forest, Squad Leader Duwei at the head. The ground rose and fell slightly, but it was mostly flat. Unlike the demon territory, the powerful monsters here had been wiped out, and only low-ranking ones like these wandered in. Walm kept trudging along until the squad leader halted, and everyone stopped with him.

“Listen up. Another half hour and we’re at their nest. The tracks and game trails are getting thicker. Don’t get careless.”

Duwei was good at watching out for his men in a fight, and it was said his combat Skill surpassed even a platoon leader’s. Why a veteran like that had never been made platoon leader was simple enough. He was an optimist at heart, which, put kindly, meant he was relaxed about everything, and put badly, meant he was sloppy. His speech was rough, too. Walm figured his real strengths wouldn’t show in a post of platoon leader or above, which had a managerial side. On top of that, Duwei himself hated the tedious, time-consuming work of being a platoon leader.

The squad stepped carefully where the man ahead had stepped and slowly pushed aside branches that snagged on the swords and armor at their hips. Anywhere metal might scrape was wrapped in cloth. Walm was no exception. His cloth had come from a soldier who no longer needed clothes after the recent battle. He had balked at stripping the dead, but by now Walm had accepted that it was necessary.

As they advanced, the thick growth began to thin out. The squad was already crawling along the ground, and every eye was fixed on a single point.

Humanoid, short, no taller than a child. Prominent canines, ears more pointed than a human’s. Skin pocked and bumpy, and above all, green. There was no mistaking the goblins Walm knew so well. In their hands were crude stone spears and clubs, mixed with farm tools they had probably stolen. Experience had taught Walm that intelligent monsters became a real problem once enough of them gathered. While he hesitated over how to handle them, Duwei singled him out.

He was ordered to kill, by gesture. Walm nodded slowly and slipped out of the formation at a half-crouch, circling around to the flank of the nearest goblin. He chose each footfall, careful not to crack a twig or crunch a dry leaf. As the distance closed, his breathing grew thinner and thinner. He wet his dry lips lightly, and once he had stepped into killing range, he gripped the very end of his spear’s shaft and drove it straight through the goblin’s throat in one thrust. The goblin died on the spot without a sound. Walm used the spear to hold up the collapsing body, lowered it to the ground, and dragged it off by the legs. Squadmates left the line to help, and they hid the corpse in the shade of a tree. The squad leader gave Walm’s shoulder a light tap.

“Good work. Nice and clean.”

After that, the squad met no more goblins and made it to their destination. The goblins’ den lay a few dozen meters past the lookout. A small cliff served as their home, with shelters of branches and earth built against it and nests continuing into caves in the rock. It was hard to believe the caves had formed naturally. They were almost certainly man-made.

Keeping low, Walm slowly raised his eyes through a gap in the vegetation. He could count thirty goblins in sight. Bones lay scattered near a fire: the remains of water buffalo and goats, livestock, and of wild boars, a kind of monster. Mixed in among them were human skulls. They had to belong to the abducted villagers. Walm wasn’t surprised. It was one of the ends that awaited people taken by monsters. Kill, rape, eat: that was how they lived.

“Willart, do it.”

The squad leader gave the order to one of his men. Nothing had been discussed beforehand, but everyone, Walm included, understood what was about to happen. Willart stepped forward without a word. He was a man of few words whose hobby was shaving every hair off his body whenever he had a spare moment, but within the squad, one talent of his earned him respect.

Willart gathered magic in his hand and brought forth a 《Fireball》. As the squad’s only magic user, he was relied on for everything from combat to cooking. The 《Fireball》 slammed into the center of the nest and exploded. The blast scattered the bones and blew apart the goblins at the center. Even the ones around it were left with severe burns.
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The sudden attack left the goblins frozen in place. Squad Leader Duwei’s unit, on the other hand, understood exactly what needed to be done. For Walm, it was nothing less than fireworks kicking off a banquet. His squadmates closed the distance in one rush without a single word being said and started swinging. Walm was no exception. He drove his spear into a dazed goblin’s belly twice, then stamped its collapsing head flat under his foot.

Fight or flee? One goblin dithered, then turned its back, wide open. The spear went in through its back and came out through its belly in a clean line. It had plenty of ventilation now, but even the lowest rung of goblins was a hardy monster. A wound that would have pinned a human in place only set it crawling away on its belly. If it got out, it would grow cunning and become a real nuisance. Walm had no intention of letting that happen. He flipped the spear into a reverse grip and drove it down at the creature’s neck. After a brief convulsion, the creature stopped moving.

A shadow flickered at the edge of his vision. Walm leaped aside, just as a club-wielding goblin, carried forward by its own momentum, smashed the corpse of one of its own kind. On reflex, he swept his spear sideways at its head. The blade at the tip of his spear sliced through both eyes, and the goblin began writhing in pain on the ground.

Another goblin swung its club wildly in a last, desperate struggle. Walm stabbed it to death from beyond its reach. While he was busy, the rest of the squad had cut down about the same number each. Squad Leader Duwei used his specialty, the Skill 《Heavy Strike》, blasting three goblins away at once.

The ones caught in it were split in half at the waist. Some had their heads blown clean off. The rest of the goblins came pouring out of the cave, only to be cut down by blade and club the moment they showed themselves. By then, there wasn’t a goblin left in front of Walm.

“Reinus, Tibird, Danfan, take half the men and clean up out here. The rest of you, with me. Spears are useless in there, so we go in with swords. Willart, give us some light.”

Walm, to his dubious good fortune, was picked for the team going into the cave. Command outside was left to the three combat veterans, better known as the Three Idiots. Before entering the cave, Walm planted his spear in the ground outside, took up a longsword and a round shield, and advanced inside.

“《Torch》.”

Squad Leader Duwei strode into the depths of the cave without a moment’s hesitation. Willart, second in line behind him, cast the 《Torch》 spell, and the flame lit up the cavern. It was the goblins who were thrown off. Used to the dark, they swung their weapons unsteadily, and all that awaited them was the iron storm that was Squad Leader Duwei. In the end, all Walm did was treat the goblin hiding in a hollow to a taste of his longsword, along with another one playing dead, though that one was already half dead anyway. The cave opened up at the back into a space about the size of a classroom.

The air was so stale that Walm’s nose nearly gave out on him right then and there. There was no time to complain. Besides the goblins, there was still a leader-type left. A goblin as big as a man, a hobgoblin, proudly raised a rusty sword it must have picked up somewhere. However gallant it looked, Walm felt sorry for the monster.

Its opponent was Squad Leader Duwei, after all. The hobgoblin charged in with a slash, but it took no longer to be cut to pieces than any other goblin had. Walm stabbed the goblins lying in the pools of blood, just to be safe, and sure enough, one of them had been faking. While he searched carefully for anything else they might have missed, he spotted a shape in the back, behind the straw that seemed to serve as a bed.

It wasn’t a goblin. It was a woman. Her whole body was covered in scratches, her shoulders and back worst of all. A man had been eaten, yet she was still alive, and Walm could guess why. Goblins could breed using the bellies of other creatures.

“Are you alive? We came to help.”

Walm called out to her, but she lay crumpled and motionless. Her reply was short.

“K-kill... me.”

It took Walm a while to chew on the words she had thrown at him. He called out again and shook her shoulder, but the answer was the same. He looked around. No one spoke a word.

“P-please... kill me.”

Only Squad Leader Duwei gave a slow nod. Did she really have to be killed? His instincts and his heart fought desperately to avoid killing one of his own kind, but at the same time, his reason was working just as hard. He couldn’t help noticing her limbs, ruined from being used as a goblin’s breeding sack.

She wouldn’t heal on her own, and ordinary healing magic couldn’t fix this. The wounds carved into her body would never close, in flesh or in spirit. Could she go back to her village and live a normal life? He wished someone else would do it in his place, but either way, someone had to. If Walm didn’t, someone else in the squad would have to carry the burden instead.

Resolved, Walm set the tip of his sword against her heart, between her ribs. She murmured something softly. The blade slid through the gap in her ribs and reached her heart in one thrust. He stared at her, now completely still.

Ironically, her face stayed peaceful. It was the first time he had killed a civilian woman. And to be thanked for it at the moment of her death... Walm looked down at his bloodied sword, then at her, gone now. At some point, Squad Leader Duwei had come to stand beside him.

“Here. You’re in the way just standing there. Go outside, drink, and rest.”

He was holding out a flask of expensive distilled liquor.

“Took it off those Liberitoa bastards. Doesn’t suit me.”

It didn’t sound like something Squad Leader Duwei would say, a man who drank any liquor like water. Walm staggered outside and sat with his back against the roots of a big tree. Even the crude, battle-loving Three Idiots seemed to sense that something was wrong, as they said nothing to him.

He unfastened the chin strap, pulled off his helmet, and let it roll on the ground. The aventail jingled as if in protest. He didn’t care.

The open air felt good on his bare scalp. He rubbed his head, itchy from the sweat, then opened the flask in his hand and knocked it back. The alcohol burned out through his nose, and his throat and stomach flared hot all at once. A faint sweetness lingered before the taste faded. They had set out before dawn, so it was still early morning. In contrast to his heart, muddied once again, the patch of sky cut out by the trees was a clear blue without a single cloud. He spat a curse and drank again.

* * *

Six days after the goblin extermination at the village, the squad reached the annexed lands of the former Kanoa Kingdom. The villages there bore almost no scars from the war five years earlier. Pressing on to the northwest, they arrived at Sarria, a city bordering Myard territory. A fortress of the Highserk Empire had been built onto the city, which was walled on one half and ringed by river and moat on the other.

Connected to Highserk territory by a tributary, Sarria was perfectly placed as a supply depot and troop staging ground against Myard, and at least one full battalion was always stationed there. For this invasion, battalions had been drawn from every front. Nine battalions, eighteen thousand men, were gathering for the annexation of Myard. Of all the cities of the former Kanoa Kingdom, Sarria had been the last to surrender, and even after five years, the walls and stone bridges still showed the marks of magic and catapulted stones.

Walm passed through the gate and into the city. Shops and houses crowded the main avenue shoulder to shoulder. Most of the goods at the stalls cost more than they did in the Highserk heartland, and food in particular was something Walm, back in his farming days, could never have afforded. Even being generous, the townspeople were thin. Not one of them was well fed, and none even had an average build. The exceptions were the friendly Highserk soldiers. He reached Sarria Fortress and waited on the drill ground, where some unexpected words greeted him.

“Not every unit’s made it here on schedule. Cheer up, you’ve got free time today.”

“Yeah! Freedom’s the best!”

“Drinks first? Or women?”

“Why not both?”

The Three Idiots, Reinus, Tibird, and Danfan, vanished into the back alleys like a gust of wind. Squad Leader Duwei pressed a hand to his temple and grumbled.

“Hey, I’m not done talking! Damn it. Well, those three’ll be fine on their own.”

Loyal to their own desires. Considering how little time they had, maybe they were the ones who had it right. This was a country that fought one clash after another, big and small, with several nations at once. The word “peacetime” had been forgotten inside Walm for a long time. Since his conscription, he had been passed from battlefield to battlefield, fighting life-or-death battles, and spent whatever time was left between them on drills and marching. That an army like that would hand out free time was hard to believe. He couldn’t help suspecting it was some new kind of training.

“F-free time, sir?”

Humans fear what they can’t understand. Walm asked hesitantly, and the squad leader answered with a look like he had found something strange.

“Yeah. You don’t like free time?”

“N-no, it’s not that, but...”

“Right? Do whatever you want, like those three. Booze, tobacco, women, anything. A big fight’s coming, so live with no regrets. Just be on time for assembly, no excuses. Be in formation by sunrise. Anyone late gets the whip.”

The squad leader clapped his hands as if to dismiss them, and the rest of the soldiers scattered into the city like baby spiders. That left the squad leader, Jose, and Walm.

“So, Walm, what are you going to do?”

“Uh, um... what should I do?”

Jose’s question left Walm lost. After so long without free time, he had no idea what to do with it. Before conscription, he had never even left his village. Even in his farming days, aside from working the soil, he had gathered wild vegetables in the forest and hunted monsters. The chance to do something freely had been gone for a long time. Told suddenly to do as he pleased, Walm was just confused.

“You really don’t want anything, do you?”

“I’m going drinking with Squad Leader Duwei. He’s been here once before, so we’ve got a tavern locked in. And it has rooms. Want to come, Walm?”

A lifeline like that was worth grabbing. Without thinking it over, Walm followed the two of them. They left the main avenue and turned into the back alleys, passing all sorts of people: soldiers asking locals for directions to the places they wanted, beggars. In one corner of the alley stood a woman.

“How about tonight?”

She was a girl in her teens, thin as a rail. A body that should have had a woman’s soft curves showed nothing but bone under taut skin. She was calling out to every soldier who passed. No one took her up on it, and she came over to Walm as well.

“How about tonight?”

“No, I don’t need that.”

The other two weren’t interested either. Turned down by every soldier there, Walm included, she bit her lip and dropped her eyes to the ground.

“Here. Get something to eat.”

He knew it was a hypocritical gesture that fixed nothing at the root, but he handed her a few copper coins anyway. The shadow over her face lifted a little, and she gave Walm a faint smile and thanked him. The money had been taken from corpses anyway. Better for the coins to vanish into her stomach than into some soldier’s liquor and tobacco. She showed no outward sign of joy and slipped away down another alley.

“Walm, don’t go overboard feeding strays.”

“Hey, feeding strays? Come on.”

It was Jose, behind him, who had spoken up. Walm frowned at the crude phrasing.

“She was smart about it, so it’s fine. If she’d looked happy about it, you’d have been surrounded by beggars.”

He looked around and saw war-wounded men missing arms and legs, and child beggars. Walm couldn’t give to all of them the same way.

“...You’re right. I’ll be more careful next time.”

Satisfied with the answer, Jose nodded.

“I’m not saying it’s pointless. But if you want to help, you could always pay her for a night. Easier on both of you. Though I wouldn’t want to do it in an alley, or in front of other people.”

Walm followed Jose’s gaze and saw soldiers from other squads disappearing into the alleys. Listening closely, he could hear sweet voices leaking out of the darkness and the gaps between houses. Maybe it was his imagination, but the Three Idiots’ goofy voices seemed to be mixed in too.

“Those aren’t real prostitutes,” Duwei said. “The brothel district’s far from here. With all these soldiers gathered for the war, amateurs are playing at being prostitutes for living expenses. If they get caught, it’s trouble.”

The brothel district ran on a tangle of vested interests. In any world, plenty of people would take extreme measures to protect their profits. The squad leader kept walking down the alley, ignoring the touts. Given his fearsome looks, it was always Walm who got called out to.

“Still, after all the killing you do on the battlefield, you’re weirdly soft, Walm. You’re not a priest or some knight who cares about chivalry. Charity’s pointless. We’re just soldiers, no matter how far we go.”

Jose was a conscript like Walm, but a rare one: the fourth son of a merchant. He could have lived as another merchant’s employee, but by his own account, earning a fortune on the battlefield was the surest way for a merchant to get a cart or a shop of his own. Jose had adapted to surviving on the battlefield and made his peace with it. Walm, on the other hand, couldn’t shake the sensibilities of his previous life, nor could he throw them away. He listened without agreeing or disagreeing, and the squad leader muttered wistfully.

“Kanoa used to be fertile land, you know. The war turned it into this.”

“Oh, it wasn’t always like this?”

Jose, apparently curious, asked the squad leader.

“Five years ago, Kanoa started picking fights along the border while the Highserk Empire kept building up its strength. We won, somehow, and when we took our first village, we were stunned. They were feeding the beans we live on to their livestock.”

With that, the squad leader pulled a small pouch out of his pack. Inside were the beans Walm had eaten again and again on the march, which also did well as a stew ingredient.

“And now look at it. The great lord of old Kanoa, Grand Duke Myard, abandoned the kingdom and switched sides to its neighbor Ferrius. Then the army Ferrius sent from home, plus his own domain troops, who ran wild, drove off livestock from the other Kanoa territories, cut down the rice paddies while the crops were still green, and burned the fields. Because of that, the Empire ran short on provisions too, and the invasion got put off until now.”

“Ugh, that’s disgusting. Brutal.”

Jose shook his head, thoroughly fed up. Scorched earth was effective against an army that relied on enemy land for food. Magic bags and horses and magical beasts stronger than the ones in Walm’s old world had improved logistics, but not enough to support the whole Highserk Empire.

“So we set aside the invasion of Myard for the time being, gave the locals just enough food aid to keep them from starving, and pulled old Kanoa back from the brink. Their grudge against Myard and Ferrius runs deeper than anything they hold against the Empire. Anyone would be angry if an ally stabbed them in the back.”

“I heard a battalion from the former Kanoa Kingdom is joining this campaign too, so I was worried, but if that’s how it is, it won’t be a problem.”

They kept up the small talk after that, and Walm learned more about old Kanoa along the way until they reached the tavern. It was a two-story building, tavern on the ground floor and rooms upstairs. The outer walls were stained with soot from the kitchen, and the front door was covered in fine scratches from years of rough knocking. When they pushed it open, a brass bell announced them with a muted ring.

At a table by the counter sat five Highserk soldiers from their own army. Farther in were men in neatly arranged jewelry and well-tailored clothes, probably regular patrons. Judging by their dress, Walm took them for city merchants. At Squad Leader Duwei’s invitation, the three of them sat at a table well away from both groups.

“Today’s on me. First time in a long while that two rookies besides Walm have made it through.”

A grin slipped out of Squad Leader Duwei. Barito, whose red hair stuck up like a rooster’s comb, and Noor, curious to a dangerous degree, were from the same village, and they had been a worry for the whole squad. That they had gotten through their first battle in one piece was no small thing. It was no wonder that even the usually strict squad leader was openly delighted.

Walm matched Jose, who was whistling cheerfully at the unexpected treat, with a wide grin of his own. When the squad leader raised a hand and looked over, the tavern keeper came out from behind the counter to take their order.

“Three ales and a bottle of wine. What can you get out fast?”

The tavern keeper paused to think, then answered.

“Hard bread, and a soup of water buffalo, onion, and beans that’ll be ready as soon as it’s heated. We’ve also got catfish, enough for all of you.”

“Bring both, enough for everyone. Fry the catfish.”

The tavern keeper nodded and disappeared into the kitchen. The other customers must have been served already, because the soup and bread arrived with the ale sooner than Walm had expected.

“To the Liberitoa border war, and may the luck of war follow us to Myard too.”

The squad leader raised his mug. Walm held nothing back and slammed his against it. After a bright clunk, he drained it in one go. It was practically a custom, but for soldiers who made war their trade, a toast had to be big enough to slosh the drink over the rim. A soldier who toasted politely couldn’t be counted on. That was what Walm had been taught. The attentive tavern keeper checked if they wanted more, and ale filled their mugs again.
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Walm tore his bread into bite-sized pieces, dunked them in the soup, and popped them into his mouth. The savory richness that had seeped out of the water buffalo meat spread across his tongue, along with the depth of the onions and beans. He speared the chunks sunk in the soup with his fork and took a bite. Even the tough buffalo meat had stewed down until it was tender. The beans had cooked just enough to break apart at a light bite, a nice accent.

“I figured I was sick of bean soup after the march, but the right ingredients and a good cook make all the difference.”

Walm let slip a word of admiration for such a civilized meal. Jose nodded along.

“Yeah, most of what we got on the road was half-raw.”

Squad Leader Duwei reproved him.

“That’s enough. Warm food beats the alternative. If Willart, our cook-fire, gets sulky, you’ll be eating cold meals. Literally.”

The mage-soldier Willart’s fire magic was a lifeline for the squad’s meals, too. If he went on strike or started slacking, Walm’s already miserable diet would collapse completely. Walm and Jose answered with a shrug and went back to savoring their soup.

By the time they finished the soup, fried catfish had arrived at the table. It had been filleted and cut into portions, but with one whole fish per person, it looked plenty filling, and Walm reached for it. He speared a piece with his fork and sent it into his mouth. The satisfying crunch of the batter came first, then the catfish’s flavor spread across his tongue. The white flesh was mild, so even with the coating it wasn’t heavy, and he felt he could keep eating it forever.

“Fried fish is the best.”

Living on nothing but grilled or boiled food was rough on Walm, who had grown up amid the rich food culture of his old world. And here he was tasting this without having to think about night raids or dawn attacks.

“The last time we had it was before we shipped out to Liberitoa, wasn’t it? That was river fish too, but catfish tastes better.”

The squad leader, in a fine mood, downed his ale in one go and started in on the wine.

“Come on, eat and drink.”

Urged on, Walm finished off the ale he had left, and wine was poured into his empty mug. It was sharply sour, but it was just right for cutting the grease of the fry. The sun hadn’t even set yet, but nobody was going to stop the drinking. Forgetting everything else, they went on smacking their lips over the food and drink in front of them.

* * *

“Lord Youth, it appears the Highserk Imperial Army gathered at the city of Sarria has begun to move.”

“Ah. So they’ve moved.”

Grand Duke Youth Myard, called out to by one of his retainers, gave a slow nod. People were rushing in and out of the room, and pieces were being laid out one after another on the map spread before him. Youth had already used a magic tool to request reinforcements from Ferrius, their suzerain. He had also sent fast riders to the villages and cities in the provinces and begun gathering militia.

“As for the Kingdom of Ferrius, it seems Lord Winston will lead the troops himself.”

“They mean business, then. Ferrius too.”

Winston Ferrius was the Ferrius king’s own younger brother, a man with real combat experience who enjoyed the king’s deep trust. And Winston would be serving as commander. Ferrius had no intention of letting go of Myard.

What’s more, Youth was certain they meant to settle things once and for all with the pesky Highserk army. When he looked out the window, a fast rider was just passing through the gate, his horse whinnying.

“Five years since the last war. It felt long, but it’s turned out to be shorter than I thought.”

Youth had carried out a scorched-earth strategy in the face of stubborn opposition and broken away from the former Kingdom of Kanoa. People said he had sold his heart to monsters, or lost his mind. Keeping his distance from the compatriots he had written off as beyond saving, he had reinforced the border fortresses and trained soldiers. Ferrius, now their suzerain, had subjected him to humiliating treatment more times than he could count.

All of it had been for this moment. Even so, Youth understood that at the border the best they could manage was to buy time. The Highserk Empire, which had survived the crucible of war, was a state built for fighting, and even its farmers were often battle-hardened. Youth, who had been directly involved, was one of those who had badly misjudged it. The mainstream faction had looked down on it as a country worn down to nothing by one war after another.

The reality was a starving wolf: its body gaunt, but its fangs and claws honed sharp. He had paid for that mistake, quite literally, in pain. That was exactly why Youth had wielded his authority and spent five years preparing.

“Shouldn’t we move the unit at Lake Celta?”

The retainer pointed at a piece sitting on the lake on the map. Celta was a giant lake where Myard shared borders with all three neighboring countries other than Highserk, and its navy was well established. In numbers alone it was nearly seven hundred men, but putting sailors on land would only throw away veterans for nothing, and Youth had no intention of moving them.

“Sailors can’t do even half as much in a land battle. No need to move them.”

Besides, that giant lake needed to be guarded. It connected to Craist and Liberitoa, and above all, that thing was in it. The first time Youth saw it, he had been mortified to find his knees nearly giving out. At the mention of Celta, one of the reports he had pushed to the back of his mind came back to him.

“If I remember right, the Kingdom of Craist asked Celta’s navy for help with that thing.”

“Yes. They apparently need pilots. They picked a terrible time to ask.”

An ordinary navy couldn’t even outrun that thing. Youth understood why the Kingdom of Craist would ask for help from Myard, which had the largest navy on the great lake. With the international situation what it was, there was no harm in putting them in our debt. That was what Youth decided.

“Help them, within reason.”

Youth switched gears and listened to the reports pouring in. No matter how optimistically he looked at it, there was little hope of stopping them at the border. If he sent troops out now, they would likely be picked off one unit at a time before the forces from the various regions could assemble, and Ferrius’s reinforcements wouldn’t arrive in time.

That left only a few places where the decisive battle could be fought. Weighing supply lines and the burden on the troops, Youth glared at the ground best suited to defense on the map. It was the Relef Plain, the plain that lay before the capital, Aidenberg. He pointed at the two highest hills on it.

“Prepare the venue. We’re going to throw a grand ball for the Devil of Highserk and his lackeys.”




Chapter 2The Myard Invasion

The assembled Highserk Imperial Army couldn’t fit inside the fortress’s drill ground. It had spilled out onto the vacant lots and main roads nearby. The Liguria Battalion, the parent unit of Walm’s Duwei Squad, had arrived early, and as a battalion rich in combat experience against the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, it had been given the honor of standing in the drill ground to receive a few words from the commander of the Myard Area Army.

To an outsider it probably looked like a glorious posting, but Walm had resigned himself to the fact that it was basically a principal’s speech. The Three Idiots had apparently made a lavish night of it, and their faces were green from lack of sleep and too much drink. No wonder. Between the direct sun and the heat bouncing up off the ground, their armor was being roasted, and it was only a matter of time before the men inside cried uncle.

On a real battlefield Walm might have let a curse or two slip, but this was a ceremony before the Myard campaign. A modest one, sure, but it was still a ceremony. It wasn’t hard to imagine what would happen to anyone who stepped out of line. The soldiers, lined up in full kit, kept their eyes fixed on the podium where the commander would appear.

The attention would have made an idol go pale. The stage dressing was weapons that had drunk deep of blood and nine battalions tempered in the jaws of death: eighteen thousand soldiers in all. Then, up on a podium set on high ground, a single man, the star of the show, stepped forward.

Even from a distance, the white hair, weathered by long years, stood out. His build was average, yet he gave off a strange, overwhelming pressure that left no room for argument. His eyes held the unshakable confidence and intelligence that only experience could give. The moment the star appeared, every sound died. The man slowly opened his mouth and began to speak.

“Thank you all for gathering. I am Gerald Berger, commander of the Myard Area Army.”

He was the War God of the Highserk Empire, a man who had fought in, and won, every major war for thirty years, since the days when Highserk was a small state. Neighboring countries called him the Demon of Highserk. The Aleinard Forest Alliance, the Galmud Archipelago States, and the Meilis Republic, the three immovable great powers, looked down on the wars that had dragged on around Highserk as petty scuffles between weaklings. Even so, it was said that not one of them would dare make light of Gerald Berger.

“Veterans who have won every skirmish against Myard. Hard cases who taught the Liberitoan moneybags how to fight. Strong men who beat monsters to death every day in the demon territory. All of you are gathered here in the city of Sarria. You are the symbol of our empire’s martial might.”

He was using a magic tool, but his voice carried beyond the drill ground, out to the surrounding streets and vacant lots. It wasn’t only the Highserk army listening. The citizens of Sarria leaned out of their windows or stood in the main road, hanging on every word.

“As you all know, five years ago the old Kanoa Kingdom fell for the honeyed words of the Kingdom of Ferrius and went to war with us. Has the war ended? Has life gone back to what it was before?”

Gerald let two breaths pass, then continued.

“No. It has not. Because the traitor Grand Duke Myard and the Kingdom of Ferrius betrayed the old Kanoa Kingdom. What they did, I need not say. You who make up the battalions from Sarria know it well enough. But today I will say it anyway. When the tide turned against them, they abandoned more than half their own countrymen. They burned the fields that feed the people and carried off every scrap of food and every head of livestock.”

The textbook scorched-earth tactic, repeated throughout history, had been used in the old Kanoa Kingdom too. They had burned not only military facilities but homes, fields, and forests, stripped the land of food, and fallen back, the Myard troops and the Ferrius army together, to a defensive line chosen in advance. Highserk had victory almost in hand, but hauling supplies deep into enemy territory was difficult, and it had no choice but to forage locally.

Inside Highserk, they had built what could be called a rear supply line, a chain of river routes and warehouses with depots along it. But in enemy territory, the linchpins of logistics, magic bags and wagons, were in short supply, and any further advance became impossible. Ferrius and Myard had meant to draw in a Highserk that had failed to forage and throw it back. Instead, the rear communication lines Highserk had prepared carried enough supplies to keep the army from collapsing. On top of that, Highserk had fed the people of occupied eastern Kanoa, enough that they went hungry but did not starve, and had spent five years rebuilding the occupied land.

Neither the Kingdom of Ferrius nor Grand Duke Myard had simply stood by. They had sent armies several times to retake their territory, but the carrying capacity of Highserk’s supply routes exceeded their expectations, and Highserk held and beat them. Their attempts to provoke defections among officers and men, and uprisings in the cities, failed too, because the people wouldn’t back them.

“With the elite of Sarria, we will put an end to this five-year war. Do not be afraid. Trample the enemy. Everything you want lies in Myard territory. Show Myard and Ferrius whom they picked a fight with. Death to them!”

“Death to them!”

When Gerald Berger struck the podium, the drill ground exploded. The soldiers shouted, stamped the ground, and raised their spears. Some clashed sword against shield. Walm read the mood and joined in. There were probably others like him who were only going along, but plenty of them meant it from the bottom of their hearts, and more than half looked caught up in the heat.

The speech had pushed morale to its peak. The old commander was masterful at stirring a crowd, a true prodigy born of a military state and the struggles of war. It felt as though the whole city were shaking with the fervor of the people. The claims of militarist Highserk had an overbearing side, and for all the defensive wars, it could fairly be called aggressive.

Walm didn’t think all of it was right, but if Myard and Ferrius were dealt with, this war that dragged on like an endless hell might finally end. Even knowing he was being played, he felt that hope starting to sprout. All through the unit, still carrying the afterglow of the speech, the march began. Bloodthirsty soldiers and excited warhorses started to move like a single body. The curtain was about to rise on the Myard campaign.

* * *

The Highserk army marched out of Sarria and split into three large forces. The border fortresses, the key points, couldn’t each have a huge army pinned to them at once, and all three routes leading into Myard territory were targets. Walm’s unit was assigned one of the fortresses blocking the main road. Myard apparently intended to wait for reinforcements from Ferrius itself.

Another detachment was tasked with taking the outlying castles one by one and thinning out the Myard troops before the Ferrius reinforcements arrived. The fortress rising before Walm’s unit was a mountain castle guarding the border. A gate and walls sealed the pass, and strongpoints had been built on the hills to either side. According to the scouts’ advance reports, three thousand soldiers held it.

From the camp, set up beyond the range of bows and magic, you could see how massive the wall was. Perhaps three meters high and six or seven wide. Sieges came down to two kinds, short and long, and Walm judged that this one would be short: a forced assault leaning on sheer numbers. The Sarria Battalion had the gate. Walm’s Duwei Squad, and the Liguria Battalion above it, had the left wall.

“Walm, Jose, you two take mantlets. I’m giving you the new replacements, Noor and Barito. Use them well. Willart, hit the guys on the wall with fire magic. Everyone else, same as usual.”

What Squad Leader Duwei had just slapped hard was a mantlet big enough to hide two soldiers. Walm had relied on them in fortress assaults before. In a world where individual firepower varied wildly with magic and Skills, they were essential gear for closing in. Like ammunition, mana was finite. Dig in, make them waste shots from far off: it was an effective tactic.

Identical ones were being unloaded from the wagon beds, along with bundles of bamboo lashed together. Walm lifted one to test it, and the weight dragged at both hands. Heavier than he had expected. When he peered down into the bamboo, he saw the trick: the joints had been hollowed out and packed with earth.

Bamboo bundles had been widely used in the Warring States period of Walm’s old world, too. They had stopped even matchlock balls that could punch through armor.

“All right, form up.”

At Jose’s call, the recruits hurried over. Walm was used to working with Jose, but a foursome with recruits was new. They weren’t trembling, but both the boy and the girl were pale. Barito, with his cockscomb of red hair, looked about to throw up. The girl, Noor, was stiff, but she was managing to keep her expression under control. Jose grinned and suddenly grabbed Barito by the crotch.

“Eek! W-what are you doing!?”

Barito protested, but Jose didn’t look remotely sorry. Walm smiled wryly, exasperated.

“Yep. It’s shrunk.”

Apparently he had been checking the condition of Barito’s little soldier to see whether he was dangerously tense. Then Jose turned toward Noor.

“N-no, I’m fine, thank you! Besides, I don’t have one.”

Turned down, Jose looked a little lonely. If he had actually touched her, it would’ve been flat-out sexual harassment. Even Walm would stop that kind of barbarism.

“Me too, this is my first proper siege. But we’ve prepared carefully this time. And we’re going to the front, but as laborers, basically. The squad leader’s orders from above are to fill in the dry moat and bring down the height of the wall. It’s not straight into melee, so relax.”

The two recruits looked at each other. Some color came back to their faces. The plan was to fill the moat, bank earth up against the wall, and use that together with ladders to take the mountain castle in one rush. Done by hand, it would take forever, but unlike the world Walm had lived in before, this one had the handy thing called magic, so sieges went fast.

“And if the enemy shows up, Walm will cut them down. He looks like he came from some village, but he’s a melee pro who’s killed dozens without breaking a sweat. All the gear he’s wearing came off men he killed.”

Jose clapped Walm on the shoulder, pleased with himself. When Walm looked over, the two recruits’ faces twitched and they edged away. They looked as if they had just learned that the harmless neighbor they had trusted was a serial killer.

“Don’t make me sound like a combat junkie. It couldn’t be helped. We conscripts never got decent gear. Besides, none of the previous owners complained.”

Ironically, since being thrown into the war he had been better dressed and had more money. Walm could see why the third and fourth sons of poor farming villages all wanted to go to the front, dreaming of striking it rich in one go. Reality wasn’t that kind, though.

They started out full of swagger, but once the fighting began, plenty of them spilled their guts calling for their mothers, or failed to stab the enemy and got stabbed instead. Having lived a civilized life in his previous existence and studied human rights, Walm found it deeply ironic, for better or worse, that he had gone through that rite of passage and adapted.

“Finished with your ladylike social hour? Time to go. Move out.”

Before Squad Leader Duwei finished speaking, a brisk trumpet rang out.

“There’s the start. Put your backs into it.”

After the trumpet, drums sounded from the rear, the signal to advance. Walm lifted the mantlet in both hands and moved out. Behind him came soldiers carrying straw sacks, the kind normally used for millet or salt. Every one of them was full of earth.

The heavily reinforced mantlet was terribly heavy and his whole body rebelled, but he couldn’t let go. Walm knew from experience that it would prove its worth within two hundred meters. The first volley was arrows, fired in high arcs for range. They landed scattered, depending on each archer’s strength and Skills, but grew more accurate as the distance closed.

“Ugh-”

An arrow trailing a faint glow, clearly a cut above the rest, came in dead straight. A soldier from the neighboring squad grunted and went down.

“Don’t expose your vitals! Watch out, they’ve got a 《Strong Bow》 user!”

The veteran squad leader shouted. It was a Skill that came from innate talent or from the far end of long training. Learning that the enemy had people like Squad Leader Duwei, with power beyond human limits to rival magic, Walm reluctantly steeled himself.

Arrowheads bit into shoulders and upper arms, and soldiers swore. Still mild. From his battle experience, Walm figured this was only the cheerful archers’ welcome party, and the real thing, with the other branches joining in, was yet to come. He gritted his teeth. Sure enough, within minutes, spells, mana made manifest, began pouring in one after another. 《Fireball》s, 《Ice Spear》s, 《Earth Shell》s, all sorts.

“Incoming!”

A few seconds after Jose’s warning, a 《Water Ball》 slammed into the mantlet. The impact ran through the hands bracing it. Noor, the recruit, nearly dropped hers, and Walm barked at her.

“Even if your arms get torn off, don’t drop that shield! It beats dying.”

Cold water splashed everywhere and rinsed the sweat out of his steaming armor. It felt great, actually.

“Considerate of them. They’re giving us a splash party as a welcome gift.”

Walm’s bravado went over fairly well. The Three Idiots and the soldiers around them let out laughter through clenched teeth. The recruits, Noor and Barito, even smiled faintly. The mantlet never stopped clanging. Arrows and stones, of course, but also spells, and they even threw excrement. What filthy bastards, Walm thought indignantly.

They were closing to a distance where enemy faces were visible. The Highserk soldiers weren’t about to just sit there and take it. They fired arrows and spells back through gaps in their shields. When a soldier swallowed by a 《Fireball》 went tumbling off the top of the wall, Walm cheered.

“Nice one, Willart!”

Willart, the magic user who had thrown the 《Fireball》, answered Walm’s praise with a faint smile instead of words. To take out a strong firing position, probably, the enemy’s attacks converged on Willart’s area.

“You’ll pay for that.”

The squad leader, furious, hurled a fist-sized stone that sank into an archer’s face and knocked him cold.

“Stay right there, you idiots! I’ll yank out all your guts and stuff you full of filth!”

Squad Leader Duwei’s roar had a tremendous effect. As if he had killed their parents, the enemy’s firepower converged on him.

“Now! Fill it in, quick!”

Unfazed by the barrage, the squad leader gave the order. He was usually crude and all muscle, but when it came to war, his head worked. Earth magic filled the dry moat and buried the wall halfway. Walm anchored his mantlet to the ground and took the sacks bucket-brigade style, tipping them into the moat. Another squad had an earth user and was scooping soil from the foot of the wall to fill the moat.

The enemy was desperate not to have their defenses broken. A 《Fireball》 flew through a gap in the mantlets and swallowed the soldier two places down. The blast scattered flesh and blood, and a man wrapped in flames rolled on the ground. His comrades smothered him with dirt, but arrows and stones converged on the hole in the defense. “Be the first to do what others hate.” It was one of the truths of the battlefield, and Walm remembered a teacher in his old world saying it to him all the time.

Through a gap in the shield, he spotted a thrower. Noor, working caked in dirt and sweat, was probably the target. The rock came flying straight at her, aimed dead true.

“Huh-ah!?”

He grabbed her by the scruff and yanked her back. The rock sailed through where her head had been a moment before.

“Th-thank you!”

Noor, eyes wide, thanked him. Walm answered only briefly and warned her.

“Don’t mention it. And quit staring at your feet. The enemy’s above you.”

Noor nodded over and over. Somehow it had become natural for Walm to take Noor while Jose, his usual partner, looked after Barito. With Jose handling everything so smoothly, Barito was in safe hands. Walm made sure not to get his first junior killed.

The work went on without end. Two hours after the battle began, the moat was filled and the wall was a third buried. The squad was exhausted. Only Squad Leader Duwei looked lively. Walm couldn’t help wondering whether he had some other Skill besides.

“Here they come. The storming party.”

The squad leader muttered. When Walm looked toward the edge of his vision, a fresh battalion was closing in from the rear. Unlike the others, it had been held back.

“The Sarria infantry battalion, right?”

Jose squinted and identified the unit.

“Sending a storming party against their own former countrymen. Commander Berger has a nasty streak.”

The soldiers around them agreed.

“The wall isn’t filled in yet. Are they going in by ladder?”

Noor asked. Before Walm could answer, the answer was demonstrated. A group sheathed head to toe in armor dove at the foot of the wall.

“They’re right underneath it!”

The soldiers on the wall walkway shouted warnings, but it was already too late. The group’s earth magic piled soil up to the height of the wall, and the Sarria infantry battalion poured in, using it as a foothold.

On top of that, the neighboring section of wall caved in for dozens of meters from the aftershock of the cavity the earth magic had hollowed out underneath. A textbook sapping assault with earth magic. Walm grunted inwardly. Their efficiency deserved praise.

“Bring the hammer down on the traitors! The squad that strikes first gets a reward from Commander Berger!”

As if answering the Sarria battalion commander’s voice, the battalion attacked like demons. The squad that struck first skewered the guards on the walkway with spears and hurled them off the wall. The defenders didn’t go down for nothing. More than half of the first squad over the top was cut down, but the stream behind them never stopped. A messenger came running up to Walm’s group, still hard at work.

“Order from the Liguria battalion commander! Don’t fall behind the Sarria Battalion. All-out assault. Break through the wall!”

Walm agreed. With the defenders rushing to one spot, now was the chance.

“All units, go!”

When the Liguria battalion commander’s voice thundered across the battlefield, the signal for a simultaneous charge went out. They snatched up the ladders they had hidden behind the troops and ran for the wall together. The enemy began to counterattack, burning mana without a thought for exhaustion, but their fire was thin.

“Noor, stay behind me!”

Walm swung the round shield from his back around and charged. With a high ring, a shock ran through the shield. Arrows, and stones too. Something hard struck his shin guard and bounced off. He couldn’t tell what it was. Soldiers climbed the ladders that had been set against the wall, only to be thrown back by spears thrust from the walkway. Other ladders were shoved off the wall, and men halfway up came tumbling down.

He picked out an intact ladder and climbed. The soldier ahead of him, one foot on the ladder, took an arrow in the side from the flank and fell to the ground, writhing. The enemy archer tried to nock an arrow for his next victim, Walm, but an 《Ice Spear》 drove into his face and he thrashed on the walkway.

“Willart!”

He knew who his backup was. Grateful to his silent, hairless comrade, Walm climbed the ladder using only his legs. Maybe they were distracted by the spells landing, because no one nearby interfered, and he stepped down onto the walkway. In the same instant, he drove his longsword into the neck of the soldier in front of him. The man froze, stunned, but the hole in his throat was fatal.

The soldiers nearby hadn’t reacted yet. Walm swept the longsword sideways and took off a head, helmet and all. The blade was cutting better than ever, and he felt exhilarated. Having dropped two without so much as chipping the edge, he finally faced a soldier who had noticed the intruder.

“They’re climbing up!”

The soldier warned his comrades and cut at Walm. Guys like this usually had tricks. Walm knocked the first strike aside with the longsword, but the man followed with sword thrusts. On the fourth, as the enemy stepped in, Walm closed the distance too. He knocked the thrust away with the round shield and slammed the shield into the man’s wrist. The man kept hold of his sword, which was impressive, but Walm’s right arm, hidden behind the shield, had already finished its move.

The longsword, driven up from a low guard at point-blank range, went in through the eyeball, smashed the skull, and spilled brains. Walm looked away and searched for his next enemy. Several allies were coming up the ladder. One of them, of all people, was Noor. She had started a desperate swordfight with a soldier who had rushed over, but with her inexperience and a gap in her armor exploited, one arm was bleeding.

“Senior!”

Noor’s voice, on the verge of tears, reached Walm’s ears. She had drawn a bad opponent. A soldier in full plate with no gaps, no, it was a knight. He had already put two Highserk soldiers down on the walkway, and in a few seconds Noor would join them.
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“Can’t handle anything but rookies, can you, small fry?”

Walm spun around and hurled the round shield at the knight. The knight blocked it with his halberd and squared up to him.

“Dirty tricks, Highserk savage! You will not set foot on Myard soil!”

The knight surged in all at once, shield thrust forward. It was a cramped walkway, and giving up his round shield to save Noor, necessary as it had been, hurt now. Biting down, Walm steeled himself, took the shield strike on his gauntlet and shoulder without flinching, and dug in.

The impact was bigger than he had figured, and his face twisted before he could stop it. His left arm throbbed, but it still moved. The halberd came in from the side. He deflected it with the longsword and knocked it back, and a high screech of metal on metal rang out.

He had turned one blow, but there was no time to rest. The knight’s attacks were linked. Without a pause, the round shield came at Walm again.

Walm swapped his pivot foot, shifted his weight left, dodged the shield and circled in. The knight followed, bringing the halberd down. Walm had no shield, but gripping the longsword in both hands gave him the edge in force.

He pressed the halberd away and landed a blow as he pulled back, but it only left a fresh scratch on the shoulder plate. The enemy defenders who had rallied were piling onto the Highserk soldiers, Noor among them.

Where’s the squad leader? Walm caught himself searching. As it turned out, Duwei had stood out so much at the start that every time he tried for a ladder, he was getting singled out and blocked. A tough customer like this knight was normally the squad leader’s dance partner. Walm cursed his luck, but he couldn’t abandon a junior.

Scratches piled up on the enemy’s armor, but Walm’s gear was getting cut up too. The knight’s joints were better protected than his, so he was at a disadvantage whatever he did. As they passed, he landed a blow to the torso, but the plate armor kept it from hurting the man underneath.

The halberd grazed his cheek and blood welled up. If it had caught an eyelid or his forehead, the blood would have blinded him, and that would have been the end. His lips went terribly dry. He forgot to blink as he tried to predict the enemy’s moves. Another scratch on his armor. The halberd hooked and tore away part of his shoulder plate.

“Futile, you grunt!”

The knight shouted, but the cuts to his torso were deeper than before. Something was different from usual. Walm was on the back foot, cornered, and yet his bleeding arm swung the sword lightly. Something, something was about to click. A feeling of everything useless being scraped away, of everything running smoothly. The longsword he swept on the pull back struck the knight’s greave. A piece of the plating was cut. The knight seemed to sense it too, and roared at Walm as if to vent his fury.

“Just die already!”

The clash, middle guard against high, was even. Using the recoil, he sprang back, and the distance between them opened. He had had the longsword in a high guard, but it wasn’t enough somehow. Walm moved into a stance he had never used in battle or in training. His arms rose and came to rest overhead. The topmost guard: wide open, unsuited to a melee.

“Don’t mock me. You think a bluff like that works on me?”

True to the textbook, the knight drove in with his shield out front. The chaos of the melee was in Walm’s field of view, but he looked at what needed looking at and stepped in at exactly the right distance. It felt different from all the days he had swung a sword since being sent to the front, yet the arc was a familiar one, and he followed it.

The sword gave off a faint glow, and he could feel mana flowing from his gripping hand into the blade. If he missed this one, the counter would be fatal. The risk didn’t even register. He just wanted to give himself over to this feeling. It may have been the first time on a battlefield he had smiled from the heart. The blow cut through the round shield and sheared on from shoulder to chest. Time stopped. Or rather, it seemed to flow slowly. The knight dropped his halberd and muttered in a shaking voice.

“Sk-Skill... 《Heavy Strike》? Why... a grunt... why can he... why can’t I u-”

He never finished. He fell into the pool of blood on the walkway.

“N-no, the captain!?”

“Lord Elmer has fallen!”

He must have been the knight in charge of the surrounding walkway sections, because the soldiers around him were thrown into utter confusion. What dealt the finishing blow was the squad leader finishing his climb to the walkway. Every time Squad Leader Duwei swung his war axe, enemy limbs went flying.

“Got the foothold! Listen up, don’t let up! Wipe out every last one of them on the walkway!”

Other squad leaders answered Duwei too. Far from the walkway, Walm could see Platoon Leader Kozul rejoicing at the secured entry point. Duwei hated the idea, but he really wasn’t a man to leave at squad leader. Not that you could talk him into a promotion in the middle of a battle. Clearing the walkway came first.

Walm picked up his round shield and helped Noor to her feet, checking her wounds. She had cuts at her side and on her arm, but neither was deep.

“Watch the bleeding. This isn’t over yet.”

“Y-yes, Walm!”

The tide had tipped toward the Highserk Empire, but plenty of officers and men were still trying to retake the walkway. While the earlier feeling hadn’t faded, Walm swung at the nearest enemy soldier. As before, he knocked aside the man’s sword and cut through torso and armor together. Walm was stepping into the realm of power beyond human limits.

He didn’t like killing, but this was the first Skill he had gained since being born into this world, and now he couldn’t help testing how far it would go. The enemy’s round shields and armor couldn’t stand up to 《Heavy Strike》. An ordinary longsword became the blow of a giant war axe. He had made 《Heavy Strike》 completely his own.

Before he knew it, he had reached the stairs at the end of the walkway. It wasn’t his strength alone. Jose had slipped in behind him and was covering him with clever spear work.

At the same time, he felt the concentration he had wound to the breaking point slip away. His body was terribly sluggish, too. Even though he had learned 《Heavy Strike》, overusing an unfamiliar Skill had him on the verge of running out of mana. The enemy soldiers defending the stairs only feinted and menaced and wouldn’t close. By Walm’s estimate, there were more than ten left. He steeled himself and was about to step in when a reassuring voice rang out from behind.

“Walm! You’ve picked up 《Heavy Strike》? Not bad. Take a breather for now. I’ll handle the rest.”

It was Squad Leader Duwei, drenched in blood from head to toe without a gap. Ah, even an amateur could see it, Walm thought, and let his shoulders drop. He was the kind of man you never wanted to meet on a battlefield as an enemy. When the squad leader charged, the enemy soldiers swung at him with screams that were half threat, half cry for help. One swing, and two men vanished from the walkway.

It didn’t look like the same Skill Walm had. A soldier who had hidden behind a shield to stop the charge was kicked off the walkway and hit the ground in a flower of blood.

“A!? Ah, aaah-”

“Damn it! Why is there a guy like this-”

“Don’t flinch! Don’t flinchhh!”

The stairs filled with corpses. When a soldier gone desperate took Duwei’s helm-splitter and showed a cross-section that shouldn’t exist, the remaining enemy turned their backs and ran.

“Screw this!”

“Damn, ogres are better than this!”

Reinforcements flooded in one after another from the center and left walls. Their momentum didn’t stop. Walm was sure the battle was decided.

“Gather the men. The worst is behind us, but let’s move before we lose our share!”

That call sounded less like a squad leader’s and more like a bandit chief’s. With Duwei in the lead, they cleared the buildings along the walkway. Resistance was light. The remaining enemy had holed up in the forts to the left and right, or fled in droves. When the gate was opened from the inside and more than twice their number poured in, it was settled.

A few enemy soldiers who had failed to get into the forts and were cornered showed signs of fighting to the death, but they were slaughtered in short order. The surrounded forts offered to surrender soon after. A battle that had begun in the morning ended before sunset.

Even so, it was only a forward skirmish at the border. Walm had plenty of work left. Cavalry that had been held back galloped through the fortress after the fleeing troops. Many enemy soldiers were sure to be cut down in the pursuit.

* * *

“Guess we made it out alive.”

After sunset, the Sarria and Liguria Battalions, who had played the biggest roles, took over one of the fortress’s barracks to spend the night. Smoke from the cook fires rose into the sky. In a corner of the wall, enemy prisoners, stripped of their weapons, had been gathered in one place.

In the past, prisoners had often been sold off as slaves to bring in foreign currency, but now they were released after working a fixed number of years on construction in Highserk or as farm serfs. People with ties to slave traders and some of the soldiers had objected, but the land was slated for annexation, and more enemies were surrendering than before, which kept losses down, so the practice was becoming standard.

Noor, whom Walm had looked after in this battle, had survived, wounded as she was. She had killed a man in that melee and come through her baptism of fire in fine style. Barito, whom Jose had looked after, had survived too, though his cockscomb was wilted. Right in front of Walm, the two newbies were comparing their kills and loot.

“Look at this, Walm! A medium gold coin! I can’t believe it. Gold!”

“Hey, that’s off the soldier Walm cut down, isn’t it? That’s cheating.”

What Noor held was one medium gold coin, enough for a poor man to live on for a year. A huge sum to someone from the countryside. Seeing her face go slack and goofy, Walm was a little put off. Jose, meanwhile, had quickly gone through the dead soldiers’ pockets, found an ale keg in the barracks, and secured drink and beds for the whole platoon. Walm praised Jose’s resourcefulness.

On top of the taste of victory, the battalion commander had apparently handed out a reward, and the portly Platoon Leader Kozul was in a good mood the whole evening. There were wounded, but with no deaths in the squad after a fight like that, the atmosphere was bright. The two full moons seemed to be blessing the victory, but they also drove home to Walm that this was another world. In a corner of the room, Willart quietly raised his cup to his lips.

“Willart, that 《Ice Spear》 was beautiful. You saved me.”

Walm, in high spirits and cup in hand, thanked him, and Willart lifted his own cup slightly in reply.

“Yeah... Walm, are you interested?”

For once, it was Willart who had started the conversation. Walm answered eagerly.

“Of course I am. Who doesn’t want magic?”

It was Walm’s own selfish opinion, but he doubted there was a boy anywhere who didn’t love magic.

“I see.”

Willart looked away from Walm and slipped back into his own world. He returned to his bed, which doubled as his seat, and went back to downing his drink. Having packed it in, Walm felt his bladder lodge a protest. Maybe he had gotten a bit carried away, he thought ruefully.

He couldn’t let it go inside the building, so he left the din behind and looked for a suitable spot. He had finally found a deserted corner and was letting it go when he heard a small cry.

He had been drinking, but this was enemy territory, after all. His longsword still hung at his hip. Hand on the hilt, he stepped into a room in the building and found a woman with her limbs pinned and her clothes torn off. Standing around her were soldiers of the Sarria Battalion.

“What are you doing?”

Walm asked with anger in his voice, and the soldiers answered without a hint of shame.

“Isn’t it obvious? We’re about to have some fun.”

“Want in? You can go last.”

Women soldiers being violated was common enough, but this one was obviously a civilian. Probably the family of a soldier stationed at the fortress. It wasn’t unusual on a battlefield. Even so, Walm couldn’t accept it.

“The men in the fortress surrendered on conditions, so looting and rape of civilians aren’t permitted this time. It’s a violation of military law. If you’re caught, you won’t escape a flogging.”

Treat cruelly an enemy who had surrendered on terms and the rest of them would fight to the death, and it would damage future governance too. Even the Three Idiots drew a line when it came to military discipline.

“What are you, a saint? Playing knight?”

“Don’t get cute. I’ve killed plenty of men on the front line.”

Two of the soldiers came up to Walm. Moonlight showed bodies that were well built. They would probably make good soldiers on a battlefield.

“...So you killed a few. So what?”

The old Walm might have flinched, but after countless exchanges of life and death, this was not even a tense situation to him now. The fight on the walkway had been far more dangerous. He answered in a flat voice and the soldier stopped. It seemed he had finally got a proper look at Walm. Without armor, his body bore countless scars, proof of his battles.

“...Tch. Killed the mood. Let’s go drink some more.”

The staring match went on until the leader folded. As the soldiers left the room, Walm turned to the woman. To civilians, he was no different from them. Walm had no intention of getting more involved than he had to.

“Go home and lock the door tight. If someone tries to break in or drag you off, scream as loud as you can. Understand? ...Did you get that?”

“Y-yes!”

The woman hastily pulled her clothes back on, nodded over and over, and ran off. It was pointless, a thought drifted through the back of Walm’s mind. This was going on all over the place. What would it change? Sure, he had killed plenty of people, but he didn’t remember ever throwing away his decency.

When he got back to the room, the squad was singing. A familiar tale of a pure and spotless hero rising from the commoners. It was absurd to compare, but it was a world away from what Walm looked like now. His eyes were still the same color, but he could tell for himself that they were clouding over, from killing and being killed on the battlefield, and from the violations that came after. It was a violent, warped age, but the drunken soldiers were enjoying life as if the killing of the day had never happened. Maybe they would go mad if they didn’t make noise. Walm, used to it by now, switched his mindset and joined the circle.

* * *

The road through the forest wound on as if it would never end. The Highserk army’s supply train marched without rest. Moving supplies by magic bag had revolutionized logistics. High-speed transport, with magic bags passed along by relays of fully armed cavalry, now let large quantities of supplies reach the front lines.

Even so, the supply troops never disappeared. Magic bags, rare like magic tools, were used to haul goods to the depots, and whatever didn’t fit in them had to go by wagon or on human backs. Hody, one of the supply soldiers who carried those loads, was hauling a cart alongside the pack horses.

The fighters on the front lines sometimes mocked supply troops as failed soldiers, as livestock. But Hody took pride in his work, and he had seven years of service as a supply man and nothing else. Once, only once, the War God of the Highserk Empire, Commander Gerald Berger, had spoken to him. It was a night of cold rain, when he had been hauling supplies all night, pulling a cart.

While he was unloading after checking his cargo, someone suddenly tapped him on the shoulder. He turned, thinking a guard had come to needle him again, and there stood Commander Berger. As Hody froze, forgetting even to salute, the commander took his hand and said, with a serious look in his eyes:

“Working late, I see. ...The supply corps is a vital pillar of our army. We can fight because of men like you. You are a credit to this country.”

Ever since, Hody had considered this the best job there was. Even if the masses didn’t recognize it, the War God had. That was enough.

“Looks rough.”

The man Hody spoke to had joined the unit only recently. He had lost an eye in combat, lost his sense of distance, and been drifted into the supply corps.

“Of course it is, pulling something this heavy.”

There was no sarcasm in it. The one-eyed soldier just sighed.

“Put some of your load on my cart. Mine’s so light I’m getting rusty.”

The one-eyed soldier took it for a joke and laughed it off, but Hody blocked his path with his cart and started shifting part of the man’s load onto it.

“Hey, hey, are you serious?”

“I’m a supply specialist with seven years on the job. Siege towers, battering rams, dead fish, I’ve staked my life on all of it. Liberitoa, old Kanoa, Myard, Highserk, anywhere you like, I’ve been there and hauled whatever you want. This is nothing.”

Hody thumped his chest, and the one-eyed soldier burst out laughing.

“What is that? ...Thanks. Let me buy you a drink some time. Honestly, with my age and my eye gone, I figured I had been shunted off to the supply corps as a nuisance. I was wrong. It’s harder work than most soldiers have.”

After that they said nothing more, and hauled their carts in silence. The column came to a slope and its speed dropped off naturally. Hody was looking ahead to see what lay beyond when a wind came through the gaps in the trees.

The head of the escort soldier walking in front of Hody flew off into thin air. That was the cue. Arrows and spells rained down on the column all at once.

“Enemy attack! Here they come!”

One soldier shouted, and Ferrius soldiers came charging in from both flanks of the column. With them came adventurers, not regular troops. An adventurer with a tower shield, in a horizontal shield bash, literally smashed a soldier’s head apart. A friendly who had closed to swordplay took an arrow in the throat from the side and fell to the ground.

They were classed as military personnel, but merchants and civilians hired on a temporary basis were attacked too, without distinction. Hody hid behind his cart and drew his short sword. He wasn’t without combat experience. He had swung a blade at a few monsters and some stupid bandits.

“Raaaaah!”

A Ferrius soldier came charging in with a shout. On instinct, Hody jabbed the short sword into the ground and heaved the cart at him. Unable to dodge the cart that suddenly filled his view, the Ferrius soldier was pinned underneath. Hody had escaped, but he had made a fatal mistake. His size and his strength marked him as a threat.

A blue-haired adventurer closed on Hody, sliding in like water. Before Hody could pull the short sword out of the ground, a longsword came at his throat. His eyes went wide and he was certain he was dead. The moment never came. Instead he heard the screech of metal on metal and a voice he knew.

“Run, Hody! Tell the ones behind us!”

The one who had cut in against the adventurer was the one-eyed soldier he had been talking to just a moment ago. Their swords crossed at a speed too fast to follow. Hody didn’t want to think about running and leaving a comrade behind.

“B-but!”

“Go! Hurry, go!”

Their swords crossed again, too fast for the eye, and the one-eyed soldier’s whole body began to turn red. Hody looked around. The escorts were being killed one after another. The merchants who tried to flee and the supply troops were all being killed too.

“I’ll do it. I swear I’ll carry this news. On the name of the supply corps!”

Hody kicked off the ground without looking back. A Ferrius spear thrust nicked his shoulder, and a sword grazed his cheek. The last to block his path was a girl adventurer, still childlike.

“Get out of my way!”

The roar rattled her eardrums and her movements slowed. Hody didn’t feel the pain of the short sword in his arm. He barreled into her, using his size and strength, and the girl rolled across the ground again and again.

“Leethia!”

An adventurer called her name, as if checking she was all right.

“If she’s so precious, put her in a box! Beaten soldiers and adventurers, who do you think you are? Keep up with a supply man’s legs if you can! These legs have carried Highserk. They don’t come cheap!”

The one-eyed soldier’s death cry reached Hody’s ears. Arrows flew without end. Tears streamed down his face, but Hody kept running without stopping.

* * *

The Myard troops, who had failed to hold the border, were gathering at the capital, Aidenberg. The expected scorched-earth tactics were not carried out, and the Highserk Empire was taking an undamaged granary region. The Sarria Battalion, made up of former Kanoa citizens, was now seen as a problem. They had contributed greatly to taking the key mountain castle, but looting and rape, of citizens and soldiers alike, were rampant among them.

The enemy were certainly traitors and kin-betrayers, but they had gone too far, and monitors had been dispatched to the battalion. Even so, the Sarria Battalion’s existence served as the whip, and it helped in winning over villages and towns one by one. With the problems of governing after annexation in mind, the Highserk Empire didn’t want to play the villain and wanted the Sarria Battalion to pull its chestnuts out of the fire.

After the siege, Walm was sweeping a forest in a skirmish line. A unit that had escaped encirclement was waging guerrilla warfare. Their raids, aimed precisely at supplies, were skillful and accurate, and the surrounding villages were surely feeding them information and food in secret.

They had already lost a platoon’s worth of soldiers, and the non-combatants of the merchant caravan carrying the supplies had suffered casualties too.

“This has got to be magic.”

“Yeah, wind and fire attributes.”

The squad leader and Jose, crouched over the laid-out bodies, identified the attributes of the spells from the wounds.

“...There are at least two magic users.”

Willart, the magic soldier, who had been watching from a short distance away, joined them.

The wounds on the bodies came from slashes by wind magic and burns from fire magic blasts. Walm considered the possibility of one user with two attributes, but given how much magic had been thrown in so short a time, it seemed more natural to assume several.

“Ugh, is this magic too?”

“What is this? His face is crushed.”

The newbies, Noor and Barito, were grimacing at a different body. Among the many with their vitals slashed or pierced, the body the two had found had a crushed face and a missing piece of skull. It was obviously blunt force.

“Not a halberd. Too wide a dent for a war hammer.”

Walm was used to bodies beaten to death with war hammers. He had been using a halberd himself, captured in the last battle, and knew exactly what kind of wounds it made. While he was working out what the weapon was, an answer came from behind him.

“A shield.”

It was the squad leader, who had looked at bodies on battlefields for years.

“A shield? But that doesn’t look...”

Noor muttered in disbelief. Walm felt the same. It was too much power for a shield. He couldn’t imagine what kind of giant could swing a shield and do this.

“Could it be a Skill user?”

Jose, who had been thinking, asked the squad leader.

“Yeah, probably. I’ve seen bodies like this before. Back then I saw a man’s head vanish from a plain shield bash. Like 《Heavy Strike》, it has plenty of users: the Skill 《Iron Wall》. Even a wooden shield gets heavy as solid iron.”

Since he had started using 《Heavy Strike》, Walm knew from experience just how powerful a Skill was. Even with the same iron, the one with the Skill could tear the other apart at will. The advantage was beyond measure.

“Ugh, beaten soldiers, and still such a pain.”

Jose muttered with real distaste.

“A few adventurers are mixed in with them. A prisoner we took talked. Odd fellows, to join a losing war. But watch yourselves. A seasoned adventurer has better Skill and gear than your average regular soldier.”

“So beating them gets us good loot.”

The recruit, Barito, said with a laugh. His face was stiff, and Walm could tell he was clearly putting on a brave front.

“Hey, hey, Barito, we’re talking about a Skill user and a magic user. Say Squad Leader Duwei, Walm, and Willart all came at you at once. Think you’d win?”

“Nah, not even if there were twenty of me.”

“Right?”

Jose nodded, satisfied, as Barito admitted his mistake. It was admirable that Jose, as the teacher, was doing his job, but it bothered Walm that he was counted among the inhuman crowd.

“By the way, what’s that...”

Noor pointed timidly. It was the body of a man hanging from a tree. He had been stabbed all over, and apart from his head, there was little left to show he had been human.

“Hm, that? A villager. Sold information about us and fed the beaten troops.”

Jose said it as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Walm had asked the same question back when he wasn’t used to this.

“Oh... I see...”

Noor looked as though she wanted to say, you go that far? It was in terrible taste, but in war it was sometimes needed. At least, if the villagers hadn’t given information and food, thirty soldiers and eight laborers and merchants would not have died. Armies in every age had been plagued by popular resistance in enemy territory. Whether to annihilate the populace itself or execute a few as an example depended on the time and the situation. The surviving Highserk troops had tried to use a few executions as a deterrent.

“Get ready. We move out soon.”

At Squad Leader Duwei’s call, the squad members stepped deeper into the forest. A search by a few men was hard going, so a whole company was sent in at once, and the squads searched in a skirmish line spaced twenty meters apart. Even skilled opponents, Walm thought optimistically, might be settled quickly. He stepped into the forest like the other soldiers.

* * *

On the second day of the search, one squad was ambushed and twelve were killed. Traps and arrows wounded seven during the search, and four sentries went missing. Fortunately Duwei’s squad had taken no losses, but the whole company was on edge, and with the rough ground of the forest added in, hatred of the unseen enemy was growing. The search dragged on, and the squad gathered, leaning against a big tree during a short break.

“This is bad.”

It was Jose who spoke up.

“Yeah, a whole company searching and nothing to show for it.”

Two hundred fifty men had been looking for three days without finding them. The time to march on the capital for the decisive battle was drawing near, but they couldn’t leave the threat to their supply lines alone.

“They’re local, but they hide their tracks too well. They really know forests.”

The squad leader had been studying the ground, but he looked up ahead.

“Skilled scouts, maybe?”

Noor, standing near Walm, asked.

“Even if they’re scouts, there’s more than one. There are at least two good ones, watching their main force and us.”

The enemy was mostly beaten soldiers, and it was hard to believe they had been a unit capable of advanced guerrilla warfare from the start.

“Less scouts than adventurers who took Myard’s side.”

The squad leader gave his conclusion in answer to everyone’s doubts.

“...Adventurers.”

The recruit Barito said the word. Adventurers were the general term for people who worked in the demon territory covering half the continent, hunting and dismantling monsters, clearing dungeons and ruins, and also guarding roads and supply trains. The guild that managed them had bases in every country on the continent and stated outright that, as an organization, it did not intervene in wars.

In practice, in the name of individual free will, local adventurers were often hired as mercenaries. Gear made from relics and rare monster materials was enormously powerful, and some adventurers were monsters who could change a battle single-handed. Rumors also ran deep that the guild’s private troops were committed to conflicts that hurt the guild’s interests.

Walm’s homeland, the Highserk Empire, put weight on military buildup, and surplus troops did the adventurers’ work in their stead, so adventurers had little room to be active there. In other countries, though, they were a common sight.

“Adventurers would be better at watching and scouting than regular soldiers, that’s for sure.”

Jose nodded in agreement. He had been born the fourth son of a small merchant and had been on the hiring side. While resting, Walm had been busy chatting about the enemy’s identity, but the other squad members were eating their field rations or busy smoking army cigarettes.

Walm took a cigarette he had bought from Jose, drew on it, and slowly let the smoke out from his lungs. The purple smoke spread slowly into the sky. Savoring it, a stray question came to him and he let it out.

“You think they smell the tobacco?”

“Don’t be stupid. Our body odor stinks worse than tobacco. Go bring a wolf. Even wolves don’t come near us because they hate our smell.”

Jose laughed it off and took another drag.

“Should we put on perfume?”

Barito said, half serious, half joking.

“Great idea. While we’re at it, let’s put on skirts.”

Squad Leader Duwei, having had a laugh, tossed back a joke. Walm’s mouth eased and he smiled faintly. There wasn’t much time left to enjoy stupid jokes. In five minutes, Walm would have to go back to the game of hide-and-seek in the forest that looked like it would never end.

He had just started reluctantly thinking about getting ready to move when a scream went up, followed by several fiery blasts. The soldiers resting on the ground leapt up and drew their weapons all at once.

“Three, four hundred meters out. They’ve hit our search line!”

Everyone agreed with Jose’s words.

“Swing wide to the right and surround them. Don’t let them get away. Follow me!”

The squad leader burst out and the Three Idiots followed. The rear guard was the recruits, Noor and Barito. Walm pushed aside branches clinging to his body and trampled weeds underfoot. A forest without paths was a natural obstacle course. As he pushed through by force, the sap of the tall weeds smeared across his body. It had a sharp green smell that got in his nose.

The fight was still going. The enemy, who had acquired a taste for it last time, seemed to have underestimated them. They had probably meant to annihilate the squad or hit it once and withdraw, but two more squads besides Walm’s had rushed to help and were pinning the enemy down.

The company meant to end this fruitless game of hide-and-seek here. The enemy numbered about thirty, a bit more than expected. Walm sank his teeth into the middle of their line. The enemy, hit suddenly from the flank, was slow to respond.

“Damn it, reinforcements!”

An enemy soldier shouted. Walm brought down on him the halberd he had taken from the knight a few days earlier. It was a sturdy weapon, well suited to showing off 《Heavy Strike》. The soldier desperately thrust a spear he was carrying at Walm, but the halberd broke the spear, reinforced tip and all.

The soldier threw away his now much shorter spear and tried to draw a short sword, but he was a step too slow. Just before the blade cleared the scabbard, his head flew into the air.

Walm stepped in further, snapped his wrist, and used the recoil to cut at a second man. This one was caught completely on the back foot. He made no real attempt to dodge, and the blow, going in from the side of his breastplate, cut halfway through his torso. Then the rest of the squad made a literal flanking attack, and more than ten enemy soldiers were killed or wounded. Among the regulars, a group dressed differently came into Walm’s view.

“There they are. The adventurers who’ve been leading them!”

Jose shouted, having spotted who they were. There were five: a blue-haired swordsman, a big man with a tower shield, a woman with a bow, a lightly armed man who was probably the scout, and a brown-haired girl with a sword and shield. An adventurer party, as they were called.

Walm cut down confused enemy soldiers as he headed for the group, but a blade of wind, made by magic, came at him. Normally he would have dodged or taken it on the round shield, but this time Walm didn’t dodge. He swung the halberd down. 《Heavy Strike》 met the instantaneous spell, they strained against each other, and 《Heavy Strike》 won. The remnants of the spell scattered as wind.

Walm swept his gaze to find the attacker. The one who had cast the spell was an adventurer. A girl, nearly a child at that. She was about chest height to Walm, and her pale brown hair reached her shoulder blades. Her gear was an ordinary short sword and round shield. He tried to take out the dangerous magic user, but three Myard soldiers blocked his path. Two of them came at him with simultaneous spear thrusts.

Walm turned slightly to the right, deflected the spear tips, and closed with the soldier on one side. He turned a thrust aimed at his face with the halberd and jumped into the man’s guard. The soldier hurriedly guarded his throat with a gauntlet, but Walm activated 《Heavy Strike》 and cut him down from shoulder to hip, armor and all. Bone parted, and blood sprayed from the gaps in the armor.

“You bastaaaard!”

With his friend down, one soldier was gone, but with the distance closed, the remaining man dropped his spear and came at him with a longsword. It was a bold move, but Walm leaned his upper body back and dodged the horizontal swing. When he brought the halberd down from the upper left, the man stopped it with his sword before it had picked up speed. Walm kept pushing with force, knocked the longsword aside, and jumped back a step. Then, without a pause, he thrust the halberd in.

The soldier tried to recover his broken stance, but there wasn’t time. The halberd thrust went behind his knee and cut the ligament.

“Gah-aah!”

The soldier fought on desperately with one leg, but he couldn’t hold his ground, and the halberd pushed through the longsword and tore his throat. The last one hesitated, unsure whether to retreat or attack. Walm didn’t hesitate. He slammed the halberd down, forced the guard open, and struck the belly.

“Wait, no, help me!”

A second blow was unnecessary. From the abdomen torn open in one straight line, his guts spilled out. The ground was stained in no time. He would never survive the infection, either.

“Give up. You can’t be saved.”

If only he had run or surrendered before it came to this, a thought flickered through Walm. This soldier, too, might have been tangled up in country, friends, family, land, everything, and couldn’t pull back. Walm must have looked ridiculous, muddling through all that while he finished the man off.

He was about to cut down his next target when someone spoke to him. And it was an enemy. Not the usual curses or the ramblings of a dying man. A question, aimed at Walm.

“Why? Why do you kill people so easily!?”

Of all things, he was being asked why he killed on a battlefield. It would take a long time to explain, and the answer was different for everyone. Why was she asking him? He couldn’t understand it. Even so, Walm answered.

“Because it’s necessary. That’s why you killed too, isn’t it? ...Well, it’s a pointless conversation to have in a place like this.”

Walm, who belonged to a community, had been given the role of soldier, and in carrying out a soldier’s duty, he killed because it was necessary. At her feet lay the body of a Highserk soldier. He had passed the man once or twice on the march, and they hadn’t been close, but he was without a doubt Walm’s comrade. This girl too had been driven by some necessity and had killed Walm’s comrade. What was the difference?
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Whether the answer displeased her or she realized the talk was pointless, she aimed another spell at Walm.

He had seen this one already. Same trajectory, too. Keeping low, he broke his center of gravity and slid in. The distance closed, and the girl’s eyes went wide with shock.

“Leethia!”

The older adventurer with the shield shouted. The gap was already gone. Walm’s halberd swept sideways, straight for the girl’s neck. She reacted, sharp as if her earlier sluggishness had been a lie. She folded her left elbow, angled the round shield up and out, and braced the back of it with her right hand, still holding the short sword.

Walm had probably been underestimating her a little, because of her looks and the way she talked. Even in an instant, the guard was ideal. She had trained, and she had fought real fights. And yet she had been dull enough to get absorbed in conversation and let him exploit it.

Something was off, Walm thought, puzzled, but then he saw through it. She was a fool on the battlefield, and in a way Walm even envied her for it. Simply put, she wasn’t used to killing people.

If this could have been settled with words, it would have been very civilized. But this was a war between nations. The fighting was still going on, and the enemy hadn’t surrendered. Without letting up on the halberd, Walm activated 《Heavy Strike》. The blade, wrapped in a faint light, bit into the round shield and tore on through.

“Ah, ugh, uuu-”

She must have let go on reflex, because the round shield rolled across the ground, away from her hand. She had been wearing a gauntlet under the shield, and the arm wasn’t severed. Even so, she couldn’t bleed off the shock. Every time she moved her left arm her face twisted in agony, and she held the short sword in one hand.

“Broken.”

When Walm spoke, her brows drew down and she looked badly confused. It seemed to be her first time taking a Skill. She backed away from him in fear, which was a mistake on the broken ground of a forest. She kept stepping back to open the distance, then trod on the “soldier that used to be” lying on the ground and lost her balance.

“Remember where you killed a man, at least.”

Walm couldn’t help a wry smile, and the girl’s eyes went wide and she screamed as if she had met a monster.

“Aaah, aaaaaah!”

Walm jumped in, hooked the short sword with his halberd and sent it flying. Using his size, he rammed her with his shoulder; the breath left her lungs and she rolled across the ground. He thrust the halberd at her throat as she lay there. She was a girl, after all. Better than crushing her head or her face. Something flickered at the edge of his vision and his heart leapt. He had kept his guard up all around, but the blood-stained blade tip was far too fast.

“Hrk-!?”

Walm tilted his head and jumped back. Some of his hair was taken and his cheek was laid open. The shadow kept coming. Walm brought the halberd down, and the other man took it. The blue-haired swordsman, one of the adventurer party. As they broke from the clinch, Walm dragged his blade along toward the man’s wrist, but it was neatly stopped by the guard.

“Should you be bothering with me?”

Walm asked it pointedly, and the young man was enraged. It was a psychological jab, but with him pulled off, one fewer man was holding the squad.

“Shut up, invader!”

Handsome features, shoulder-length blue hair, eyes the same color as his hair, a young man who in another time would have put an idol to shame. Practical gear, a two-handed sword stained with blood, Highserk soldiers cut down around him. He was without doubt the party’s leader. Walm thought he was a fitting partner for the squad leader, but the squad leader was fighting the tower-shield adventurer.

That one was probably the shield user with the Skill. 《Heavy Strike》 and 《Iron Wall》 had collided, and the men around them couldn’t step in and just stood there. Walm would have wondered about helping, too. This had turned into a mess, Walm grumbled. Whatever happened, he had to fight this adventurer.

* * *

Leethia was an adventurer from a farming village in Myard. She had a gift for magic, and the physical ability her mana reserves gave her stood out even among her peers. She had made her adventurer debut full of spirit and moved up the ranks steadily, clearing the ranks known as Scrap, E and D, and reached Bronze, C-rank, where she stalled. For Leethia, who had taught herself and had no regular companions, stagnation may have been inevitable.

The one who rescued her from that rut was Al, an A-rank adventurer she met by chance on a large-scale job. Al was an adventurer from Myard, and his party was made up of people from the same region. As they took job after job together, Leethia grew close to Al and his companions, and was finally welcomed as a party member, as she had always hoped. Escorting caravans, hunting monsters, clearing dungeons, they worked widely inside and outside Myard, and she lived an exciting, irreplaceable life.

In the middle of that life, Leethia developed a faint crush on Al. It was her first love, and she didn’t know where to put her feelings.

Leethia knew. Not only Leethia. Everyone in the party and every adventurer they knew knew. Al and Amy were together. When she recognized the feeling, she sank into self-loathing, thinking what a fool she was. It was Amy who had patiently taught her, an inexperienced newcomer, the ways of adventurers.

She knew it in her head, but when she saw Amy cling to Al’s arm, Leethia’s heart churned. It was a feeling she wasn’t supposed to have. The night she overheard the two of them in a room at an inn, she cried all night, and as a result she failed a job.

Ironically, the ones who cleaned up after her without so much as a frown were the party members, Al and Amy first of all. That was when Leethia made up her mind. She would take this feeling to her grave. Some loves can’t come true. So she hid her feelings and tried to give them up.

As she lived out those days, an event rocked the adventurers of Myard. The Highserk Empire’s second invasion of Myard. In the war five years ago, when Kanoa fell, the Myard territory that had been part of the old Kanoa Kingdom had sought the protection of the neighboring Kingdom of Ferrius in the final stage of the war. Myard and Ferrius had taken in the small number of Kanoa refugees who escaped and had fought hard, but the result was holding the line at best.

Al and Amy’s hometown lay on the border, and if invaded, it would suffer enormous damage. The two declared they would go home to fight and defend it. The party was dissolved for the time being, but the other party members and Leethia said they would fight with them, and joined the war as volunteer soldiers.

Through a guild job, Leethia had killed one human being. He was a member of a bandit gang who had committed every kind of atrocity, a man who liked to torment people, and the citizens he had held captive and the villages around had sent words of thanks and praise, and her companions had comforted her. Even so, Leethia still couldn’t forget the feel and the smell of it.

After three border fortresses fell, she had joined up with Myard troops who had escaped the pursuit and laid an ambush at one of the roads facing the deep forest. The attack, arrows and spells followed by a charge, brought Myard a victory.

It was a small victory, but for soldiers and adventurers who had been losing and losing, it was without doubt the victory they had been waiting for. Leethia felt joy at it too, but she couldn’t take her mind off the soldier who had died by her own spell.

A wounded enemy soldier who would survived begged for mercy, but a Myard soldier cut his head off to silence him. It was war, it couldn’t be helped, everyone said. She couldn’t write it off so easily, and she agonized alone. Even when Highserk sent reinforcements to wipe out Leethia’s group, the fighting went on. She killed two more. She was glad that Al was concerned about her, but at the same time she hated herself so much for having feelings like that.

On the second day of fighting against the Highserk company, he appeared. A devil. A devil was there. His face was an ordinary, plain man’s. Only his eyes were different. They were black, but she could only see them as muddy. Without changing expression, he was just coldly cutting down the Myard troops one after another. As if he were mowing weeds that were in the way.

“Ah-!?”

Compared to the sky blue of Al’s eyes, she felt nothing but terror. Leethia gathered magic into both hands and released it. The blade of wind that flew from her short sword went straight for the man, but it scattered in midair. A Skill. With a single swing he had erased a spell, a thing said to change the laws of nature with a single swing.

It was easy to say, but angle, timing, blade pressure, none of it was easy to pull off. It was hard for Leethia to believe, but it had happened before her eyes.

“Damn you!”

Sensing danger, two soldiers cut in between Leethia and the man and thrust their spears at once. It was a skilled combination, aimed at the neck and legs together, and Leethia had assumed he would dodge or go on the defensive. She had intended to back them up with spells to match, but what her eyes caught was unbelievable.

《Heavy Strike》 broke the spears and cut the soldier from shoulder to hip. The other soldier drew his longsword in an instant, but he lost the clash, had his leg cut, and with his movement slowed, the halberd tore his throat open.

The soldiers around them were cut down one after another and fell to the ground. The young man who had talked at night about the family waiting at home, the squad leader who had spoken of his love for his country and sworn to destroy the enemy, the recruit who had murmured that he was afraid of battle, all were cut down alike.

“Wait, no, help me!”

A fellow soldier, guts spilled, begged for rescue. The man followed behind him. Leethia was too terrified to move.

“Give up. You can’t be saved.”

The man drove his halberd into the throat of the soldier begging for his life. Leethia backed away, shaking, but the man kept closing in without changing expression.

“Why? Why do you kill people so easily!?”

At Leethia’s question, the man frowned as if puzzled for the first time, and muttered.

“Because it’s necessary. That’s why you killed too, isn’t it? ...Well, it’s a pointless conversation to have in a place like this.”

Leethia had certainly killed. After the first time, she couldn’t eat for two days. Even now her hands shook. She hated killing. What was the man in front of her? She couldn’t understand. But she understood, to her horror, that he was cutting the conversation short and was about to kill her.

Leethia screamed and focused her mana into a blade of wind. It was aimed at his torso, but he dodged it by sliding to the ground. A halberd filled her entire field of view. It was red with her comrades’ blood. Her breathing was ragged and her thoughts were not in order, but her body moved on its own.

She bent her left elbow, angled the round shield up and out, held the short sword and braced the back of the shield with her right hand, and readied for the coming impact.

“Ah, ugh, uuu-”

What came was destructive pain. Though she had done everything she could to defend, the round shield was cut through and the short sword was knocked away. And, incredibly, her gauntlet was crushed and her left arm was broken.

“Broken.”

In that instant, it wasn’t only her arm that broke. It was her heart too. She backed away on reflex, lost her balance, and fell. What lay there was a Highserk soldier she had attacked and killed herself.

“Remember where you killed a man, at least.”

The man smiled for the first time. Why was he smiling? She couldn’t understand. She couldn’t understand.

“No, nooooo!”

Her breath was ragged, and she was drowning on dry land. Leethia’s mind was on the edge of collapse. Forgetting shame and pride, she screamed at the death closing in. No pain came. In her blurred vision, the back she always looked at was there. She let out a voiceless scream, but realized she wasn’t dead.

“Get back, Leethia!”

Al, the party leader, had come to her aid. That alone settled her frayed mind. Out of place as it was, she found the blue hair streaming in the wind beautiful.

“Should you be bothering with me?”

“Shut up, invader!”

Because of her own inexperience, the Highserk soldier Al had been fighting was now free, and Leethia could see the Myard troops falling into trouble.

“...Ugh, I hate this.”

The man gave a sigh of deep reluctance and went for Al. The party members tried to cover him but were blocked by the troops that followed. Even so, Fleck, the sub-leader, swept three Highserk soldiers aside with his tower shield and pushed forward, but a single soldier stopped him.

“No way, stopping Fleck head on-”

Fleck had the Skill 《Iron Wall》 and was a seasoned adventurer. Leethia couldn’t believe he was being pushed back by one soldier. A war axe blow cut a gash into the tower shield, which had 《Iron Wall》 active and could bounce even an ogre’s blow.

Amy and Lefty were holding off the enemy soldiers who were gathering, together with the allied soldiers, but to Leethia’s eyes they were clearly losing. Shielding her broken arm, she cast a spell. Her target was the man attacking Al. She released a killing blow, but he dodged it by a hair while parrying Al’s attack. Al was a wind user like Leethia, but he used 《Burst》, which Leethia couldn’t.

She had seen that spell, which momentarily accelerated the whole body or part of it, make rings around bandit lords with bounties on their heads and even ogres, and cut through armor and thick muscle and bone. And now it was being handled with ease, and Al was on the defensive. Leethia gritted her teeth against the intense pain and readied herself again.

“Fleck!”

It was Lefty who shouted. He worked alone as a scout, was good at setting and disarming traps, and good at interrogation, the one party member Leethia even found cold. And now Lefty was crying out in a voice more anguished than ever. When Leethia followed his gaze, Fleck’s tower shield, which should have had 《Iron Wall》, had been smashed, and one of his eyes had been crushed.

“Gu, aaaaah, aaah!”

Leethia realized she had her priorities wrong. She couldn’t imagine Fleck losing a clash, and she had put the person she loved first. Fleck’s opponent had muscle and bone to match an ogre. From his decorations he was of squad leader rank. Leethia had been taught what Highserk’s officers and commanders looked like by the Myard troops.

Cold sweat ran down Leethia’s spine. The one Al was fighting held no rank, just an ordinary soldier. The enemy company still had more than two hundred men scattered through the forest. Not to mention an encirclement, just one more squad joining in would mean there was no future. Aware of her friends’ deaths, Leethia’s face went pale.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw Amy start rapid fire with arrows to make space between Fleck and the enemy squad leader. At the same moment Leethia noticed a 《Fireball》 closing on Amy’s flank.

“Amy, dodge!”

At Amy’s usual nimbleness, it was a distance she could have dodged. Their attention must have been pulled away by her own and Fleck’s wounds, and Leethia could never regret it enough.

She avoided a direct hit, but half her body was wrapped in fire and she rolled across the forest floor, bouncing. This is war. Leethia had believed they could protect their homeland themselves. She had believed an A-rank party was rare and special. And yet in reality everyone was about to be killed.

“Amyyyyy! Damned invader! You’re worse than monsters, you beasts!”

“After all the killing you’ve done, why did you think you wouldn’t die?”

“Shut up, shut up, a guy like you-”

Leethia saw Al, always calm and collected, break down and wail. The soldier, who had seemed too tired to talk, was deliberately provoking Al and driving him into a frenzy. The two-handed sword and the halberd crossed, and the halberd won, pinning Al’s shoulder to a big tree.

“Guh, aaah!”

Skewered through the left shoulder, Al kept struggling and spat out meaningless words. Sobs and tears blurred Leethia’s vision. Her friends, who had been surrounded only minutes ago, were close to death.

“You’re not used to killing each other, are you... I envy you.”

The man drew a longsword from his waist. He means to take his head, Leethia was sure.

“Noooo, aaaah, aaaah!”

Forgetting the pain of her broken arm, Leethia cut the air with her sword. A moment late and Al’s head would fly. The slightest slip and the 《Wind Blade》 would run Al through. Leethia’s strike, at the extreme limit of her concentration, opened the bottom of her potential, and wind ran through the forest.

* * *

Walm struggled against the adventurer’s sword and body, which accelerated in constantly changing ways, but as his companions were wounded one after another, the man in front of him clearly slowed, and at last they reached a decisive moment. Walm’s halberd was buried deep in the shoulder of the adventurer called Al, cutting through bone, and had pinned him to a big tree.

“You’re not used to killing each other, are you... I envy you.”

“Aaaah, aaaaaah!”

He must be a good man who cared for his friends. As a person he was admirable. That was why Walm had been able to exploit him. He wasn’t suited for the battlefield. He tried to pull the halberd out, but he wasn’t going to manage it on willpower. Walm opened a step’s distance, drew his longsword, and prepared to take off the man’s head in a horizontal cut. If this one fell, the rest would follow like potatoes on a vine.

The skin Walm’s armor left exposed caught a wind. Not a natural one. Then the instinct that had kept him alive on battlefields told him of danger as never before. When he leapt aside, a storm tore past him.

It wasn’t even in the same class, in power or density, as a blade of wind made by ordinary mana. Walm spun around, but a sharp pain ran through his right arm. Fine cuts covered his armor, countless wounds were carved into his exposed skin and joints, and blood welled up.

“What is this magic!?”

Cursing inwardly at a hidden card, he looked for the caster, and it was the girl he had nearly killed. Her face, which had been so frightened, had changed as if that had been a lie, and her eyes glared at Walm, sharp.

“You.”

As Walm tried to close the distance, a second blast came at once.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

Walm dove behind some trees. The blood of the trees and of the soldiers of other squads caught in it sprayed through the forest. The power was absurd. It seemed she could fire in succession, and not just at Walm. The wind ravaged the forest at random.

“Area attack! Don’t bunch up!”

At Squad Leader Duwei’s order, the soldiers each took cover. Walm was no exception. By the time the wind stopped, the adventurers and a few soldiers had begun to flee. The adventurer Walm had pinned to the big tree was gone too. Walm picked up the blood-soaked halberd and, from the amount of blood around it, knew he had failed to kill him.

“A big move like that, she couldn’t fire it many times in a row.”

Willart said, brushing off dirt and twigs.

“Damn right. We let a few get away.”

The squad leader, war axe over his shoulder, looked sheepish.

“Squad leader, what about pursuit?”

Jose, with Noor and Barito in tow, poked his head out between the trees.

“Of course not. We’ve crushed the main body of the beaten troops. What’s left is adventurers outside our orders and the dregs of the dregs of the Myard troops. The rest is the other squads’ job. No need to be hard workers.”

“Understood, I’ll collect the wounded and enemy survivors. Come on, you two. You were no use in the fight.”

“Th-that’s not fair!”

Barito protested, but Jose gave him a poke and he shut up. Noor, who made no pointless resistance, was the smarter one. Walm tied off a tourniquet himself and looked over the forest. The rest was other units’ work. With luck, those adventurers would get away.

Walm opened and closed his fingers to check his numb arm. Her sword had been sharp and every blow heavy. The saving grace was that the adventurers hadn’t been used to killing people, or to seeing their friends killed. If they had been used to life and death, it might have been Walm lying there now. The words of the woman adventurer who had fled kept going around in his head.

“I don’t enjoy killing either.”

He said it quietly, to no one. It was ridiculous. Ironic. In a forest full of corpses, no one would believe it. If he only had to fight monsters, the natural enemy of mankind, he wouldn’t have to struggle like this, but having become a soldier of the Highserk Empire, there was no point in thinking about it.

Four more years, he thought. In four years he could choose to leave the army. Some people used their pay and loot to start businesses, some went home to buy fields and settle down. Some kept fighting as soldiers, and some became adventurers.

He had been too busy surviving the present to ever think about the future. Was a head that thought only of itself right after killing people abnormal?

The adventurers, grieving their companions’ wounds and deaths and burning with rage, were certainly the more human ones. Walm was aware that the better a soldier he became, the more his humanity wore away. Would he still be Walm when he left the army? He sighed softly, wiped the blood from his longsword, and picked up the halberd. The forest was growing quiet again.

* * *

“Run, Leethia! Do you want to die too?”

The one carrying Al and Amy on his back was Fleck. He had lost his right eye and had countless cuts all over his body, but he was the least hurt in the party now. Even Fleck, who had run all over forests with a tower shield, found two injured adventurers a heavy burden. Even so, he couldn’t put them down. He pushed through his blurred vision on willpower alone.

“Everyone, everyone is... Lefty!”

“I know! Lefty will be fine. He always saves us.”

Fleck could tell, whether he wanted to or not, that Highserk soldiers were shouting behind him and closing in. The only mercy was that the two soldiers who had badly wounded Fleck and Al were not following. To let the party and the handful of Myard soldiers escape, Lefty, normally the scout, was desperately acting as bait. Lefty was foul-mouthed and quick to weigh gain against loss, a man easy to mistake for cold, but Fleck knew he was the kind of man who would stake his life to save anyone who could be saved.

“He’ll be fine.”

Fleck kept telling himself that as he ran on. From the two on his back, blood poured without stopping, and their lives were draining away.

* * *

After clearing out the beaten troops in the farmland, Walm’s Duwei Squad resumed its march toward the enemy capital, Aidenberg. The vanguard had cleared enemy resistance along the way, and no scorched-earth tactics like those of five years ago were being used. The communication line to the rear was firmly maintained, and it looked like they would be able to link up with the main force earlier than planned.

From time to time, a horse carrying a messenger galloped past Walm. Communication magic tools did exist, but they depended on finds from ruins and dungeons, and even across a whole nation there were barely enough to count on two hands. During a short break by a river, Walm sat down, loosened his bootlaces, pulled off his half-boots, and stretched the soles of his feet.

For farm work Walm had worn sandals much like plant-fiber straw sandals, but now he wore half-boots with iron plates in them. At first, long marches had given him terrible blisters, with the flesh torn and bleeding, but with continued wear his skin had grown thick and tough. On top of that, he wrapped cloth around his feet before putting on the half-boots, so now he felt no pain however many kilometers he ran.

Socks existed, but they were mostly a fashion item for nobles and royalty, and only well-paid soldiers and adventurers who wanted practicality wore them. As he washed the dirt from his body in the river, he washed his clothes and the cloth wrapped around his feet too. Other soldiers were busy with the same chores. Once he was done and resting in the shade, Willart sat down beside him.

“That’s unusual. What is it?”

In Walm’s memory, Willart joined the edge of the chatting circle but rarely started a conversation. He was quiet on the march, too.

“You said you were interested in magic. I’ll teach you.”

He half remembered answering something like that when he had thanked Willart for the fire support. He hadn’t expected to actually be taught, and couldn’t hide his surprise.

“Oh, yeah, I did say that. I would love to learn.”

Nobody could resist magic. Walm’s heart swelled at the hope that he might master it himself.

“Take my hand.”

“Huh, your hand?”

Walm asked again at the unexpected demand.

“Yes. Close your eyes, too.”

Two big, burly soldiers holding hands facing each other felt oddly surreal and stifling, but before the bait of magic, Walm obeyed.

“Whoo, how romantic.”

Jose, watching nearby, whistled with a nasty grin, clearly meaning to tease Walm.

“Just kidding.”

When Walm stared at Jose, expressionless, with his battle face, Jose shrugged, uncomfortable.

“Focus.”

Willart scolded him as he fumed. Walm wanted to give Jose a piece of his mind, but there was no point angering Willart. He took a breath, closed his eyes, and focused on his clasped hands. Besides the touch of a human hand, he could feel a chill.

“Cold.”

“Right. That’s mana, kneaded for use in elemental magic.”

Having died in a world without magic, Walm longed for it more than the people of this one. Even people of this world were thrilled or crushed by whether they had an aptitude for elemental magic.

“You’ve recognized it. Now focus on it.”

It went on for a few minutes. He began to sense what he had never sensed before. His senses were reacting sharply.

“I’m letting go. Focus on your palm. Picture water flowing, a river, or the sea.”

What Walm pictured in that moment was rain. Cold, stealing the body’s heat. And at the same time, rain soaking the earth, flowing into rivers, and reaching the sea.

“Oh...”

By the time he noticed, his palm was full of water. In return, a faint weariness had come over his body.

“This is magic, right!?”

Walm, his joy bursting out, spoke to Willart with a huge grin.

“Tch, a dud.”

The hairless man’s face twisted as if he had been let down.

“Whaaat!?”

“You can use it, but... your aptitude is borderline. It’ll only make you a water jug for everyday use.”

Walm wanted to protest that if a human could be a water jug, that was plenty impressive, but he held back. Water-attribute users, big or small, struggled. It varied by age and individual, but sixty percent or so of the human body was water.

As far as Walm knew, plenty of magic users couldn’t use magic in combat. They got priority in food distribution, but a role awaited them, squeezing out water until their mana ran dry, like a man targeted by succubi and incubi.

Willart was a powerful mage who could cover everyday water needs as well as fight. For someone who had called Walm a letdown, he looked oddly pleased, probably because it would lighten his own load.

Walm looked around to see whether the others had noticed and found the whole squad watching this ritual-like magic lesson. Seeing the squad leader grin, Walm knew it was already too late.

“Even so, compared to the explosive mana you use in your Skills, it’s just a dud. You’ll make a fine human water dispenser.”

Lamenting his blunder, Walm turned his attention back to Willart, who was still talking.

“I was using mana?”

“Of course you were. Warriors of note use mana for Skills and for strengthening the body. Didn’t you know?”

Willart frowned at Walm, appalled.

“I’m a farm kid and a conscript. Uneducated. How would I know that?”

Walm griped, but Willart wasn’t listening.

“Next. I can use water and fire. Focus.”

Fire was familiar from Walm’s previous life, and indispensable in this world too. An enemy 《Fireball》 had once burned his hair into a frizz. It was easy for Walm to picture. He closed his eyes and concentrated. He sensed Willart jumping back in front of him. When he opened his eyes, fire was rising from his right hand to the height of the trees, and it had spread to the surroundings.

“Willart! W-what do I do!?”

Panicking, Walm cried out for Willart’s help, but the fire was already scattering around.

“What, a fire attack!?”

“No. That damn Walm is burning everything down with fire magic!”

“Idiot, stop it already!”

Walm was pelted with more jeers and curses from the Three Idiots than ever before.

“My hair!”

Barito’s magnificent cockscomb had caught fire and he was about to become a roast chicken.

“Spare the cockscomb, please! Walm!”

Noor, his fellow recruit, put out Barito’s blazing cockscomb while calling to Walm. The scene around them was too awful to look at.

“I didn’t mean to! What do I do!?”

Walm begged for help, but Willart’s response was simple: “Monsters take monsters, and fire takes water!”

“Wait, hold on-”

There was no time to beg for mercy. A 《Water Ball》 that filled his entire view slammed into his body and put out the fire around him. Unable to kill the momentum, Walm rolled across the ground and finally stopped on the sixth turn.

“Are you kidding? Willart!”

When the small commotion settled, Walm shouted his protest. Willart offered him a hand. Walm took it and stood, and the magic soldier muttered quietly.

“Continue. Hurry up and picture it.”

“Eek...”

Quiet as it was, there was no arguing with the tone, and Walm cowered. He had forgotten that this silent weirdo, whose hobby was shaving every hair off his body, was an uncompromising freak when it came to magic. After that, he was found to have no aptitude for earth magic, and a high aptitude for wind magic, as for fire.

The problem was that the gale Walm produced, which he couldn’t control, hit the resting soldiers, and the wind magic ran wild until the squad leader choked him out with his signature chokehold. Walm paid heavily for it: besides bruises all over his body, three days of guard duty and orders to serve as water supply with his newly learned water magic.




Chapter 3The Battle of Aidenberg

Winston Ferrius looked down on the Highserk army from the hill. The Highserk Imperial Army was moving toward the shadow of the hill where Grand Duke Youth Myard, whose position was farthest from the Ferrius army, had dug in.

“Broadly as expected.”

Going by Highserk’s record so far, they used their mobility to create local advantages in numbers and troop quality and overturn bad odds.

“Yes. It seems the Highserk Empire means to finish off the weak Myard troops first, then meet us in a decisive battle.”

A corps of strategists who had come with Winston from home stood around him, setting pieces down on a map.

“Judging by the enemy’s command position, they will certainly fall on the Myard lines. They have deployed three infantry units, about two thousand men each, on the flanks of their main body, probably to buy time against us.”

Winston nodded in satisfaction at the strategists’ report.

“Elite as they are, to think they’d try to hold off us Ferrius troops with six thousand men. You’ve grown arrogant, Berger. I’ll end your record here.”

Winston ran his eyes over the map again and pictured the deployments. Wear down the troops of Myard, a vassal state, make it dependent on Ferrius militarily, and bleed the Highserk Empire’s forces at the same time. To Winston, it was an ideal development.

“Nothing overlooked in the fortifications?”

“The Myard lines have anti-cavalry palisades, standing shields, and even simple dry moats dug with earth magic. Militia are mixed in, but taking a hill held by over ten thousand soldiers will take time.”

“The remaining worry is the Jeff Cavalry Battalion.”

The Jeff Cavalry Battalion was reputed to be the strongest cavalry in the northern states. That it was the Highserk Empire’s spearhead and had carried its rapid advance was common knowledge among Winston and all the Ferrius officers and men.

“When we go on the offensive, we expect a mobile defense by their cavalry. Several thousand casualties are certain.”

“Victory demands sacrifice. The cavalry battalion is not invincible. If most of the infantry is lost, they’ll sour as well. Without infantry, there is no final victory.”

Winston stopped and tapped the table lightly.

“We bring victory back to King Barriston at home. Understood? Don’t slip. When Highserk and Myard are both exhausted, we decide the outcome with a single blow.”

* * *

The two armies assembled for the decisive battle on the plain near the capital, Aidenberg. The Duwei Squad joined the Liguria Battalion and waited in its fortified position for the order to sortie.

“From the vanguard’s intel, the Ferrius main army has joined them too. About fourteen thousand, plus four thousand Myard regulars and seven thousand militia from the emergency levy. Twenty-five thousand in total.”

The officers’ war council was already over, and information had been passed down in top-down fashion to the non-commissioned officers, Squad Leader Duwei among them. Against roughly twenty-five thousand enemy troops, the Highserk army, after losses on the march, had fewer than eighteen thousand. The Myard troops’ resistance at the border hadn’t been for nothing, apparently.

“So that’s why the enemy finally came out to fight.”

Jose nodded as if satisfied. Since Walm and the others had invaded the Principality of Myard, there had been almost no real field battles. Sieges, pursuits, mopping-up operations, all of them long, tedious, and costly in casualties.

“They wore us down while they called in their precious master.”

“They’ve had five years to build up their forces, so we can’t let our guard down...”

Jose tapped Noor’s helmet as she groaned. A light ring reached Walm’s ears.

“Highserk’s been at war for five years and can still put this many troops in the field. The homeland is... well, outside a few regions, development is slow, but the standing army is all battle-hardened veterans. Even with a gap of six or seven thousand, it’s not a gap we can’t overcome.”

“I’m itching to get at them.”

“You say that, but you’re probably shriveled up again.”

When Jose made a grabbing motion, Barito’s cockscomb swung from side to side. He clearly hadn’t forgotten being grabbed before his first battle.

“Come on, give me a break...”

Jose was making fun of Barito, but Walm saw it differently. After a number of battles, the two were not exaggerating when they said they had graduated from recruit status. The Duwei Squad’s standards were just too high.

Of course, Walm had no intention of telling them. They might get cocky and get themselves killed, and that would be his problem.

“That’s enough. On to the main point. The Liguria Battalion will wait in the rear with the Jeff Cavalry Battalion.”

The squad leader dropped a bomb. As far as Walm knew, Highserk, and Gerald Berger above all, favored the hammer-and-anvil tactic, breaking through one wing and then pincering or half-encircling to bury armies stronger than their own.

The driving force behind it was the Jeff Cavalry Battalion, said to be the strongest in the neighboring countries. Right hand to Gerald Berger and known as the empire’s spearhead, they were warriors who loved to crush enemy cavalry battalions and pry open the soft bellies of infantry. Behind them, a light infantry battalion was usually attached to assist and support.

“...Why the Liguria Battalion? Against the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa we never once worked with cavalry.”

Jose asked, more serious than usual. Walm was equally unsure how to react to being told, out of nowhere, to coordinate with cavalry. On the Liberitoa front they had used a few cavalry, but never a battalion of them. The main fighting force had always been infantry, and Walm had only spoken with cavalry a few times, usually messengers or men sent to harass the enemy.

“Can’t be helped. The vanguard’s light infantry battalion has taken too many losses. And we can’t pull the main force facing Myard. So the Liguria Battalion, which has plenty of experience, got picked as the light infantry battalion. This is going to be rough.”

The squad leader, who usually laughed off everything, wore a grim face. Walm had learned that when he wore it, things were bad.

“I-is it really that bad?”

Barito, whose cockscomb had lost some of its spirit, asked.

“It’s bad. You can’t fall behind the cavalry’s speed. Your heart’s about to burst, your lungs and legs are shaking at the limit, and if you stop, the men behind you swallow you and the formation turns to mush, and if you fall, you get trampled to death. You have to kill the man in front of you while you run.”

Squad Leader Duwei’s words had weight and realism. The scene came easily to mind. Walm could picture it all too well.

“And my squad’s on the front line! This is what happens because Walm goes wild with 《Heavy Strike》!”

Unbelievably, the one who caused the most chaos was pinning the blame on Walm.

“Doesn’t Squad Leader Duwei cause even more chaos than I do?”

Walm protested right away, but the squad leader just looked away.

“One 《Heavy Strike》 user would be one thing, but there are two of you, and then Willart’s magic on top. I guess even Platoon Leader Kozul couldn’t hide it any longer.”

If you asked Walm, the portly platoon leader loved doing just a moderate amount of everything. He hated racking up too many exploits and getting posted to dangerous front lines. It had probably leaked upward.

“The Liguria battalion commander patted me on the shoulder and said he’s ‘counting on me.’ I knew something was off. It was supposed to be a squad leaders’ and platoon leaders’ council, and there were company commanders all over the place. What’s with ‘My company’s proudest elite squad’? I’d never even talked to that company commander before!”

With the troubles piling up, the squad leader was in a foul mood. It wasn’t any of Walm’s business, exactly, but all he could do was steel himself and rest his body until the real fighting started.

* * *

On the plain outside Aidenberg, the capital of the Principality of Myard, a battle to decide the fate of nations was about to begin. Against the high command’s predictions, Ferrius and Myard had formed positions in two main groups. One was the Ferrius main army, fourteen thousand soldiers sent from the Kingdom of Ferrius. The other was Myard’s four thousand regulars and seven thousand militia.

The two groups were separated, but they were positioned to support each other, and they held two small hills that gave them the advantage on the plain. Both positions were ringed with anti-cavalry palisades, which made it hard to use a cavalry battalion’s single blow to kill their commanders and throw their command into chaos.

Attacking through the valley between the hills risked a pincer attack, and two battalion-sized units were holding it in strength, with solid lines of communication built between the hills. The Highserk Empire, Walm’s own country, had set up behind the hill held by the Myard troops, out of sight.

Of the nine battalions, four were spread out in a line abreast. Three battalions stood behind them, and behind those waited the Jeff Cavalry Battalion and Walm’s Liguria Battalion. According to the advance intelligence Walm had been given, the four battalions at the front would assault the hill, the three held behind would withstand the Ferrius offensive, and the plan was to wipe out Myard first.

The Liguria Light Infantry Battalion and the Jeff Cavalry Battalion were surely meant, once the vanguard had broken the anti-cavalry palisades and other obstacles, to smash the Myard command post with everything they had. Walm couldn’t help picturing how large and how hard their task would be, and he felt gloomy. Then, with no warning, the real battle began. The sound of explosions and the screams of men and horses came riding the wind to Walm’s position. Even for Highserk’s elite soldiers, famous for their strength, attacking a hill with few men was brutally hard.

While friendly troops fought a death struggle at the front, Walm went on waiting. The frustration of being unable to join the fight, the relief of not being thrown into the meat grinder, and the tension all mixed together. As everyone’s nerves wound tighter, the squad leader spoke.

“...No matter how I look at it, this is taking too long.”

“Maybe their defense is stronger than we figured.”

For the outnumbered Highserk, speed was what mattered. The deployment was meant to emphasize mobile warfare and defeat the enemy piecemeal. And yet the noise on the field didn’t sound like four battalions on the attack. There was fierce energy, but the defensive line wasn’t breaking at all. Walm couldn’t shake the sense that something was off, either.

“Maybe we kept too many on the flanks.”

Walm voiced the thought he had had looking at the deployment. If taking out the Myard army took time, they would have to buy time against Ferrius, who would come at them from the flank and rear. Right now three battalions were covering the flank. With Ferrius not moving, those three were completely idle.

“True, two battalions on the flank should be able to buy time, too.”

Jose agreed with Walm.

“Yeah, but even so, I can’t see why they wouldn’t use the cavalry or the light infantry.”

Light infantry were often treated as handymen. When a breakthrough got hard, they were thrown in, and they cleared the road for the cavalry. Space and distance were crucial in war, and Walm could understand holding the light infantry back as depth to follow up behind, but if they couldn’t accomplish the main goal, there was no point.

“I can’t believe Commander Berger would misread things, but...”

The speech in the city of Sarria came back to Walm. A commander who had fired up that many soldiers and ended the border battles quickly. He couldn’t be losing his marbles. Just then, a new war cry came from the left side of the hill and rang in Walm’s ears.

“Ugh, the Ferrius main army!”

From what Walm could see, there were at least four battalions. Two battalions of the middle line on the left side moved to meet them. Even so, the enemy outnumbered them nearly two to one. Buying time would be all they could manage.

“Isn’t the order coming yet?”

Barito said, flustered.

“If this keeps up, we’re in trouble...”

Noor, the least experienced in the squad, voiced her unease.

“Myard’s reserve is coming from the right side of the hill too! Damn, that’s a full battalion!”

Bad feelings tended to come true, and Myard’s only reserve unit was about to be thrown in from the right side of the hill.

“I can see a fresh Ferrius battalion way out on the left. They’re going to make a wide encirclement!”

Things had reached the point where Walm felt the need to break through part of the encirclement forming around them and regroup. While the soldiers spoke freely, only the squad leader seemed sunk deep in thought.

“Squad Leader Duwei?”

Jose called the squad leader’s name, having noticed a moment late.

“It’s a crisis, but... the frontline units haven’t taken heavy losses. The units sent to hold the Ferrius main army are just stalling. Something’s going on here. Something’s off.”

It was about the time when the battalion-sized Myard force on the right began coming down the hill. Messengers ran around the Liguria Battalion’s position. So it’s finally here, Walm thought, bracing himself. He covered his face with his hand and exhaled. The warm air pushed back against his palm and Walm felt it flow out through the gaps. It was a habit of his before a battle. The messenger must have delivered Commander Berger’s orders. Immediately afterward, the Liguria battalion commander’s voice rang out.

“Sortie! The target is the Ferrius command post. From the right flank, at full speed, run around the side of the hill and take the Ferrius command post. The cavalry is moving. Brace yourselves!”

“Huh?”

Most of the soldiers who received the order were too stunned to take in the situation. Walm’s mind raced too. In this losing position, they were ordered to charge the Ferrius command post, far to the rear, with two of their nine battalions.

Even if the hills were neighbors, it was three or four kilometers. A trained soldier without gear could easily cover it, but this was in full equipment, with fighting on the way and at the destination. In front of them lay the hill held by Myard, and to the right a Myard battalion was starting to come down. To Walm it didn’t seem sane, but he remembered the image of the friendly troops who couldn’t break through.

“Could it be... a feint?”

At Walm’s murmur, the squad leader nodded.

“They’ve been pretending the attack is stalling to draw the enemy out. And the Myard frontline troops have leaned forward and are tied up in combat. They just sent their last reserve from the hill toward our command post. Word of a change in orders won’t reach the front yet.”

“Even so, one battalion is still at the Ferrius command post. And part of the six battalions on the left might pull back to help.”

In answer to Jose’s skeptical remark, Walm told him what he had gathered looking down on the field.

“No. The enemy units that could most easily come back to help have already been drawn into fighting.”

The six Ferrius battalions were bulging outward to complete the encirclement, covering the left wing of the Highserk main body. The outer edge, built for encirclement, was farthest from the Ferrius command hill. Passing word to them quickly would be hard, and pulling back would take time. From what Walm could see, friendly units meant mainly to pin the enemy had been assigned first of all against the inner Ferrius battalions, the ones that could return to the command post fastest.

“It comes down to who wipes out the other’s command post first. A great victory or a crushing defeat.”

Thinking about what lay ahead, Walm wished that forecast would be wrong, but he couldn’t think of anything else. Even with three battalions devoted to delaying, they had been nearly surrounded and the enemy had nearly double their numbers. If they couldn’t take the command post, the left wing would be encircled and a crushing defeat would be unavoidable.

“Wh-what, an operation like some kind of gamble-”

Noor trailed off, speechless, but Walm, as a soldier, had no time left to think.

“Commander Berger must have his own odds of winning. Switch over. If you can’t focus, you’ll die.”

Everyone fell silent. Walm waited for the moment. There was no drum or trumpet to announce the sortie. The troops were packed close, and at first they kept tight spacing by platoon and company, but once they began to run, gaps opened a little at a time.

The two battalions began to run, quietly but at full speed. Walm kicked off the ground and ran with everything he had. The cavalry ahead ran like arrows and literally crushed the head of the enemy force coming down the hill. When Walm arrived a few minutes behind, the enemy was still in chaos. It was a perfect chance to form up and trample them, but passing through came first.

“Don’t stop! Runnn! Run!”

Platoon Leader Kozul, desperate, bellowed over his labored breathing. Walm wondered where the portly platoon leader found the strength, but for now he focused on the enemy in front of him. As he ran, he brought his halberd down on an enemy soldier blocking his path and cut through collarbone and shoulder. The next soldier he caught with a horizontal sweep, armor and upper body together.

Both wounds, if the bleeding were stopped, would have allowed a return to the line, but Walm judged this was no time for finishing blows. And he could easily picture the troops following behind finishing them off. The enemy units the cavalry had hit were terrifyingly fragile and in disorder.

Even in a mass like that, some were trying to recover quickly. Their noncoms and men must be good, Walm thought, and clicked his tongue. A sizable enemy force was waiting in front of him. There were probably a hundred.

“Willart, Walm!”

The squad leader called out Willart’s name, then Walm’s. The distance to the enemy was dropping under fifty meters. They had formed a pike wall in formation, and hitting it head-on would mean casualties. Walm understood the squad leader’s intent and began to work mana into a spell as he ran. Willart fired a step ahead. Five or six men in the front rank went down wounded, seriously or lightly, and a hole opened in part of the line. What Walm produced was a 《Fireball》, the same as Willart’s. The enemy unit, which had held on despite its losses in the front rank, was hit by 《Fireball》s landing beside the hole, and a big gap opened in the center.

“Break through!”

Squad Leader Duwei and the veteran Highserk soldiers wouldn’t miss a weak spot, and they naturally formed a wedge and broke in. Following behind Squad Leader Duwei, who literally tore away flesh and iron, Walm swung his halberd.

Like splitting a helmet, the blade went in at the back right of a skull, bit through the bone, and dropped the man in one blow. Another enemy who tried to stop Walm was run through at the shoulder and thigh by the short spears of Barito and Noor, who had been waiting at his side, and went down. The soldier trying to get up met countless Highserk boots. His dying cry cut off almost at once.

Highserk soldiers swarmed the thoroughly broken enemy. The numbers were even, and it had been a rare unit that had recovered fast from the cavalry charge, but its competence got it noticed, and it was trampled in no time. The effect spread to the scattered units around it. It was common knowledge by now, Walm included, that the Principality of Myard, having lost its standing army at the border, had mobilized a large militia. The militiamen, seeing a unit with a high proportion of regulars torn apart and trampled one-sidedly right in front of them by Walm and the others, rushed for the hill with its solid fortifications.

“Don’t run! Buy us time. If we hold them here we win-gyaa, aaah!”

The officers and men trying to rally had stood out too much. Even if told to run on past, the Highserk soldiers weren’t so soft as to leave a threat at their backs, as Walm well knew. The militia, watching veterans and quick-witted soldiers get skewered, broke in a total rout.

“Don’t waste time on small fry! Run for the hill!”

Squad Leader Duwei urged them on, and the squads around followed. Platoon Leader Kozul, between the running and the fighting, could only get out a faint voice. Even so, from that well-padded belly came sword work too sharp to imagine, and he slit the throats of two Myard soldiers. Walm, with surprise, revised his opinion of the platoon leader.

Dust rose, and the clatter of armor, swaying up and down and from side to side, echoed all around. Some soldiers dropped out from wounds or exhaustion, but most kept running. The hill was approaching right in front of Walm. The cavalry had charged and cleared enemy soldiers from around the hill. What remained was the battalion-sized force on the hilltop and the elite troops directly beneath the command post who held it to the death.

The wide hill rose, to Walm’s eye, twenty or thirty meters at best. To his exhausted legs, it felt like a mountain climb. The enemy threw everything at the Highserk soldiers trying to break in: arrows, stones, magic. Walm’s legs had grown heavy as stone, but a heat of fighting spirit that could only be called frenzy had spread through the entire unit.

Putting speed first, they had no mantlets or bamboo bundles, nothing to stop attacks from medium and long range. A soldier hit by an enemy 《Fireball》 became a flaming human ball, screaming as he tumbled down the hill. A soldier who took an arrow to the knee crawled along the ground, wailing. In an ordinary battle, the unit’s morale would have dropped sharply.

“Forward! Forwaaard!”

But fatigue and pain had eaten away the unit’s reason, and it functioned as a single killing machine whose only aim was to trample the command post. Walm saw fear in the Ferrius main army, which had the high ground and hastily built but real anti-cavalry palisades.

“Knock them down! Clear a road for the cavalry! There’s no way back!”

There was a truth in the words with which Squad Leader Duwei rallied the troops and cowed the enemy. If they stalled here, the main body would take a fatal blow, and the Liguria Battalion, stranded in the middle of the enemy, would be wiped out to the last man. The only way to live was to take the hill and kill the enemy commander.

“Pull!”

“Aaaah, aaaah!”

Jose threw himself at the anti-cavalry palisade with a shout, and Barito’s and Noor’s voices followed. The stakes sunk in the ground resisted stubbornly, but one by one, more men joined in pulling them down. Naturally the Ferrius soldiers weren’t going to stand by. To keep them from clearing away the obstacles that protected them, they thrust spears at the Highserk soldiers and shot arrows into them.

Walm threw his full strength and weight at the lattice-built palisade and hauled it over. In the middle of it, an arrow loosed by an archer came straight for his face. He ducked reflexively, and with a high ring, a dull blow and pain ran through his sallet.

“You there, stay put! I’ll be right there!”

Walm unleashed his anger at the pain, and the archer, perhaps rattled, sent his second arrow well over Walm’s head.

“Pulled it down! Open the road!”

The breaking point came quickly. Once one section gave, the palisades nearby were pulled out one after another. The order had come from the platoon leader. He was covered in blood and sweat and gasping for breath. The soldiers who had been about to rush in understood from the rumbling and war cries coming from behind what was approaching.

“Here comes the Jeff Cavalry! Anybody who doesn’t want to be trampled, get out of the way!”

At Jose’s words, the soldiers parted to either side like Moses’ sea. In the midst of fresh blood and corpses and screams and shouts painting the battlefield, the bloodthirsty cavalrymen charged in a straight line at the breach.

The Ferrius soldiers who tried to form a pike wall to stop them were broken by spells from the cavalry’s mounted magic users and crushed in the charge. The archer who had shot at Walm took a lance charge, had a huge hole put through his armor and belly, and became one of the scattered corpses. The cavalry’s final charge dragged the enemy position into a crucible of chaos. The soldiers knocked down what palisades remained and opened breakthrough points one after another.

“Don’t let the enemy commander get away! Kill him here!”

In wars of this world, where the way armies were run was not yet mature, a command structure, once lost, did not easily come back. If the enemy commander, the head, was struck down, the whole force would stop functioning. Conversely, if he escaped here, it would give them the strength to recover. Walm got inside the command post and kept swinging his weapon, and a fresh group appeared in front of him. Their gear was clearly different from the common soldiers’. They must be the personal guard directly beneath the command post.

“Out of my way, or die on foreign ground!”

When Walm threw out his taunt, the guard shouted back.

“Shut up!”

An enemy soldier holding a longsword in both hands came at Walm. For all his rough words, his footwork was fast and his strikes sharp. Against the enemy’s overhead blow, Walm thrust his halberd up from below. A high clang of iron on iron rang out. Walm pushed through with 《Heavy Strike》 active, and his blade cut the soldier’s hand off at the wrist.

“Guuuuh!”

Amazingly, ignoring the blood and the pain, the soldier gripped his longsword in his remaining hand and leapt at Walm.

Walm stepped back and thrust the halberd several times. The soldier turned aside the first two, but the third slipped into his throat and tore most of his neck open.

He didn’t fall right away, but he spat foaming blood from his mouth and pitched forward.

They were clearly beyond ordinary soldiers in Skill. They were trained to the bone. Around here, too, there were more Highserk corpses than anywhere before. Their target had to be close, Walm thought, and swept his eyes around.

“There’s a strange group deep on the left!”

It was Jose who noticed. The enemy soldiers around them were desperately trying to push back or hold their ground, but only that group was trying to escape from the far side of the hill to the flatland.

“Duwei Squad, stop them!”

Platoon Leader Kozul, nearly out of breath, picked out the squad by name.

“Ah, don’t ask the impossible!”

There were several groups trying to go down the hill. Most were probably decoys to help the commander escape, but this group was more desperate than the others.

“Reinus, Tibird, Danfan!”

The squad leader called out the names of the Three Idiots, but Tibird, their leader, answered with a seriousness not like him.

“Impossible! Three of us are taking on double our number!”

The squad had no energy to spare and was tied up in the fighting, and the gap between the enemy group and Walm and the others only grew wider.

“Damn you all!”

Squad Leader Duwei cut two men down at once with his war axe, but that was nowhere near enough. With small groups blocking the way, Walm gathered mana in his hands. An ordinary 《Fireball》 wouldn’t do. The group in full armor, fighting as dead men, was getting in the way. He needed to spread fire widely and keep its power.

What Walm pictured was the firestorm that had burned his homeland’s capital in his old world. He pictured hard what he had seen in books, on the internet, and on television. He bit down lightly and began to bring up fire magic and wind magic, one in each hand. Until now he had only ever used one element at a time. Strangely, he was sure that using them together was the best answer here.

A heat that seemed to scorch his skin wrapped his whole body. Countless winds swirled around Walm as if circling him. It wasn’t enough. Still not enough. Spit nearly dripped from his half-open mouth. With a natural ease, Walm was showing a concentration and a surge of mana unlike anything before.

“That guy! Kill him!”

The enemy commander noticed the anomaly, pointed at Walm and howled.

“Like hell!”

Several soldiers formed a suicide squad and rushed Walm, but Jose, along with Noor and Barito, blocked their path.

“Walm, do it!”

The one who shouted with emotion was Willart, who showed no agitation however many people he killed. Blue flame rose up around Walm and the wind scattered it all around.

“A runaway? No, but this is...”

Willart, who had been watching, let out a bewildered voice.

“Wh-what is that!?”

“My hair, aah, hot! Walm, we’re on your side!”

“Get back. You’ll be caught in it!”

The complaints from the soldiers around him quickly turned into cheers. Five Ferrius soldiers were engulfed all at once in fire and wind. Fire and wind are among the primal fears of living things. Flames that sear the skin, heat that makes you want to shut your eyes, wind that whips grass and hair around.

For the first time, fear showed in the Ferrius guards, who had held bravely even against the cavalry and Squad Leader Duwei’s 《Heavy Strike》. The ground where Walm walked was scorched as if the flames were eating into it, and sand and dust rose up. It was like constantly scattering 《Fireball》s all around. The only problem was the terrible fatigue that hit Walm. On top of a Skill he didn’t understand, his first, there was his accumulated exhaustion. Walm’s mana was about to run dry.

“Not yet...”

The enemy had escaped the fire and wind, but they hadn’t yet collapsed. Through blurring vision, Walm kept his eyes on the enemy and raised his halberd with trembling arms. The blow he threw with all his strength and mana burned through the enemy unit, splitting it in two with fire and wind.

“Ah, fire, it’s clinging to me-”

“Gyaaah, gaaaah!”

“Put it out, put it out, aaaah!”

It was hell, however mildly you put it, to watch dozens of men burn to death in flames. The stench of burning men lingered in Walm’s nose, and the screams rang in his ears. At the sight, as if the gates of hell had opened, the enemy’s will to fight finally broke. The fire had spread even to the group trying to flee.

Among the enemy soldiers still putting out fires and putting up a last resistance, one man stood out in particular. His clothes were embroidered with gold, and the work on his armor was the flashy sort worn at ceremonies. The sword in his hand had a sheen unlike iron or silver, and Walm knew at a glance it was made of magic silver, mithril.

“You’re the last one... You’re the commander, aren’t you?”

The fury of the fire and wind, which had made that hell, was rapidly dying down.

* * *

The one entrusted with command of the Kingdom of Ferrius’s Myard expeditionary army was Winston Ferrius, a member of the royal family. Second in line to the throne and top of his class at military academy, Winston, even without favoritism, was fit to be appointed commander in a major war.

He was skilled at handling large forces, and thanks to elite training since childhood, he was no worse than a knight in personal combat. He had experience from skirmishes to full field battles and had gone into this campaign with confidence. The staff officers and generals who supported him were all noted for daily training and experience and for being elite. That Winston was now seized by a sense of urgency stronger than any he had felt in his life.

“The enemy’s momentum won’t stop!”

“The palisades are being pulled down. The enemy is right in front of us!”

At the stream of bad news, Winston clenched his back teeth hard enough to break them.

“Even for the cavalry it’s one thing, but their infantry covered four kilometers fighting off a whole battalion on the way and reached the hill! Why are we being overrun by men like that!?”

Impossible. Yes, impossible. Winston tried to sort out the situation. The Myard army, with its militia, wasn’t suited to advanced maneuver warfare. For that reason, in the council before the campaign, the plan had been to strengthen the defense of the hills leading to the Myard capital, and once the Highserk army bit into either the Ferrius or the Myard position, pin it at the front line, close an encirclement, and destroy its field army.

The enemy had attacked the Myard position, full of weak soldiers, as predicted. On top of that, they hadn’t been able to break the fortified Myard position, and the line had stalled. When they had half-encircled the over-extended enemy, Winston had been sure that defeat was impossible. And now they were cornered.

Winston and his officers had considered, as one possibility, that the cavalry battalion, superior in mobility and breakthrough power, might break through one corner of the encirclement on its own and raid the command post. That was why they had carefully built palisades to neutralize its breakthrough power. They had also held two thousand men in reserve, to double as reserve force and command post guard. Unlike the Myard troops, Ferrius soldiers trained daily and were highly proficient. They should have been able to match even Highserk soldiers who spent their lives at war. That had been the commonsense view. And it was being overturned by an unorthodox light infantry battalion.

Winston had never heard of light infantry following a cavalry charge. Even if they could follow, they would be too exhausted to fight properly. Highserk had done it anyway. Together with the cavalry, they had trampled the Myard infantry units that had been pressing the left wing, and they were even breaking through the Ferrius soldiers who had taken up defensive positions on the hill.

“...Lord Winston, it’s dangerous here. We have no choice but to fall back and join the rearmost battalion of the right wing.”

One of the strategists, having made up his mind, began to persuade Winston.

“Nonsense. You’re telling me to abandon the command post and run?”

On the right wing the main force was in the middle of a fierce assault. If they abandoned the command post and gave up the hill, the main force would take heavy damage. It was a proposal Winston couldn’t accept.

“If the commander is killed, the whole army will collapse. We must give up the hill now and regroup!”

“Ugh, uuugh...”

At the strategist’s opinion, Winston groaned and wavered. The enemy was a force of about four thousand. If the battalions coming back could just join them, they could still hold. The Myard units on the left that had been scattered still had fighting strength left, because the enemy had put speed first. If they could only buy time, Ferrius’s victory was certain.

Winston couldn’t decide. If he gave up the hill here, victory on the plain would slip far away. At the front, the roar of spells thundered. The screams carried on the wind must be Ferrius soldiers’. As a soldier and as a royal, Winston couldn’t bring himself to give up his duty and decide to retreat. Just then, a blood-soaked soldier tumbled into the command post.

“What is this, in front of Lord Winston!?”

Ignoring the knight who scolded him, the soldier shouted.

“The palisades are broken! The enemy cavalry is pouring in! We can’t hold any longer!”

It was news enough to plunge everyone in the command post into despair.

“Lord Winston, withdraw at once! We’ll hold here!”

The first to react were Winston’s personal guard.

“Take him out!”

Before Winston could reach a decision, his guards and the strategists pushed him and carried him away from the command post.

“Pull out the decoy groups too. The enemy’s right on top of us!”

The command tent burst apart in an explosion. The enemy had reached Winston’s immediate surroundings.

“Stop them at all costs!”

“Here they come. Light infantry!”

At the edge of his vision, Winston saw the guard, in whom he had placed absolute trust, being cut down by common enemy soldiers. One was a man built like a bull, but another caught Winston’s eye. An unremarkable, harmless-looking man had activated a Skill and cut through a guard, armor and all.

“H-Highserk soldiers, how terrifying.”

If even their common soldiers had that kind of Skill, then a decisive battle on the plain had been reckless. They should have shut themselves in a siege and dragged the capital, Aidenberg, into it, Winston realized.

Even so, the guards worked to get their lord Winston away. The problem was that in this world, individuals who could overturn tactics and a difference of dozens of men existed. Winston felt heat on his back, and as he tried to turn, he realized the soldiers on either side of him had thrown themselves over him. Immediately afterward, an unbearable heat and raging flames were scattered all around.

“Wh-what...”

What Winston saw, through a drifting consciousness, was a landscape of fire and wind. The soldiers who had desperately tried to protect Winston were wrapped in flame, flailing their arms and legs as if dancing, and went still. The soldier who had shielded Winston had half his body scorched and breathed in gasps.
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“Hey, pull yourself together!”

Winston remembered an old tale of the battlefield. His tutor, a veteran soldier, must have told it to him. “If you see blue flames on a battlefield, they are the send-off fires to the underworld. If they invite you, death awaits. Its name is-” Winston had thought it a mere superstition, a tall tale, but it was real, and it was closing in on him.

“《Ignis... Fatuus》.”

The enemy with that Skill was the unremarkable soldier from before. He was walking calmly between the burning soldiers, coming closer.

“You’re the last one left... The commander, I take it.”

Like a man looking at weeds he had missed, the man told Winston this with no expression at all.

* * *

Having used his mana to the limit, Walm was hit by extreme exhaustion. His legs were heavy as stone from the long run. His comrades had been left behind in the fire, and there was no one near him.

“You’re the last one left. ...The commander, I take it.”

If they would just answer when asked, it would save him trouble. He had expected no reply, so he was surprised when, astonishingly, one came.

“I am. Your tone is too high for a mere soldier. I am Winston Ferrius, commander of the Kingdom of Ferrius’s Myard expeditionary army.”

It could be a body double. Walm didn’t know what the man looked like. But in the man’s manner and his clipped speech, he sensed a natural grace and dignity.

“Surrender.”

There was no point in killing him needlessly. An enemy commander, and royalty, taken prisoner, would work in their favor in negotiations between nations.

“I still have my limbs, my sword, and my honor. My men are fighting. I have no reason to surrender!”

Winston drew his sword from its sheath with a snap and stepped in toward Walm from a high guard. His movements were better than expected. Walm, who had taken the royal commander for a mere figurehead, had to reconsider. He turned the high strike aside with his halberd and thrust, but Winston turned the tip aside with his sword and circled around to Walm’s left.

Neither magic nor Skills were available any longer. Walm had hoped for support from the soldiers nearby, but they were blocked by the fire and by the men trying to rescue Winston. He barely had the mana to spare for strengthening his body. He focused on one thing only, how to kill the strong enemy in front of him. Sword and halberd crossed again and again, each aiming at a fatal wound.

Winston’s sword cut Walm’s arm, and Walm’s halberd grazed Winston’s neck. A thin line of blood welled up at the neck, but it was nowhere near fatal.

They shoved each other apart in a clinch, and space and distance opened. Walm gripped the very bottom of the halberd shaft and thrust from a distance a step farther than before. Caught by a reach beyond what he had expected, Winston lost his balance.

Walm pulled the halberd back and threw it at his head. Winston coolly knocked it down with his sword, but Walm, who had stepped in, hid his draw behind his left shoulder, pulled his longsword, and swept. Winston stopped moving and dropped to his knees. His neck was cut halfway through and blood poured out without stopping.

“Ugh, I... may lose... but Ferrius... has not... lost yet...”

Winston forced the words out, bowed his head to the ground, and died at Walm’s feet.

“I’ve killed the enemy commander!”

Walm took a deep breath and shouted. The victory cry spread across the battlefield at once. The Highserk soldiers grew livelier, and the Ferrius soldiers who had held out to the end fled down the hill as if rolling. The Highserk soldiers weren’t so soft as to let them go. Walm, at his limit and panting, heard a horse’s neigh beside him. A group of cavalry had appeared. From the group in heavy armor, one man rode toward Walm.

“Did you kill Winston?”

It was Commander Jeff, head of the Jeff Cavalry Battalion, a name every Highserk soldier knew.

“Yes, sir.”

It was a check on results. Jeff, who had been looking into the corpse’s face, slowly nodded at Walm.

“That’s Winston Ferrius himself. Well done. A great feat. What unit, and your name?”

Walm had expected only to confirm whether it was a decoy, so his reaction was slow.

“...Kozul Platoon, Duwei Squad. Walm, sir.”

“So, Walm. I meant to take Winston’s head myself, but this is a splendid job. The light infantry battalion will regroup on the hilltop and move on to the finishing touches. Rest until then.”

His fatigue had already hit its limit. If the man had been anyone but a general, Walm would have thrown his limbs on the ground.

“And in recognition of your merit, Commander Berger will probably give you a reward. Don’t die before then.”

Having said that, Commander Jeff turned his horse, took his battalion, and rode down the hill. Enemy soldiers who hadn’t gotten away were swallowed by the battalion’s formation and left their bones on the ground.

From the hilltop, everything was visible. Racing across the battlefield like a single living creature, the cavalry hit the rear and flanks of the enemy units fighting the Highserk infantry battalions on the plain, again and again. It was like wolves attacking a flock of sheep, Walm thought, and swallowed.

But more frightening than the cavalry’s striking power was that merely by passing nearby, the cavalry forced the enemy to respond, and their formations visibly crumbled, and the units caught in the pincers were wiped out. It spread in a chain through every part of the battlefield. Even to Walm, the defeat of the Ferrius-Myard allied army was obvious.

“Walm, you all right?”

Jose, filthy with dust and blood, came over, worried.

“I’ll live. I’m awfully tired, though.”

“Being tired means you’re alive.”

“Are the others okay?”

“Everyone’s fine. Barito and Noor look like they’re about to drop, though. Squad Leader Duwei, no need to ask.”

No one would believe Squad Leader Duwei had been killed in battle. Walm was sure he would keep charging even if he were skewered all over. Walm was about to sit down from fatigue when a voice stopped him. The owner of the familiar rough, deep voice was Squad Leader Duwei.

“Don’t you dare sleep. You’ll go down and not get up. Drink water a little at a time. In five minutes the pursuit starts. Once that’s done, we’re dismissed.”

Right, the battle was still going. Walm put some water from the canteen at his waist in his mouth. The thirst in his throat eased in an instant as it was sucked into his stomach. He looked sideways. The body of Winston Ferrius, whom he had killed, was wrapped in what was left of the enemy tents and guarded. He had somehow survived the hardest part, but there were still peaks ahead. On the hill, several kilometers away, where Myard had made camp, fierce fighting went on.

* * *

“The Ferrius army has collapsed completely! Three battalions have already been wiped out. The remaining battalions are retreating!”

“We also have a report that Winston Ferrius has fallen...”

“The Ariand and Garry units have broken and run! The h-hill is completely surrounded!”

The death of Winston Ferrius, the supreme commander on the Ferrius side, was enough news to push the Myard troops into despair. The remaining Youth Myard tried desperately to reorganize, but what ruined it was the Jeff Cavalry Battalion, Highserk’s pride.

They kept hitting the rear and flanks of the units that had been fighting the Highserk infantry battalions, running wild, and when the formations broke, they were finished off by organized bodies of infantry. Youth tried to retreat in an organized way using messengers and magic tools, but ironically the Ferrius soldiers and low-ranking officers who fled in disorder, each on their own, suffered fewer losses.

Already more than six thousand Ferrius soldiers were dead, and the Myard troops had more than five thousand dead.

What remained was only the left wing infantry unit that had broken early, and the three thousand who had barely escaped onto the hill. Thinking back on it, Youth believed they had been deliberately shut up on the hill. When he thought about why he had bowed his head to a neighboring country and endured for five years, the strength nearly drained out of his body, but he held on, thinking of his people and the one daughter he had left.

To keep his country from total collapse at Highserk’s hands, Youth had practiced scorched earth in the old Kanoa Kingdom. He had destroyed important facilities, carried every portable bit of food into Myard, and burned all the remaining grain. Youth had taken in as many of the old Kanoa people as he could. Even so, he knew from informants in the cities that the old Kanoa people still living in Highserk-annexed land loathed and hated him.

Hated and loathed, he had taken Ferrius’s proposal, shamed and ashamed, all for his homeland, but now he could no longer tell whether it had been the right choice.

“The Adoa unit, which tried to break out of the encirclement, has been driven back!”

The last hope of escaping the encirclement had failed. What Youth could do was already limited. Through the magic tools set up in the city, he told them that defeat was unavoidable. The citizens who could flee had probably already started escaping to neighboring countries.

“There’s nowhere to run. If this goes on...”

A worn-out staff officer muttered with his head hung. At another time, Youth would have scolded him, telling him not to give up, but the situation was now completely decided.

“...So this is the end.”

The encirclement kept shrinking, and fierce attacks came from every direction. Youth decided he couldn’t let his soldiers die for nothing any longer.

“We surren-”

The words Youth had started to say were drowned out by shouting. The invaders at his headquarters were Highserk soldiers, but their banners marked them as the city of Sarria’s units.

“Sarria soldiers!”

When his former countrymen spotted Youth, they shouted with bloodshot eyes.

“There he is! The traitor Myard!”

“Kill him! He burned my farm, my family and all!”

“Death to the betrayer!”

They were people who had lost families and property to the scorched-earth tactics. Youth had heard that some of the soldiers had run wild with looting and rape, and he had hunted down the soldiers who went too far and punished them. Even so, that wasn’t even atonement to them.

It was only natural, in a way. The hatred of the people of Sarria hadn’t faded in five years. It had grown. That he hadn’t been able to imagine something so obvious, Youth bit his lip at his own incompetence.

His personal guard tried desperately to stop them, but they lacked the strength to hold back the frenzy of the Sarria soldiers. Youth, without even drawing his sword, waited for his former countrymen to close in.

“Lord Myard!”

Even at the moment of his death, there was no answer to what had been the right choice.

“Forgive me.”

There was no time to think about whom, or what, he was apologizing to, as countless blades pierced Youth. The last thing that came to his mind was the beloved daughter who remained in the city. The man who had cut away so many people as necessary sacrifices for his country thought, at the end, not of the country but of his family. How selfish that must be. In his fading consciousness, all Youth could do was laugh at himself.

The body of Youth Myard, skewered with thirteen spears and swords, was lifted up and displayed on the hilltop. The command structures of both the Ferrius and Myard armies were completely lost, and the setting of the sun on the Principality of Myard became certain.

* * *

Even after the enemy’s main force was destroyed and the three thousand surrounded Ferrius soldiers had surrendered, fighting continued. The battered units were disarming prisoners and turning the hill they had taken into a temporary headquarters. As for the rest, the cavalry battalion and the light infantry battalion, both known for their speed, were hotly pursuing the remnants of the Ferrius force trying to flee to its homeland.

They had lopped off the head that was the commander, and five battalions had been destroyed, but two battalions’ worth of strength remained. If they got away unscathed, it would affect future diplomacy. Under those circumstances, the Liguria light infantry battalion was ordered not to hold the hill but to clear out Aidenberg, the capital of Myard. Ferrius and Myard soldiers who hadn’t managed to join the main force were hiding in the city as soldiers in civilian clothes.

Aidenberg, which had put its weight on defending the border, had no large defensive works. That was one reason the Ferrius-Myard alliance had chosen to fight on the plain. Outside the city, on the way to Ferrius, a river flowed, and the city could only be entered from the plain.

To enter the city from the river side, you had to use a ferry or cross one of just two bridges. The bridges were key points and functioned as defensive positions, and even now that Highserk’s victory was certain, the defenders went on resisting. Fortunately the weak resistance was soon put down, but one of the two bridges had been destroyed by Ferrius to slow the pursuit.

The Liguria Battalion had several priorities. The first was to secure the food supply depots. Myard, a fertile grain region, exported grain actively to neighboring countries, and Aidenberg, the center of trade, held many granaries and the military provision stores that had fed the army.

The second was to capture, protect, or kill influential people and holders of power. Simply killing everyone who had been hostile would not make for successful rule. To annex the territory efficiently, a certain number of Myard notables were needed, Walm had been taught after joining the army. The important posts would go to the lords and nobles who had secretly come over beforehand, but the rest of the governing posts and seats of profit would go to notables, as a show of mercy. A carrot and stick, as it was called, and with it Highserk had unified a region known as the Crucible of Chaos, where small states had sprung up everywhere and warlords carved up the land.

The third was keeping order. Many desperate remnant soldiers remained in the city, looting, raping, and hiding. On top of that, some Highserk soldiers were looting in defiance of military law.

Compared with Walm’s old world, this one was more tolerant of looting and rape, but at important strongholds, Highserk held them in check. For the Highserk Empire, which meant to swap the head and keep using the land and people as they were, excessive violence would get in the way later.

Of course, there were those left unprotected to let off steam for the soldiers. They were the notables who had slipped off the chairs. Former high nobles of the old Kanoa Kingdom, and the late Youth Myard, who had become the ruler of Myard, belonged among them. The elegant old mansion, which probably had hundreds of years of history, was being ransacked by a crowd of soldiers.

“These are Myard soldiers, aren’t they?”

It was Noor who had turned her eyes to the piled-up bodies.

“To soldiers who’ve lost their country, I guess it just looked like a treasure house without a watchdog.”

Jose glanced at the bodies, but showing no interest, he turned his eyes straight to the mansion.

“You can have power and money, but when it falls, it’s over in a moment.”

Maybe it hit close to home for a merchant’s son, because to Walm’s eyes the usually cheerful Jose looked a little sentimental.

“I get it, sort of, but getting left behind clutching valuables. Pathetic.”

Clever ones had already given up and slipped away, living quietly among relatives in the city as civilians, or had tried to escape from the city. Those piled up here had been blinded by greed and got left behind.

“They were the former lords, and look at them, ungrateful wretches. From the servants who survived, their relatives were killed by looters before we arrived. And it wasn’t only soldiers. Civilians were mixed in.”

There was a note of contempt in Squad Leader Duwei’s voice.

“The mansion has plenty of hands. We’ve been ordered to patrol the city. Got what you need?”

The squad members’ backpacks and hip pouches were stuffed with leftover loot and ingredients left in the food stores. While Walm worked at the patrol he had been ordered to do to keep the peace, in between he was engaged in legal banditry. Though he was following the rules of the country and the organization, it was morally unforgivable.

There wasn’t a civilian on the city streets. All Walm passed were Highserk soldiers. Every so often there were captured stragglers among them. Anyone who had put up even slight resistance, or been caught by a badly behaved unit, became a fresh stain on the road, and was hauled off in wheelbarrows by fellow prisoners.

“Wait! I’m not a soldier!”

A man dragged out of a building shouted his defense, but the soldiers’ hands didn’t slacken as they stripped his clothes.

“Fresh blood from an arrowhead wound. Take him.”

On the man’s back, there was indeed a mark where an arrow had surely gone in. It was one of the wounds Walm had seen most often on past battlefields. There was no mistaking it.

“No, that’s not it! A stray arrow came when I went outside. I’ve never been on a battlefield!”

The man kept making a desperate excuse, but the soldier went on without changing his tone.

“Want to be handled as a soldier in civilian clothes?”

The soldier pointed with his chin at a wheelbarrow. It was piled with corpses. Fresh blood dripped from the bed, and Walm could even trace where it had come from. Even so, the man, who had tried to speak again, gave up when he saw the soldier put a hand on his sword as a final warning. The man hung his head, then glanced back at the building he had been dragged from. A young woman and a child, probably his family, were watching anxiously.

“Be grateful you won’t be killed. This time you’ll probably be released after a few months of labor. Walk.”

The man exchanged a last look with his family and obediently joined the line of prisoners. It was a sight you could see all over the city. People with fresh cuts or bruises that looked like battle wounds, or burns, were also taken in, depending on the case. There were ordinary civilians mixed in. Walm felt gloomy, but there was no way to tell the difference. If any slipped through, it could get in the way of keeping order, and they couldn’t let rebellious elements with military experience loose.

On top of that, for better or worse, the Highserk Empire seemed to treat human life itself as a resource, Walm had come to think. Enemy nations at war with it were asked for ransom for hostages, and lower-ranking prisoners were sold inside and outside the country. There were several paths for enemy soldiers after annexation. Working for a fixed period to repair cities and facilities damaged in the war, or on civil engineering work at home or abroad. The rivers and roads in Highserk had been built that way.

Depending on the individual’s work and the supervisor’s judgment, the quickest were released in a few months, and the longest after several years of labor. Some were even promoted to supervisor, and many, those with nowhere else to go especially, enlisted in the Highserk army.

As Walm walked through the city, a commotion rose from one street. Walm almost raised his halberd by reflex.

“Sounds of fighting...?”

Barito braced himself, but Squad Leader Duwei denied it.

“Too strange for a killing. A scuffle?”

Hearing the noise, Walm ran toward the center of the disturbance. It was an ordinary townsman’s house. At the entrance stood soldiers from another squad that seemed to have been on patrol.

“What happened?”

He asked an older soldier who was blocking the doorway.

“These guys went too far. They broke into the house and raped the woman. Beat her husband to death too. Then they went wild when we tried to restrain them.”

When Walm looked inside, four young soldiers were pinned to the floor and bound. Beside them a woman sat crying, and a man lay there, the life gone from his eyes. He had been beaten about the face, and his nose and teeth were broken.

“Stupid bastards. They get up to mischief, with no permission to do so.”

The men looked familiar. Walm searched his memory for where he had seen them, and remembered. They were the ones who had been dragging a woman off at the border fortress.

“What happens to them?”

The soldier folded his arms as if thinking it over.

“Normally it’d be a beheading, but we won, so... Besides, they’re Sarria Battalion men who fought hard against the Myard troops. Probably get off with a flogging and some labor with the prisoners.”

Hearing that, the young Sarria soldiers tried to shout curses, but after a few kicks to the face, they quieted down.

“Just a flogging?”

For killing and raping civilians, the punishment was far too light. The words slipped out of Walm before he could stop them.

“It’s common. We can’t kill every one of them, or there’d be no soldiers left.”

The squad leader, listening from beside them, joined in.

“A flogging is something else. The tough guy screams on the first lash, and by the second and third he’s crying. The skin peels off, the flesh gets scraped away. Even if you pass out or piss yourself, the next lash wakes you up and you pass out again. Some even die. Think you can take it?”

Squad Leader Duwei looked down on the Sarria soldiers as if looking at filth. At the thought of the flogging, perhaps, the Sarria soldiers suddenly went meek.

“You heard it, you idiots, the squad leader’s kind advice. If you want fewer lashes, go quietly.”

They had looked like hungry young wolves, but they were led off by the older soldiers like obedient dogs. Walm had been wary of an attack, but there was no fighting in the area he had been assigned. What happened was scuffles over rounding up beaten soldiers, and looting and rape by Highserk and Myard soldiers who ignored military law.

* * *

The first night after the fall of Aidenberg arrived. The Duwei Squad had taken an abandoned riverside hut as their quarters and was on patrol in two shifts. Walm usually hung out with someone, but tonight he was savoring a cigarette alone. It would have been unthinkable in the middle of a battlefield, but thanks to the thorough pacification during the day, order in the city had recovered fast.

On top of that, a curfew strictly forbade anyone but Highserk soldiers from going out at night. Except for the reckless and the foolish, nobody walked the streets. He tossed some salted river fish, a spoil of war, into his mouth. It would normally go in soup, with the salt soaked out first, so it was terribly salty. If he hadn’t been as drained of strength and mana as he was now, Walm wouldn’t have eaten it.

To get rid of the lingering salt, Walm took out his flask and sipped. The alcohol ran through his mouth and dropped into his stomach. He breathed out lightly and looked up at the sky. In it, the twin moons floated faintly as if chasing each other. On a half moon or full moon, the nights seemed brighter than in his old world, but tonight it was a crescent, so the surroundings were dark.

Every time he looked at the moon, he was forced to remember that he was in another world. He put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it with elemental magic. There was no going back to a life of carrying a lighter, however much he wished. White smoke slowly filled his lungs. When Walm breathed out, the smoke spread into the sky and vanished.

As if the fierce fighting of the day had been a lie, silence ruled the night. Walm didn’t dislike talking to people, but he liked spending a little time alone like this now and then. In army life, time alone was precious. Other squad members sometimes took time alone too, when it was safe.

He scratched his head and let his whole body go slack. Like this, he could tell how much his exhausted body and mind wanted sleep. His head was dull, but Walm didn’t miss the faint sound. It was coming from a corner of the boat landing.

Ferries and fishing boats had all been taken to chase the Ferrius remnants. If anything came, it would be someone who, like Walm, had come to enjoy being alone, or someone trying to slip out of the city. It might be a small animal like a cat, but this was definitely not the sound a small animal made.

Besides soldiers, many townspeople were trying to escape the city. Early slips were overlooked, but the Highserk Empire, not wanting its population to drain away, was now restricting movement out of the city.

“Who’s there?”

There was no answer. They might think they could stay hidden, or be wondering what to do. If nobody was there, Walm would look like a complete fool. He flicked the cigarette onto the ground and stepped on it. Most of his armor and gear had been left in the hut. All he had on was his gauntlets and longsword.

“I’ll ask one more time. Who is it?”

When Walm deliberately rattled his sword, a figure came out of a hut used for fishing.

“You’re not Highserk soldiers. There’s a curfew at night. Do you understand?”

There were two people. They were hidden in darkness, so he could make out only their outlines.

“W-we’re very sorry.”

An old man and a girl apologized in trembling voices. What to do? If they weren’t up to anything, a stern warning and sending them home would do, wouldn’t it? Walm took a few steps closer and cast a spell.

“《Torch》.”

Walm looked away from the light and studied the two. In the light that appeared, an old man with white hair, eyes wide with surprise, and a girl with golden hair stood out.

They looked like a grandfather and granddaughter trying to get out of a city where rape and robbery were rampant. Their clothes were ordinary townsfolk’s, but something caught at Walm.

The old man had wrinkles fitting his age, but his chest and shoulders were broad, and he must have been well built in his youth. The girl’s hair was dirty with soot, but she had little body odor. And her fingernails and fingers were clean. People who did hard labor had rough, angular, dirty hands. She had no sunburn marks either.

“...Why are you outside?”

“The city is dangerous, with thieves and rapists everywhere. We were going to stay with relatives abroad.”

Walm’s gut told him these two were not commoners. High-ranking soldiers, wealthy merchants, or else... nobles.

“Are you a soldier?”

“No, not now. I only fought in a war decades ago. I can’t even hold a sword now.”

The old man explained to Walm, looking frightened.

“For a retired man you’re well built. Someone your age should have a bent back. And the young lady has very pretty hands. Was she a sheltered girl?”

“Good health is my only virtue, and my granddaughter lost her parents when she was young, so I raised her with great care so she wouldn’t have to suffer.”

Without confirming or denying, Walm stared quietly at the two. When he closed the distance by a step, the old man’s eyes changed. His skin prickled. He was clearly a very capable man. He didn’t see weapons in their luggage, but there might be hidden weapons, or something taken from a magic bag. There were even martial monks who could outdo weapons bare-handed. He couldn’t let his guard down.

It wasn’t certain they were nobles. And even if they were, the main figures had all been captured or killed. What good did it do for Walm to try so hard to block a few small fry at the bottom of the heap from getting away?

The old man’s real ability was unknown, too. He was clever enough to pose as an amateur and seemed to be willing to do anything. If Walm prodded at him carelessly, a snake might jump out of the grass. A few seconds of staring dragged on until an incongruous sound rang out. The source was the girl. In the middle of this tense moment, her stomach had growled. She had quite the bold stomach.

“Um, this is...”

The girl, her white face turned bright red, was awfully cute.

“Ha, hahaha!”

The two stared at Walm, who burst out laughing.

“Sorry, sorry. You were cute and I couldn’t help it. If you keep her this pampered and clean, some bad soldier will grab her. If your house is still standing, go home. I’ll let you go this time.”

The two bowed to Walm together and started to disappear into an alley.

“Wait.”

The two tensed instantly. Walm went back to the spot where he had been smoking and held out a bottle and a small bag.

“It’s half eaten, but you must be hungry. Fill your stomachs with it.”

What he handed over was a bottle of salted river fish and a small bag of dried beans.

“Th-thank you.”

The girl took them, bewildered. The old man looked at Walm as if he couldn’t understand.

“It was a terrible day. This is hypocrisy to dull my guilt. Don’t be shy, there’s no poison in it.”

When Walm held out the bottle and the bag, the girl reached out and took them. Her hair had been hidden under her hood, tied up inside it to keep it out of the way, as golden and supple as a wheat field. In the glow of the 《Torch》, her eyes caught the light. They were gold too, the same as her hair.

“Thank you very much.”

Walm found himself staring at that gentle smile, one that would please anyone. It was only a short phrase and a gesture, but each part of it was lovely, and hinted at a high level of education.

“Ah... you’re welcome.”

Walm lit a cigarette and left. On the way back to his squad, he looked at the river. With so little light at night, it was extremely hard to see across to the far bank. Even so, one boat was crossing the river without a torch or magic, hidden in the darkness.

“So you can’t go home after all.”

It must have been ridiculous, an invader like him sympathizing with the victims. They were people whose family or neighbors he might have killed. In the end it was legal murder, with war as the permit. And Walm, whose love for country and home was thinner than most people’s, and who had been swept into the war by circumstances, had no cause and no pride to speak of.

“How could that ever be forgiven? You hypocrite.”

Where they would go after losing their way of life might be terribly hard. Walm was getting used to this world, for good and for bad. He no longer had any confidence that he could keep the humanity and morals he had built up in his old world.

* * *

“I-I’ve come to the wrong place...”

The place where the Liguria battalion commander had ordered Walm to report in person was the former Myard mansion, now seized by the Highserk army and turned into the Myard Area Army’s headquarters.

The bloodstains and bodies from the massacre Walm had witnessed had all been cleared away, and two platoons stood guard over the mansion at all times. Commander Berger’s own personal guard held the area around the command room, with a company’s worth of men keeping watch.

Even among the Highserk Empire’s elite soldiers, the elite of the elite had uniform equipment and plenty of captured gear, but compared with Walm, who wore a lot of looted pieces, it was like comparing a pedigreed hound with a stray mutt living day to day. Exposed to the curious stares of the guards, Walm and the rest of the squad were gathered in what had probably been a guest room.

“Squad Leader Duwei, what did you do?”

Barito, his cockscomb wilting miserably, whispered to Jose.

“Beats me. It’s not a jail or a prisoner camp, so I doubt it’s anything bad.”

“I can hear you. Do you think I did something wrong? ...Well, probably they’re giving us a reward for our service.”

Wherever his usual self had gone, Squad Leader Duwei was oddly hesitant.

Recently, they would have been talking about the reward for killing the Ferrius commander, Winston Ferrius. Walm agreed, but none of the squad was used to formal places, so they all sat like borrowed cats. The best they could do was polish their gear and brush the dirt off their clothes. Of course, their weapons had been taken by Commander Berger’s attendants, confiscated, strictly speaking, so Walm thought wryly that they must look like a clean-looking band of thugs.

“Please, have a seat.”

Prompted by an attendant, Walm and the others quietly took chairs at a long table.

“Y-yes.”

Tea and sweets were served to them at the same time. The sweets were as good as any Walm had eaten in his old world, and the squad, having taken one bite, froze up again.

At the taste of civilized sweets for the first time in twenty years since his death, Walm nearly cried. As he savored tea and sweets, he suddenly noticed something. Everyone was trying so hard to behave politely, but it was all so stiff that it made Walm want to laugh.

Walm didn’t know this world’s manners either. So he could only bring the sweets and tea to his mouth by the ordinary manners of his old world.

“That Walm bastard looks awfully relaxed.”

“Weirdly used to this. It’s infuriating.”

“Walm, you’re a farmer from the countryside, right?”

“He studied up in advance to humiliate us.”

“...Coward.”

“Squad Leader, Walm’s smirking a little.”

Against Walm’s comparatively calm behavior, the squad members, the Three Idiots first, heaped abuse on him.

“What are you all talking about...”

The reliable men who had been Walm’s comrades were gone. In their place were executioners denouncing a traitor.

As he went on making his desperate defense, Walm noticed that the door of the room had opened a little, quietly. The other squad members reacted a beat behind. However inexperienced and out of place they were, they were soldiers all the same, even here. Everyone’s reaction to the person who appeared was fast.

Walm leapt up from his chair and stood stiffly at attention to receive the figure. The Highserk Empire’s living War God, Commander Gerald Berger, who had led eighteen thousand men to complete victory in the war with Myard, walked leisurely into the room with a faint smile.

“I thought it was a lively room, and here are all good soldiers.”

He must have been quietly enjoying himself outside the door, listening to Walm’s struggles and the squad members’ flustered state. Walm clicked his tongue. What a mischievous, prankish old man. Commander Berger sat quietly across the long table from Walm.

“Sit down, don’t stand on ceremony. We can’t talk if you stand. Isn’t that right?”

The squad obeyed the supreme commander’s order at once. An attendant poured fresh hot tea for Commander Berger. The sweet aroma tickled Walm’s nose. After enjoying the scent for a moment, Commander Berger took a sip of tea and set the cup down without a sound.

“I fully expected the Jeff Cavalry Battalion to bring back Winston’s head. I was surprised when I heard the report. I never thought infantry would run four kilometers while fighting, break the palisades, and break into the headquarters. And on top of that, kill Winston.”

He looked naturally at each of the squad members in turn, meeting their eyes, and continued.

“Jeff was frustrated. I made the Liguria battalion commander pass on my highest praise, and I heard there was a squad that stood out even among them. I wanted to give you your reward in person, so I had you come here.”

“Your words are too kind for us.”

It was a surprise to Walm that Squad Leader Duwei could use polite language. The other squad members couldn’t hide their agitation either.

“You are Squad Leader Duwei. I’ve heard of your heroic work. A 《Heavy Strike》 user who has supported Highserk for many years. Soldiers like you are irreplaceable to the Highserk Empire.”

“Th-thank you very much.”

Squad Leader Duwei couldn’t hide his joy as he answered. Unlike Walm, the squad leader was patriotic and loyal to his unit, for all his gruffness. Walm could see how someone would go soft when the War God praised him to the skies.

“And you’re Walm.”

Walm stiffened a little at being called by name. The old general’s eyes looked him over as if appraising goods.

“Half a year since enlistment. You were tempered in the fighting against the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, true, but in addition to the 《Heavy Strike》 you learned from Squad Leader Duwei, you’ve learned magic from Magic Soldier Willart, and you even use 《Ignis Fatuus》. A splendid talent.”

《Ignis Fatuus》 was Walm’s new Skill from the fighting against Ferrius. It scattered wind and flame around him and dealt lethal damage over a wide area. He hadn’t known what it was when he activated it, but Willart had told him that its past users included heroes of old and outstanding adventurers.

“Thank you, sir.”

“I saw it once in my youth, and I’d rather not be roasted by it. I’m truly relieved that you’re a Highserk soldier.”

Commander Berger smiled lightly and wet his throat with a sip of tea.

“Rinett, would you bring it?”

The attendant called Rinett brought in something wrapped in a worn cloth.

“This was worn by a group of mysterious men in armor from another world, who ran wild against the three great powers. The material is unknown. It has some resemblance to mithril and adamantite. Its previous owner seems to have been able to use 《Ignis Fatuus》. It should suit you, who use 《Ignis Fatuus》 as well. Don’t be shy. Try it on.”

It looked a lot like a menpo, a face guard from the Warring States period. The design was a mix of oni and skull, but the color was a vivid red. Walm put it on his face, cautiously. It fit with surprising perfection. And it was light as a feather.

“Splendid. A perfect fit. It’s yours now. Everyone who stands against you will be startled by that mask.”

It was the first time he had held it, but Walm felt a deep nostalgia. He couldn’t help being sure that this face guard had somehow drifted in from his old world. As Walm took off the mask to thank him and raised his face, the mask shook, shockingly, and rattled.

“Huh!?”

Walm held himself back, by soldier’s pride and reason, from throwing it away by reflex. Unable to take in what was happening, he looked from the mask to Commander Berger and back.

“U-um, it’s shaking...”

The mask vibrated violently, like a cicada in its last throes or a phone on silent. His face twitching, Walm asked Commander Berger for an explanation.

“Ha ha ha, it seems it’s taken to you. It’s very picky, so it’s been a headache.”

Until just now, Walm had taken the old general for a man with understanding even for the lowest soldiers, but he was a slippery old fox.

“It’s cursed!”

Noor, who had been waiting beside Walm, shouted. Even Jose, on his other side, half rose and moved away. The mask kept vibrating as if protesting.

“C-Commander Berger!?”

Walm begged for help, but the old man across from him just kept laughing.

“Ha, forgive me. There’s no real harm so far, so don’t worry. It’s a kind of weapon with a will of its own, one of the sort that turns up now and then. It just shakes sometimes to match its joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure. I couldn’t wear it, so I’m glad it found a worthy owner. Take good care of it.”

Afterward, as if nothing had happened, he continued the conversation and handed out rewards to the squad members one by one. Because of Walm’s example, everyone took theirs with suspicion and caution.

“Haah, I’m worn out.”

Walm’s group, released from the guest room, were on their way back. The one who unusually let out a groan was the squad leader. The squad members were all keeping their distance from Walm. They might be strong against physical threats, but they seemed weak against curses. The only one showing interest was Willart, Walm’s magic teacher.

“So what are you going to do with that, Walm?”

“Ah, well, I mean... The commander gave it to me, so I should take care of it.”

“Whaaat, you’re not going to throw it out?”

Before Noor finished, the mask vibrated harder than it ever had.

“Noor, you!”

“Don’t say pointless things!”

Scolded by the squad leader and Jose, Noor apologized over and over, to whom, who knew.

“Eek, I’m sorry, I was joking! I’m so sorry!”

Perhaps her desperate prayers got through, because the vibration finally stopped. Walm needed to change his way of thinking. In a world with magic and Skills that ignored the laws of physics, what was a vibrating mask with a will of its own? Besides, there were even people who were reborn into another world.

The commander himself had vouched for it. It shook a little, but he told himself to be glad he had gotten excellent armor.

* * *

Two months after taking Aidenberg, the Highserk Empire turned its spear toward Ferrius proper. With three battered battalions as the core, it formed the Myard Area Army’s expeditionary force. Excluding the two units that had gone ahead, four battalions began the invasion of Ferrius’s border region. Commander Berger and the high command weren’t so generous as to leave a weakened enemy alone and let expensive troops sit idle.

With its field army and surplus strength gone, Ferrius’s border defense was, however you put it, fragile. Ferrius was avoiding attrition at the border, building up its forces while drawing the Imperial Army inland to drive it back, was how Walm read it.

By contrast, the Highserk Empire had taken the border with only two battalions, and the villages and towns of the surrounding countryside fell one after another. The movement avoided areas with strong defensive works and was devoted entirely to cutting down the enemy’s capacity to wage war.

It was only barracks gossip, but Walm had heard that the aim wasn’t to beat Ferrius to death but to make it bleed. Even Highserk, known as a mad dog, was avoiding costly sieges that would wear it down fast.

Walm’s Liguria Battalion was among the four sent as reinforcements, making six battalions in all, the Ferrius expeditionary army, planning a deeper invasion. Of them, two battalions, including Liguria, were trying to surround a mine fifteen kilometers from the border.

“The Ferrius forces kept falling back, but they’re not giving this place up.”

Jose said, looking up at the Ferrius army in the mine. Highserk’s rapid advance had stalled here for the moment.

Three thousand Ferrius soldiers were packed into the mine, defending to the death. In addition to multiple lines of defense, the summit was held, and a frontal assault would cost more men than a siege. The sapping tactic Highserk had used on the Myard border wasn’t effective against the hard bedrock.

They were thought to have six months to a year of provisions stored, so a starvation siege would take patience.

They had to commit a certain number of troops to avoid being hit from behind, which was why two battalions were stuck around the perimeter. They launched sporadic attacks day and night as harassment and carefully chipped away at the outer edges, but if they weren’t careful, Walm looked set to spend more than half a year keeping company with the people on that summit.

“All right, shout!”

At the squad leader’s signal, the soldiers shouted all at once and beat their swords and shields. Some even added trumpets and drums. Though the dawn had barely broken, the discord and the men’s roars were the worst possible alarm clock for the enemy soldiers.

This sort of provocation and harassment went on every night, and about one time in five there was an actual raid. Last night, Walm and Willart had played with fire, literally. The enemy’s defenses were in an uproar, and they must be worn out in body and mind, Walm thought, and smirked.

A little after Walm started the racket, abuse and stone-throwing began from the enemy position. They were completely out of effective range, but now and then some came near his feet.

Even so, it wasn’t enough to kill or wound anyone. After about half an hour of harassment, Walm’s job was done. All together, as if satisfied, they began to pull back to camp.

“Since when did we become a choir?”

A good joke from Barito set Walm roaring with laughter. The enemy bristled again at the sound of his voice.

“Barito, you say something good now and then. Look. The Ferrius guys seem to want an encore.”

Squad Leader Duwei, who had banged his war axe against his shield with a clang, nodded in satisfaction.

“We don’t do charity work.”

When Walm said it with a show of reluctance, Jose cheerfully joined in.

“We have to collect the gift money, after all.”

“All they give us for a gift is stones. Cheap bastards.”

Compared with the fighting so far, building an encirclement and waiting for the enemy to starve was an easy job for Walm. A few days earlier, the enemy, unable to hold out, had tried a sortie, but they had been hit from four sides the moment they left their positions and gotten nothing, and had gone back to the mine. A mine was well suited to drawing the enemy in to defend, but the exits were limited, so the points they could attack from were easy to read. They were steadily pushing the Ferrius soldiers into a corner.

Two weeks into the siege, with no major battles, the encirclement went on. While repeating harassment and provocation, Walm built up his training with Willart in magic and in the Skill called 《Ignis Fatuus》. Even with magic, once it got out of control it hurt those around him, but 《Ignis Fatuus》 was in a different league. A careless move could drag in friendly units down to squad level, so he was practicing control in an abandoned mine tunnel.

Adjusting the firepower was hard, and every part of the inner walls was black with soot. Walm could now give it a certain directionality, but that no friendly casualties had occurred at the Battle of Aidenberg was, to say the least, down to luck.

Hardest of all was sustaining the Skill. It burned mana at a terrible rate, and at the longest, forty seconds after activating it, Walm’s mana was dry. With no mana, he couldn’t use 《Heavy Strike》, and his physical ability dropped sharply. A misjudged duration would be fatal on a battlefield.

He was also teaching Noor and Barito. He kept up sparring and strike drills with the squad members, starting with Squad Leader Duwei, who didn’t get enough exercise, and Barito, who took a wooden sword to the head, cockscomb and all, grabbed the squad leader shouting “Just kill me already!” and it became one of the squad’s running jokes. Of course, a second after Barito grabbed him, he ended up hugging the ground, and Noor got caught in it too.

Remembering the rookies’ idiotic faces, Walm let out a breath of fatigue. His daily Skill control practice burned a lot of mana. After thirty seconds of 《Ignis Fatuus》, the tunnel had turned into a high-temperature boiler room. The bats that had originally lived there had moved out as the Skill was used again and again. The ones who hadn’t escaped were all steamed. Walm still had energy to move, but a terrible weariness hit him. He was so listless he thought of stretching out his limbs and lying down.

“Hey, Walm, done?”

His name was called from the tunnel entrance. The familiar voice was Jose’s.

“Yeah, any more and I’ll drop.”

Walm started toward the outside of the tunnel. It was a pain, but on the way, he collected the mess tins and pottery hanging along the path.

“You were so slow, I got worried.”

Jose smiled, but Walm didn’t take his words at face value.

“What you were worried about was this, wasn’t it?”

What Walm held was dried fish and meat. He didn’t know who had thought of it, but they were treating him as a natural cooking appliance. At first, food held too close to 《Ignis Fatuus》 had burned to nothing, but after trial and error, they had evidently found the right spot and distance.

By now even people from outside the squad brought food. There were even soldiers who had made steamers themselves and enjoyed steamed cooking.

He wanted to protest, but it wasn’t only the squad leader. Platoon Leader Kozul and even the company commanders treated Walm as an excellent cooking tool, so he had no choice but to give up. According to the company commander, “It’s the proper reuse of mana spent in training.” He even stressed the end of the sentence.

Platoon Leader Kozul also recommended it as “important work to lower enemy morale with smell.” Walm was convinced that, whichever way you looked at it, their real aim was to feed their love of good food.

On top of that, after he used it, the tunnel’s heat killed pests and vermin, and the area near the entrance was warm and comfortable, and was becoming a gathering place for the troops. It wasn’t only Walm. Willart, too, was working like a lion as a human water pipe while the siege dragged on, and he was in a foul mood.

“Don’t say it like that. Walm, you enjoy my cooking too, don’t you?”

With food shipped in from Myard and organized plundering of local food, the Highserk army’s supply was working well. Even so, human appetite was a terrible thing, and the dullness and blandness of their meals was being solved by individual effort.

The squad members, hungry for food, had turned into wild bird hunters, chasing birds every day. It was a shock to Walm that the top catcher was Noor.

She was good at catching game with traps, thrown stones, and a bow. Her grandfather had been a hunter, and she had often gone into the woods to earn her keep. Barito, who had been left behind by his fellow recruit, was desperate to raise his standing, but Walm thought it was a losing bet.

“I guess so.”

Walm honestly admitted Jose’s point. Jose pulled apart a steamed bird and handed some to Walm. The salted steamed bird had tender meat, and the more he chewed, the more flavor it gave. It was delicious, a perk of the job you might say, but since it burned so much mana, Walm insisted it was necessary calorie intake.

“Well, this life will be over soon, too.”

Jose muttered, then put the rest of the meat in his mouth.

“What do you mean?”

At Walm’s question, after pausing to chew, Jose spoke again.

“Apparently the number of enemy deserters has been going up the last few days. It seems more and more of them think surrender can’t be helped. The harassment, and apparently the smell really works on them.”

The dark-skinned young man laughed hard and slapped his legs.

“Think about it. They’re surrounded, with raids and noise day and night. They’re fighting hard while eating their preserved rations bit by bit, and the other side is eating delicious-looking food.”

Walm imagined it. On top of attacks around the clock, their provisions didn’t run out but they had to ration them. Meanwhile, the enemy army ate as it pleased, spreading savory smells. Their morale might hold up for a while, but if it dragged on, that will would surely bend.

“...True.”

“So that’s how it is. Let’s enjoy what’s left of this vacation.”

Jose’s attitude, trying to enjoy the last of a long holiday, was truly thick-skinned, and Walm secretly thought of learning from it.

* * *

Three days after the talk in the tunnel. A large-scale operation was about to be carried out against the Ferrius army, whose morale kept sinking. This mine had several forts built into it, and it was a group of defensive works with good depth. In this situation, the Highserk army aimed to take the south wall, one of the enemy’s tiger’s mouths. So far it was the usual story, but Walm couldn’t accept the position he had been put in.

“Damn it, why do I have to sneak into a fort and set fires? I’m not an arsonist.”

The mine’s location worked against them. In forts, where the room to deploy troops was limited, it was hard to overwhelm them with numbers. So the order Walm got was for a small number to make a night raid and set the wall on fire to cause confusion.

“It’s an honor to be picked personally by the Liguria battalion commander.”

The squad leader’s line was all the more irritating for not being sarcasm or teasing.

“I hear a wind user will go with you as escort, so relax.”

Operations that could rely only on individual ability could hardly be called a properly functioning organization. Walm wanted to deliver that argument, but sadly, a mere soldier with some Skill had no right to refuse.

Even with a wind magic user capable of real combat attached, only twenty men were being committed. The enemy had well over two hundred. After the chaos was made, Walm had been told, two companies’ worth of troops, Duwei Squad included, would break through at once, but if they dawdled, enemy reinforcements would arrive.

He had no enthusiasm at all, but neither time nor his superiors would wait for Walm. Seen off by the squad members, he headed for the assembly point. It was the tent where the company commander, normally someone he would never go near, was waiting. After exchanging greetings with the guards at the entrance, Walm stepped in. About thirty soldiers had gathered.

Though it was a large tent, it felt rather cramped. Usually Squad Leader Duwei passed on the plans and policy, so it was the first time Walm had taken part directly in a war council. The leader of the temporary raiding platoon had been sent from the Liguria Battalion. Walm recognized a few familiar faces.

“Everyone’s here.”

The one who spoke was a company commander of the Liguria Battalion.

“The plan is simple. After breaking through the wall with wind magic, take part of the wall. The target is a corner of the defensive tower on the right.”

The company commander pointed to the exact place, then traced the map and went on. Walm lowered his eyes. The brand-new map showed the details of the mine’s defenses. It must have been drawn from prisoners and scouts.

“After securing the wall walkway near the flanking tower, Walm will burn the flanking tower’s defenders to nothing with 《Ignis Fatuus》. Make an entry point centered there. Hold the tower at all costs until then. Seal the entrance with 《Ignis Fatuus》. The fire will stop the enemy and make them stand out against the dark. Just don’t burn our own men.”

A dry laugh answered the company commander’s last words. Walm would have laughed too, but he would surely earn some disapproval if he did. He quietly kept his mouth shut.

“If you’re found before you get in, withdraw at once. We’ll cover your retreat. That’s all. Good luck in battle.”

There were a few more exchanges, but his first war council ended in less than ten minutes. Having wrapped cloth around his gear to stop any stray noise, Walm crawled along the ground toward the fortress gate.

Dirt and the juice of green weeds stained his clothes and armor. Mud stuck even to his face, but he left it, since it would get dirty anyway by the time he reached the target.

The lights that had been lighting the distant wall walkway drew closer. Magic stones, glowing moss, black water, a mix of lamps of all kinds, but they were enough light to spot anything approaching. It was still more than a hundred meters away, but there might be soldiers with sensing Skills or night vision. Getting this close had worn Walm’s nerves to the bone. He could even make out the faint shapes of enemy soldiers. Some were even yawning.

Not that he was defending the enemy, but with an hour of harassment every night again tonight, their concentration and attention must have scattered.

Otherwise he would have been spotted along the way and would be the one with enemies on his tail. Walm slowly wiped the dirt from his face with his hand and put on the mask. The mask shook faintly, as if in delight. It seemed to be looking forward to the fight ahead.

“Be a good boy. It’ll start soon.”

Astonishingly, the mask, which had a will and apparently intelligence too, gave in to Walm’s coaxing and stopped vibrating. He calmed the shaking, kept his breathing to a minimum, and pressed his body to the ground as much as he could. The signal agreed on beforehand came. Walm threw off all his camouflage and accelerated toward the wall in one rush using wind magic.

“《Burst》.”

The soldiers blessed with wind acceleration dropped onto the wall together. An enemy soldier who noticed the odd sound poked his head over the wall in front of Walm. His eyes went wide and his throat moved as if to shout something, but Walm’s longsword was faster, and took his head off.

“Wha-”

The soldier next to him tried to scream in panic, but a comrade’s war hammer shut him up by force. The surprise attack was going much better than expected. Walm silently dealt out death to more soldiers than he could count on one hand, and burst into the flanking tower. Just inside the entrance was a waiting room, where six soldiers were taking it easy.

“Enemy-aah, aaah, gyaaah!”

Having gotten this far in, there was no need for stealth. The words meant to warn of the night attack became screams at once. Walm activated 《Ignis Fatuus》, and the room turned into the bottom of hell. Soldiers wrapped in fire in the cramped room rolled on the floor trying to put it out, but flames from every direction wouldn’t let them.

Dodging the fire, the Highserk soldiers went around finishing the enemy soldiers who were rolling about. Up on the roof they were a beat slow to notice the commotion below. Walm ran up the stairs and set fire to the roof of the defense tower as well. With its way out blocked, the fire was pushed by the wind and blew out through the gaps between the parapet and the roof.

Soldiers caught in fire threw themselves to the ground to escape the blaze. The burning wall walkway and the living torches were enough firepower to let the entire area know there was fighting.

“Enemy attack! Up, get to your posts!”

“The third flanking tower is on fire! What’s that blue flame?”

“Why is a stone flanking tower burning!? Is it Liberitoa’s black water?”

Soldiers swarmed out of the buildings inside the fortress like bees from a poked hive. Walm marveled that they had crammed so many soldiers in there.

“Walm, they’re coming from below!”

One soldier shouted. He was the leader of the temporary special platoon. On the flanking tower’s roof, men were shooting arrows and firing spells and clearing out enemies. To avoid hitting his own side, Walm stopped the Skill. He slid down the stairs. He passed comrades with bows on their backs heading up to the roof.

“We’re in position. Do it.”

The platoon leader’s signal came. The hard part was cleared. All that was left was to hold. Walm sent 《Ignis Fatuus》 toward the two doors connecting to the wall walkway and the stairs going down into the wall.

“Hiii!?”

“Back, get back, quick!”

The Ferrius soldiers who had tried to charge in all fell back. The unlucky ones were the ones too slow to escape. They screamed for a few seconds, then died as their lungs burned from fire and lack of air. Walm kept 《Ignis Fatuus》 going. It was only a few dozen seconds, but for the defending side it was a fatal span of time. The huge signal fire and bonfire told the friendly forces the operation had succeeded.

The voices of the waiting companies echoed through the night. Walm, who had always been mixed into the group and hadn’t been able to grasp the sound of it all, realized only now, on the enemy’s side, that the volume and killing intent aimed at him surpassed any enemy he had faced. As an ally, it was reassuring. There was just one problem: whether his own army might attack him by mistake.

“They won’t attack us by accident, right?”

“...Probably.”

Walm called to the soldiers on the roof, but the reply was unreliable.

“Retake the flanking tower before the enemy’s main force arrives, at any cost!”

Below, the enemy commander, raging, was struggling to restore order. Walm wished they would just keep scrambling around on the ground. Over thirty seconds had already passed and it was getting hard to keep the Skill up. Walm stopped it. The residual heat, along with the embers, was still burning. Breathing hard, Walm caught an unbelievable sound: several light footsteps running up the stairs.

“Enemy soldiers are coming up!”

“What kind of joke is that!?”

Walm called to the platoon leader, but a doubtful voice came back. If only it were a joke, how happy he would be. The footsteps closed in until they were before his eyes, and he finally saw what they were.

It was a group of three men. Facing them, Walm realized all three had some kind of Skill and magic. Probably one specialized in strengthening his body with mana, one had fire magic, the same element, with heat resistance, and the last had water magic.

Walm didn’t want to admit it, but they had come up putting out fires and protecting the other two with water. The fact that he had prioritized keeping the fire up over firepower had contributed to this.

“Cover me!”

“In that fire? Don’t ask the impossible. I’m about to collapse, being roasted from below.”

There were no allies near Walm, since they were avoiding the flames. He nearly grumbled about what the escort was for. The enemy soldiers had already gotten into the room. Walm slammed his halberd at the lead soldier. A 《Heavy Strike》 with a whistling swing, but it was easily stopped by a two-handed sword.

Walm had felt like he had gotten stronger, but this was no joke. Three against one with skilled opponents was like dancing a dance in a minefield where a single misstep wasn’t allowed.

Using the last of his mana, he activated 《Ignis Fatuus》 again. The soldier skilled at body strengthening stopped 《Heavy Strike》 but wouldn’t take a direct hit from 《Ignis Fatuus》. The other two wouldn’t try to stop 《Heavy Strike》 but did take 《Ignis Fatuus》.

After knocking back the two-handed sword, a longsword and water magic came at him from the side. Walm turned aside the longsword with his gauntlet and stopped the water magic with 《Ignis Fatuus》, but his mana was spent in an instant. The soldier who had strengthened his body took the front, while the fire and water users concentrated on support. If all of them had been skilled swordsmen, Walm would already be down. The magic users were probably the type specialized in medium and long range and weak in melee.

Four seconds remained. If he fought as usual, he would clearly be played with and killed once his mana ran out. He picked the soldier of his own element and unleashed 《Ignis Fatuus》 on him. The man braced behind a round shield against the fierce flame and held it off, but Walm kept raising the firepower.

“Ugh, gu, ah, aaaah, aaaaah!”

It looked like it would fail, but against firepower that set even stone floors and ceilings on fire, 《Ignis Fatuus》 finally broke through the soldier’s heat resistance and wrapped around the man.

“Waigna!?”

One soldier shouted the name of his burning comrade and swung his sword to stop Walm’s 《Ignis Fatuus》. The enemy’s coordination was disrupted slightly there. The water magic soldier, who had been scattering water to protect his comrades from the blue flames, ended up pouring water over the burning soldier. He was a man who cared for his comrades, but that didn’t make him a good soldier. In fact, that was his downfall.

The fingers of the body-strengthened soldier, which had been exposed to fire closest of all, had reached their limit. In spite of the arm swinging down with force, the two-handed sword flew off in a completely wrong direction. The man tried to pick it back up, but Walm’s halberd tip found the man’s heart first. Only one remained.

Just as Walm tried to turn his attention to the last one, the soldier with the pierced heart threw his arms around Walm, pinning the halberd down.

“Do it, now!”

Spitting dark blood from his mouth, the soldier shouted. The last one was the water magic soldier. Instead of the support work he had done until now, he was clearly moving to finish Walm off.

“Let go!”

Walm spat out a line like a villain’s and drove a backhand blow with the gauntlet into the dying soldier’s face. Even so, the grip only loosened a little.

The man who had roared charged at Walm without stopping. Walm blocked on reflex with his gauntlet, but the sword swung down from the topmost guard couldn’t be slowed and drove deep into his shoulder.

“Gah, that hurts!”

The body-strengthened soldier, seeing that one blow, fell to the ground as if satisfied.

“Die! Die, die!”

The man kept trying to drive his sword in, but Walm crashed into him and wrapped his arms around him. Even the enemy soldier couldn’t swing his sword properly at such close quarters. Blades struck Walm’s gauntlets and torso, but he avoided effective hits.

Tangled in one mass, they rolled over and over on the ground. It was a complete brawl. Bleeding badly from the shoulder, Walm couldn’t put any real strength into it. The man tried to mount him and leaned forward, pressing with his weight. The air was forced from Walm’s lungs, but he quickly used his armpit and arm to grab the man’s neck. A choke hold, the kind called a front naked choke, or a front strangle.

“Gh!? Uuugh!”

Punching at Walm’s belly to escape, the man tried to get away, but Walm hooked a leg around his waist and pressed in even closer. Whether it was a few dozen seconds or several minutes, he couldn’t tell anymore. He carefully twisted the neck until it broke. Even a soldier with a pierced heart had pinned Walm down with unnatural strength. It wouldn’t be strange if a man with a broken neck were still lively.

Luckily, Walm’s worry proved baseless, and the man stopped moving entirely.

“Haah, haaah, damn.”

Walm steadied his breathing and rolled the corpse onto the floor. He had nearly died. With no mana and no strength, and having pushed himself to move while bleeding, his dizziness was severe. His whole body was dirty with his own blood and others’ spray. Mana-rich warriors and soldiers often made a sort of pseudo-membrane of mana to stop bleeding and keep their insides in, fighting like berserkers, but there was nothing Walm could do, out of mana.

He sensed a presence behind him and turned around, and a man was swinging down a longsword.

“What-”

It was the same-element soldier he had burned first, still alive. His whole body burned, he hadn’t even raised his voice, but his killing intent alone hadn’t faded. His arms wouldn’t even lift anymore. Walm gritted his teeth and braced for the pain, but the man simply collapsed onto him. Walm writhed desperately and got out from under him.

“Still alive?”

The voice belonged to the platoon leader he had been talking to on the stairs. An arrow was buried deep in the back of the enemy soldier’s head.

“Yeah, you saved me. If you’d come a little sooner... I’d have been turned into ground meat.”

Walm made a light joke, but he had no composure left.

“No man could step into that sort of inferno.”

The soldier said, looking from the dead enemy soldiers to Walm and back. He wanted to protest, but he was bleeding badly.

“...You really look like you’re about to die. I’ll lend you a shoulder. Get treated upstairs. We’ll hold for the last few minutes.”

The soldiers who had taken refuge on the roof of the flanking tower came down one by one and shored up the entrance. Friendly forces had already rushed to the wall and were about to leap onto the walkway. Right beside where Walm had been laid on the floor, the same-element soldier he had burned first lay dead. Unlike the other soldiers who had become living torches and fallen, he had burned to death inside without falling.

“Ah, sorry. You’ll have to put up with your temporary roommate.”

The soldier treating him cracked a grim joke. Walm couldn’t complain. He had burned them to death, after all.




InterludeThe Situation

The history of the Highserk Empire began in the northern states, a region where war never ended, where small lords’ lands were so tangled together that wartime was what they called peacetime. In its earliest days, the Highserk Empire had no more land than a goblin’s forehead, a state so slight it could be blown away. Yet through repeated national crises, it kept surviving, swallowing the small lords around it.

Even when such a Highserk Empire defeated several small lords in war and annexed them, its overreaching expansion drew blows from the neighbors that remained and led to self-destruction or stagnation. That was the way of states in the northern region, and the surrounding countries never doubted it.

The first to notice something was wrong was the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa. One of its vassal states had been badly beaten in a war with the Highserk Empire and asked its home country for reinforcements. To tighten its hold on the vassal state and to give its army training, Liberitoa sent ten thousand men, an excessive number for a small state. With the vassal’s troops, that came to fifteen thousand, and the Highserk Empire’s army was less than half that.

The terrain also favored Liberitoa, and everyone thought it would end in a great Liberitoa victory, but the result was a crushing defeat for the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa. The vassal state, too, was made to cede part of its territory to Highserk.

Liberitoa revised its view, struck by the strength of soldiers unthinkable in a small state and by the battle-hardened Highserk people, and paid a high price for the lesson. The next victim was the old Kanoa Kingdom. A border lord, who found the growing Highserk Empire a nuisance, clashed with Highserk over control of the river. The fighting ended in only six days, and the provincial noble’s entire territory was lost. The head of the house and his whole family were killed in the fighting, and the land was seized by Highserk, root and all.

Here, Ferrius Craist, one of the mid-sized states, saw the threat of the Highserk Empire for itself, but welcomed another mid-sized state having its strength sapped by an upstart, offered neither cooperation nor aid, and chose to watch. After that, with Highserk holding the justification of a defensive war, the old Kanoa and Myard bowed to the Empire as well, leaving three mid-sized states in the north. Now that Highserk’s territory had grown to match or exceed a mid-sized state’s, it was unclear how far its appetite for land would extend.

The territory that had been as small as a goblin’s forehead had become among the most prominent of its neighbors. On top of that, the decisive battle of Aidenberg and the pursuit that followed had left the Kingdom of Ferrius’s army half paralyzed. If the Kingdom of Ferrius fell to the Highserk Empire, no neighboring country could stand against it. The immovable three great powers would hardly move first, and the calculating Highserk Empire wouldn’t do anything that harmed the three great powers’ interests. The anxiety and fear of the neighboring states were about to bring about events that could never have happened in peacetime.




Chapter 4Surrounded on All Sides


In a room somewhere in the Kingdom of Craist, which bordered both Ferrius and Liberitoa, the entire Reharzen Knight Order had been mobilized for security. One of the invited dignitaries, Hugo Evans, foreign minister of the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, took a seat at the round table. He conjured a small flame with fire magic, lit a cigar with one end cut off, and let the purple smoke curl upward.

At the sight of the fire magic, one of the Craist guards narrowed his eyes at Hugo. Hugo had been foreign minister for ten years, but he hadn’t gotten there by walking the smooth road of a civil servant. He had run around battlefields as an infantryman and lived through more bloodbaths than he could count. Even the bare patch on his head came from having his scalp burned away along with his helmet.

Even now, in his old age, he was confident he could take on a handful of infantrymen. He knew perfectly well that confidence meant nothing against the bodyguards of national representatives and high officials.

“You’re very dedicated to your duty.”

Hugo grinned, one cheek twisted by old burns, and praised the Craist knight. The reply was curt.

“...Thank you.”

With the Kingdom of Ferrius and the Myard Principality joining the war against the Highserk Empire, Hugo and the rest of the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa’s parliament had been in high spirits. Lately, though, the situation had stopped looking promising. The two countries that had been so eager had, embarrassingly, seen Myard fall and Ferrius left stretched thin just defending its homeland. That was enough to disappoint Hugo, who had hoped to saddle Highserk with multiple fronts.

Hugo let his gaze travel around the table. In the center sat the host, King Chester Craist of the Kingdom of Craist. At his right was King Barriston Ferrius, whose country had been invaded by Highserk.

When Hugo had come for negotiations before, Barriston had already been leaner than his warlike brother Winston. Now he was thinner still. His complexion was poor, yet his eyes burned brighter than when they had last met. Eyes that were cornered, pressed, with no room left to spare. Hugo liked that sort of man.

“Well, well. Ferrius is in quite a state, isn’t it? Who would have thought Myard would fall and you’d lose over half your field army... Truly pitiable. I can’t even find the words.”

Hugo was the first to speak.

“...Ha. Such generous words. To think we’d end up repeating Liberitoa’s mistakes.”

Barriston shot a sharp look back at Hugo’s sarcasm.

“Repeating? Hm. I don’t recall Liberitoa losing a third of its territory the way Ferrius has.”

“That’s enough, both of you. We didn’t gather here to enjoy polite conversation.”

Chester, the host, cut in. Hugo had no real intention of picking a fight. He had simply loosened his tongue a little before getting to the main business.

“Quite right. Let’s leave the pleasantries there. Now then-”

He paused, and turned his eyes to one particular seat at the table.

“And where might this lovely young lady be from?”

A single girl sat there. Her bearing and manners left no doubt that she had blue blood, but Hugo had no information on her.

This was supposed to be a multilateral meeting between Liberitoa, Ferrius, and Craist. The limited retinues stood behind the principals at the round table. Only those with the influence to sway a nation’s fate could sit here. As far as Hugo was concerned, she was plainly out of place.

“Myard,” Barriston answered. The girl continued.

“I am Rita Myard. I have been permitted to attend as Myard’s representative.”

Hugo’s mind turned over in an instant. He had never met the girl, but he knew of her.

“Ah, so you’re Lord Youth’s only daughter. I’m surprised you got out of the ducal capital... Still, a representative of a fallen Myard is rather strange.”

Rita didn’t let his tone rattle her.

“I had a reliable knight with me... It’s true that Myard has lost over half its territory, but Celta remains.”

Hugo thought it over for a moment, then clapped his hands.

“Celta... Ah, yes. The fisheries and waterways there were economically important once, but these days it only functions as a base against the lake dragon. A navy still intact, some soldiers who fled there, and the lake dragon to boot? There’s little profit in it. Highserk won’t bother reaching for it.”

Hugo knew as well as anyone that, in terms of resources and economy, vast Lake Celta and its rivers were territory that ought to be held. But the master squatting there did far more harm than good. And Myard, weak on land, had held the lake for years, which gave its navy outstanding training. Regrettable as it was, Hugo understood that Highserk wasn’t foolish enough to casually stick its hand in and take losses.

“Yes, until recently it was just as you say, Lord Hugo. But the lake dragon has now been slain.”

For the first time since the meeting began, Hugo’s face twisted.

“Slain? Just now?”

“Yes... It has been slain.”

Lesser dragon or not, it was among the most powerful monsters there were. Its enormous jaws could crush ogres and trolls in a single bite. When the previous lake dragon, before the succession, had attacked Liberitoa’s water city, it had taken the sacrifice of two and a half companies of defenders to bring it down. A loss that large should have reached Hugo’s ears through merchants or spies.

“That’s... wonderful news. The brave soldiers must have suffered terribly.”

“Fortunately, we didn’t lose a single man.”

It was Chester who spoke, the one who held the far shore of the lake.

“Against the lake dragon?”

Hugo twisted his lips in disbelief.

“Thanks to Myard’s navy, Craist’s knights, and our visitors from another world. I wouldn’t call them one-man armies, but each of them fought as well as a hundred or two hundred soldiers, if not better.”

Chester clapped his hands, and one of the young men waiting along the wall stepped forward.

“One of our visitors from another world.”

“Nice to meet you... I’m Yuuto Asama.”

The one who gave his name was a black-haired, black-eyed youth. There was still a boyishness about him, and he seemed unused to occasions like this, his movements stiff. Without the information that he was an otherworlder, Hugo would never have guessed this was the man who had killed a lake dragon.

“Well now. Slaying a lake dragon at your age is truly admirable. Your otherworldly name sounds quite exotic, too. If this weren’t the occasion, I’d love to hear how you brought the beast down.”

What Hugo really wanted was to find out what magic and Skills the boy had and how he fought. But he understood that the people around this table weren’t foolish enough to expose themselves that far.

“Oh, it was nothing. I just followed the orders of the Craist knights.”

Hugo had read Chester’s intent clearly: the cards Rita and Barriston had put on the table, and now the otherworlder brought out to complete the show.

“So young, and yet Lady Rita and Master Yuuto are both remarkably capable.”

Hugo meant it half as flattery, half in earnest. Craist sat on land that connected easily to other worlds, and with the help of its visitors it had grown in both culture and military strength. Manpower falling from the sky - he wished that were only a fairy tale.

“Let’s return to the main topic.”

Chester said it with satisfaction. The three-nation talks were already settled. Hugo was certain of it. Suzerain and former vassal, lake rights, the military balance - he began weighing the material likely to be used in the bargaining.

“I’ll be blunt. Ferrius wants a firm alliance. A four-nation alliance with Lake Celta as its economic sphere, one that values both military and economic ties.”

Barriston struck at Hugo without warning. To Hugo, diplomacy was no different from war. If anything, he firmly believed war was a branch of diplomacy. He found it infuriating that his footing had already been staked out before the war of words even began, but at the same time, the proposal was attractive.

“You’ve gone all out, I see.”

Forming an alliance would make full-scale war with the Highserk Empire unavoidable. Even so, for the future of the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, this offer couldn’t be ignored. Sitting back and watching was no longer an option. The ever-swelling Highserk Empire would have to be settled with sooner or later. Better to grab as many rights as possible beforehand - Hugo’s mind raced. He hadn’t noticed it himself, but he was enjoying this far more than he had the idle chatter earlier.

“Please, go on. This concerns the glory and decline of every nation here.”

His burned, ravaged skin twitched as he smiled, but Hugo no longer felt even the pain.


◆


After the fall of the tiger’s mouth, Walm stayed away from the front until his shoulder healed, spending three weeks at a church that had been requisitioned at the foot of the mountain. Even the Highserk Empire’s troops, as rough as the age allowed, hadn’t laid a hand on the church’s people. The wound had gone deep, all the way to the bone, and his collarbone was broken. Healing magic had closed the surface and joined the bone, but he still had to rest for a while, so Walm lived a life far removed from war.

The Ferrius troops holed up in the mine had been carved away from the outside and were slowly collapsing from within. Going by supplies and numbers alone, they could have held out, but the endless fighting and constant pressure wore them down, and in the end they surrendered to Highserk. The envoy sent in had declared that if they didn’t yield at once, everyone, soldier and civilian alike, would be put to the sword. Bowing to that ultimatum, the Ferrius soldiers came down from the mine one after another.

They weren’t all emaciated, but every one of them had dark circles under his eyes and a bad color. Some shook all over; others muttered to themselves without end. There was no town worth the name to offer any entertainment, so Walm had spent his recovery watching prisoners, soldiers, and anyone else who passed by. That ended today.

“You look good.”

The one who greeted Walm on his return to his old unit was Jose.

“Healing magic is amazing. A wound that should’ve taken months closed up in a week.”

Walm rolled his shoulder, showing off the mended collarbone.

“Oh, welcome back. You’re here.”

That was Noor. Her armor had picked up more scratches, and she wore a more confident look than before.

“It’s been rough since you left. We even got sent in with the squad to take down some of the baileys, and then Barito...”

Noor broke off and glanced toward a patch of shade. Walm followed the look and found Barito sitting there, but the height of his magnificent cockscomb had been cut in half.

“Ha! What happened to the cockscomb? Did you change your hairstyle!?”

Barito protested.

“I did not! An enemy magic user got me!”

“They went for him while he was charging up the slope, but the swaying cockscomb threw off the 《Fire Lance》’s aim. The rest of him was fine. The hair’s all frizzed, though.”

Jose, remembering the sight, burst out laughing.

“Well, so the cockscomb wasn’t useless after all. Everyone looks okay, but where’s Squad Leader Duwei?”

Willart was sitting a little ways off, but Walm couldn’t see the squad’s leader anywhere.

“Platoon Leader Kozul called him in urgently.”

“We’ve cleared this place too, so I guess we finally push inland.”

At first the Highserk army had focused on sapping Ferrius’s strength, but maybe the enemy was wearing down faster than expected. Maybe the war would end early. Walm couldn’t help hoping. The mood in the Liguria Battalion, which had taken the mine, was optimistic.


◆


“These guys put up no fight at all.”

A soldier of the Highserk Empire’s Sarria Battalion muttered, bored. Piled at the edge of the village were Ferrius soldiers and the villagers who had resisted when the place was taken. The Highserk dead, by contrast, were extremely few. The Ferrius prisoners, their faces beaten past recognition, got jabbed in the ribs with spear butts now and then and were forced to keep working without rest.

“Anyone decent died back in Myard. What’s left is sitting in the big cities or on the other borders.”

Since crossing into Ferrius, the Sarria Battalion had fought five battles, large and small, and won every one. Total battalion dead was said to be under a hundred. The battalion had now split into company-sized units and was looting the surrounding villages in an organized way, bleeding Ferrius dry. Naturally, the spoils landed in the Sarria troops’ pockets.

“Suits me. Plenty to pick through. In Myard we couldn’t get decent goods or women. In Ferrius, nobody punishes you for looting or raping.”

The man ran his thumb over the surface of a looted ring as he talked. Ever since the Sarria soldiers had come pouring into Ferrius, their meals had gotten rich, and quite a few were wearing finery far above their station.

“Speaking of Myard, the ones who couldn’t hold back got flogged. Idiots.”

The soldier grinned lewdly.

“Well, these ones eat well, so the women are nice to hold.”

In Myard and in Highserk, thin women were common, and their skin and hair tended to be rough. Next to them, the women the soldiers had taken in Ferrius were first-rate.

“Right? I keep getting carried away. Went so hard I’m sore.”

The soldier rubbed his crotch as he announced it, and his comrades piled on with insults at once.

“Yours is just too soft. Take a look at mine.”

“Hah! Where’s yours attached? Too small to see.”

“Hurry up and put that filthy little bean away.”

One soldier, sitting a bit apart from the circle, spoke up.

“Time to move on to the next village soon. We’ve taken everything worth taking.”

“When Kanoa fell, I wondered what was going to happen to us. But winning is the best. Glad I joined Highserk.”

The man had been taken prisoner by Highserk in the old Kanoa campaign. He hadn’t been killed; after four months of manual labor he was released and enlisted in the Highserk army. The soldiers around him had similar stories.

Men who had known nothing but defeat were drunk on their first taste of victory. They kept up the chatter until they were silenced by force. A dazzling flash swept over them, and a huge explosion tore through one corner of the village. When the dust cleared, the watchtower had collapsed, and so had the shed where the soldiers had been quartered.

“What the hell? That light!?”

“The whole tower went up with Tarsus’s squad in it!”

Lax as they had been, frontline soldiers reacted fast. They pulled on the armor that mattered most and set out to find the source of the blast.

“It’s an ambush!! They’ve got magic users with large-scale magic!!”

A voice from the corner of the village called out the situation.

“Damn it, they’re already inside the village-”

The soldiers who had been joking around spotted the enemy too.

“So there are decent soldiers left after all.”

From the hazy silhouettes, they could tell the enemy’s equipment was top quality. Armor from head to toe. These weren’t the hastily assembled militia they had been cutting down lately but well-drilled regulars.

“Watch out for friendly fire!”

“What the hell, these guys aren’t like the soldiers we’ve fought so far!”

The men who had engaged first were already sinking into the ground. They had been hit first, but for Highserk soldiers, most of them veterans, this was not normal.

“Damn it, Tarquin’s squad got eaten!”

“These guys... they’re not Ferrius. They’re Craist!”

“What’s going on? Even for Craist, this is one-sided!”

Craist was a mid-sized nation on the northern shore of Lake Celta. It had never shared a border with Highserk before, so it was an unknown quantity, but as their comrades fell one after another, the soldiers spat curses.

“You’re kidding me. That’s the Craist Reharzen Knight Order. They’ve teamed up with the others!”

Craist had two military organizations: an army of part-time farmer-soldiers, equal to Highserk’s in numbers, and the knights who had handled military affairs for generations. Knights still existed around Highserk even now, but Craist’s order stood out, feared by its neighbors as exceptionally strong.

“It takes more than ten of us to bring down a single knight!”

One soldier who lunged in was cut open, shield and upper body together, and another was gouged through the torso by a war hammer.

“Their strength and their magic are on a different level. And there are Skill users all over the place!”

Against the Knight Order, even Highserk’s elite would be at a disadvantage in a head-on fight at equal numbers. Worse, with the ambush and the nonstop large-scale magic, their formations and chain of command had been torn to pieces.

“Abandon the village! Drop everything you can’t carry!”

A veteran platoon leader from the Kanoa days gave the order to fall back on his own authority. There were no instructions from the company commander; he had judged from the first strike that the commander was already dead.

“Damn it, and we worked so hard to collect all this.”

“Better than dying. Leave that kind of enemy to the Jeff Cavalry Battalion or the Liguria Battalion.”

Both units ranked among Highserk’s best. In the Myard campaign, those two had killed Winston Ferrius and sealed the victory. With their direction settled, the platoon charged a corner of the encirclement to break through. The knights were few. Take them out of the picture, and the Craist regulars weren’t much different from Ferrius’s standing troops.

A Highserk soldier speared two Craist infantrymen and became convinced he could break through, until a lone man stepped into his path as if to block him.

“Resistance is futile. Surrender.”

“Get out of the way, brat!”

His opponent was a black-haired, black-eyed soldier who still looked like a kid. He seemed not to have seen a real fight yet, and his flashy, ornate armor looked ridiculously mismatched. Trying to scare him off with a shout, the soldier thrust his spear tip at the boy’s throat.

“Wait, that one’s-”

A comrade who saw the magic power building, so strong it was visible to the naked eye, called out to stop him. The sword came down, and light poured out of it.

“What? Light-!!”

The soldier’s vision filled with light, and he was swallowed by the explosion. His consciousness was cut off in an instant and never returned. The Sarria Battalion lost the three companies it had detached to secure provisions, seven hundred men who never came back. It was a devastating blow.


◆


Yuuto Asama looked down at the scar he had carved into the earth. It wasn’t his first battle, but every time he killed someone, he couldn’t help feeling heavy inside. Yuuto had come to this world half a year ago. He had been walking home from school with his childhood friends, Ayane Sugimoto and Makoto Izaki, when a black cat led them to a run-down shrine. There was no one there, and the cat had vanished. They had just turned to head home when they were suddenly pulled into a black vortex.

When Yuuto and his friends opened their eyes, the shrine was gone, and they stood before an ancient stone ruin. Stepping outside, they found themselves surrounded by people who looked like they had stepped out of another age. Yuuto and his friends were thrown into total confusion, but a female knight named Johanna, of the Reharzen Knight Order, patiently explained their situation.

After a long conversation and demonstrations of magic and Skills, they had all the proof they needed to believe this was another world. Johanna became their guardian, and under her guidance they trained daily in knowledge and Skills. Before long, Yuuto and his two friends were being called the Three Heroes of the Otherworld, and each of them began to make a name at home and abroad.

Of the three, Yuuto’s magic and Skills had turned out to be geared for combat. He had always been athletic enough to be picked for school representative teams, and he threw himself into fighting, almost as if to forget the world he had left behind. Craist, ringed by powerful demon territories, treated monsters as both a hated enemy and a resource.

The monsters Yuuto killed were processed into daily goods and equipment. He still remembered vividly the day he had nervously taken his first bite of cooked orc. Even so, Yuuto couldn’t get used to killing people. The first time he had pointed a sword at a human being was in the villages along the demon territory, where soldiers of the former Kanoa Kingdom had turned bandit and were running wild.

Yuuto wasn’t overflowing with a sense of justice, but he had the morals and conscience of a modern person. To be honest, he hated the idea of humans killing each other. The subjugation force had chased the bandits back to their hideout, but storming it would cost many lives. His hands were shaking. He clenched them into fists to hide it and stepped forward.

The result was horrific. Yuuto unleashed his Skill, 《Holy Strike》. The hideout’s barrier blew apart in a single blow, killing a dozen or so bandits instantly. The Knight Order dealt with the rest. Yuuto himself crossed blades with a bandit who had been hiding and drove his sword into the man’s chest.

The feel of bones breaking and flesh tearing stayed in his hand for months, and for several days he could barely swallow food. For an ordinary high school student, it was an enormous psychological burden, almost too much to bear. He had gotten through it largely thanks to the members of the Knight Order and his two childhood friends, who had been transported with him. Letting out a deep breath, Yuuto finally came back from the sea of his thoughts to reality.

“...How many died?”

His 《Holy Strike》 had blown apart the building where the enemy company commander had holed up. Counting the Highserk soldiers who had been trying to flee, he had probably killed forty or fifty.

The liberated villagers and his comrades had thanked him, but Yuuto’s heart stayed clouded.

“Yuuto, what are you brooding about?”

The one who called out to him was his fellow transferee, Makoto Izaki.

“Makoto...”

“Sorry, you got me instead of Ayane. She’s busy treating the wounded.”

Makoto laughed it off and slapped him on the hip. She had fought too, cutting down enemy soldiers with area magic.
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“You’ve brooded enough already. Sure, switching gears is hard, but this is the only place we’ve got to live.”

“Yeah. We can’t go back, can we.”

There were two senses in which Yuuto couldn’t turn back. One was the world he came from. The other was a life without killing.

Yuuto had been blessed with a good environment and good guardians. They had looked after him until he adjusted, and in this world he lived what you could call an upper-class life. He had seen over and over how brutally the powerless were trampled here. Johanna had told him that if the invading Highserk Empire were left unchecked, Craist might end up like Myard or Kanoa, made a vassal or destroyed outright, and Yuuto had made up his own mind.

He would protect the country that had taken care of him, the place he lived, and his comrades. There was no way left to run from the fight.

“It’ll be fine. Johanna’s here, and I am too. Let’s do our best.”

“Yeah. I’m going to survive in this world, no matter what.”

“That’s the spirit. ...Oh, right. You haven’t eaten yet, have you? Let’s eat. We’ve got dried orc meat and bean soup, and fighting-sword fish preserved in oil.”

“Orc again. It looks weird, but the taste grows on you.”

“Right? Let’s get Ayane and eat together, the three of us.”

Makoto led him toward the tent. Coming to this world had cost him more than he could measure, but he had gained things too. Somehow, Yuuto managed to shift his focus and put his mind on the meal.


◆


“Covering a retreat!? What kind of joke is that?”

Jose couldn’t hide his shock at the words that had just come out of Squad Leader Duwei.

“I couldn’t believe my own ears either. I made the platoon leader say it again. Then he said something even worse. The remnants of the Kingdom of Ferrius, the Kingdom of Craist, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, and the Myard Principality have joined hands.”

“Wait, so that’s an alliance of four nations?”

Noor’s face went blank, and she stared, speechless. The four neighbors had never been on good terms, only a loose, wary standoff. And suddenly they had turned into a tight little group of four. Even for Walm, staying calm wasn’t easy.

“That’s the situation. The Sarria Battalion got smashed in the attack, and the other battalions are falling back while they fight.”

“How many troops are we talking about?”

“I’d like to tell a grunt not to worry about it, but the whole force is said to top sixty thousand.”

“S-sixty thousand?”

Barito’s mouth hung open and wouldn’t close. Highserk’s Ferrius front army totaled sixteen thousand. Even adding the Myard front army and reinforcements from the homeland, scraping together twenty-three or twenty-four thousand would be doing well.

“We’ll go defensive and pull back in stages. The decisive battlefield will probably be the Sarajevo Fortress complex on the Ferrius border. Ferrius never had the soldiers to make those forts work, but with the supplies we’ve looted and the manpower we’ve got, we might not win, but we won’t lose either.”

“We’re giving up the mine, after all the work it took to capture it?”

Noor said it as if it were a waste. Walm agreed. Paying in blood and flesh for a mine, only to hand it over to the enemy, was no joke.

“Can’t be helped. Who can face sixty thousand in an open field? Then again, we’re not planning to hand it back for free.”

As if on cue, a rumble rolled out of the mine, the ground shaking, and dust rose into the air.

“Ah, so you’re bringing it down.”

Jose clapped his hands as if to say he got it.

“Exactly. The supplies and ore from here will be hauled out by prisoners. There was talk of killing the lot of them, but instead they’ll be locked up in one of Myard’s old castles and used as serfs.”

Walm hadn’t wanted to massacre helpless prisoners. Being sent to the rear with the supplies, he felt a quiet relief.

“So that’s the deal. The Liguria Battalion will cover the friendly forces retreating from the mine. It’s a defensive fight, so it’s better than usual, but if we dawdle, the others will leave us behind. Don’t let your guard down.”

Four days after the war council, the army of the four-nation alliance finally came pressing toward the mine Walm was defending. The enemy’s main force was the familiar Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa.

“Jose, don’t let them get the ladders up!!”

Jose, at Walm’s right, grabbed the tip of a ladder and yanked it over. The Liberitoa soldier halfway up flailed his limbs in the air and crashed to the ground. Walm wasn’t about to be left out. He dropped a rock the size of a human torso onto the soldiers directly below. It smashed part of the ladder as it fell and put several soldiers out of the fight.

“Keep throwing! We’ve got plenty of stones!”

The rocks hauled out along with the ore had become excellent throwing weapons. The ornate armor of a Liberitoa commander made a fine target.

He kept his head covered with a shield, but the endless barrage left the surface pitted and his movements sluggish. Then Squad Leader Duwei’s fastball connected with a solid crack, and the Liberitoa commander went down.

The enemy wasn’t silent either. Arrows kept coming in volleys, and soldiers were getting hit.

“《Fireball》!!”

Right after someone shouted, flame danced across the wall walk, and a soldier collapsed without a scream. The men on either side rushed to pull him up, but his face was gone.

“It’s no use. His face is gone.”

The soldiers gave up on what used to be their comrade and went back to shooting arrows at the enemy below.

“Walm! The enemy’s gaining momentum on the left wing. Go greet them.”

The order came not from the squad leader but from the slightly plump Platoon Leader Kozul. Walm ran along the wall walk his squad was responsible for and reached the position two squads over. Sure enough, the enemy’s throwing was fierce, and countless soldiers were crowded right beneath the wall.

“Using it now.”

At Walm’s warning, the soldiers around him rolled away to put distance between them.

“Get back, you’ll get caught in it!!”

Being treated like some uncontrollable weapon was awfully insulting, but Walm ignored it and activated 《Ignis Fatuus》.

His cheeks twitched, almost as if in delight. Meanwhile, a Liberitoa soldier who noticed Walm leaning out screamed.

“It’s an 《Ignis Fatuus》 user!!!”

“Don’t let him use it! Kill him!!”

There were soldiers nocking arrows, but they were a step too late. Hot wind swept the area, and Walm scattered raging flame across everything in front of him.

“Gyaaa, aaah, aaaaah!”

“Hot-damn it-it won’t go out!!”

“Fall back, fall back, fall back!!”

Watching more than thirty men get swallowed by flame, the Liberitoa troops scrambled back. Those who had been far enough away, or who had enough resistance, managed to put the fire out as they ran. In the end, 《Ignis Fatuus》 claimed about twenty lives.

Together with the corpses that hadn’t moved from the start, blue fire lit the battlefield. The stench of burning flesh stabbed at the nose, a smell Walm had become completely used to. Those with injured airways or burned skin probably numbered about twice that. At full power the damage would have doubled, but Platoon Leader Kozul had told him to conserve his magic and to increase enemy wounded rather than dead.

“Man, that’s horrible no matter how many times I see it.”

“Thank God it’s on our side. You saved us.”

The friendly soldiers who had pulled back kept slapping Walm on the shoulder.

“Restock the stones and treat the wounded first. The enemy fears the Beckoning Fire of the Underworld. Their commander got burned, after all.”

Walm headed back to the stretch his squad held. With the devastation on the left wing added to everything else, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, battered hard, seemed ready to pull back and regroup.


◆


Despite their overwhelming numbers, the four-nation alliance’s advance had begun to show cracks.

The Highserk Empire’s Jeff Cavalry Battalion had been fighting a mobile war against Craist’s main force, striking again and again at its flanks, its rear, and any units that stuck out too far. Craist outnumbered them, but the fast, highly mobile cavalry pulled out so quickly that they were hard to catch.

The Reharzen Knights’ mounted pursuit produced some results, but there were times when the knights were lured into an ambush and took painful losses. Craist also had to advance together with the Ferrius and Myard troops who knew the local terrain, so the blitz speed of the early days could no longer be maintained.

On top of that, Highserk carried out delaying tactics: roads and bridges were thoroughly destroyed, and earth-attribute magic was used to bring down cliffs and mountainsides on passes and mountain roads.

The Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa’s advance had also ground to a complete halt at the Refun Mine. Having tried to overpower a single enemy battalion with seven thousand soldiers, the Federation had suffered losses far beyond expectations.

Twelve hundred dead, two thousand wounded, and the enemy still held the mine area. Night arson by small groups was a serious problem too, and more and more Liberitoa soldiers were developing a fear of fire.

Emrid, an infantry officer in the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa, had a dry mouth and a parched throat from tension. As a company commander entrusted with two hundred fifty soldiers by his homeland, he received far richer information than an ordinary grunt, for better or worse.

To keep morale from dropping, he wasn’t sharing the exact numbers, but one entire company had already been sacrificed at the defensive works with the wall and side towers that his company was about to try to take. The previous company commander had been badly wounded and carried to the rear.

The Highserk garrison was one problem, and the mountainous terrain was certainly a tough obstacle, but what really troubled Emrid was a soldier with the nickname the Beckoning Fire of the Underworld, the user of 《Ignis Fatuus》.

His real name was unknown, but even among Skills said to rewrite the laws of the world, 《Ignis Fatuus》 was a vicious one, with terrifying power and a wide area of devastation. The user wielded clinging blue flame and strong winds to inflict lethal damage on tightly packed formations.

In fact, one platoon that had gone on the offensive had lost twenty-one dead and fourteen wounded, lightly or badly, in a single engagement, and had to be reorganized. The platoon leader was among the dead. A platoon leader should have been skilled at handling magic and able to endure some heat, yet he had ended up a dying beacon, lighting the ground as he fell.

Since then, headquarters had given up on brute force and changed its approach to slow strangulation. With Emrid in the lead, they had dug trenches toward the wall, winding them back and forth.

Piling up earthen mounds, they edged steadily closer to the wall, and at last Emrid’s company came within range for a simultaneous assault.

Before the all-out attack, the troops splashed themselves with water, a token precaution against 《Ignis Fatuus》. Some even smeared mud all over their bodies.

Comrades had burned to death, but no one laughed at the soldiers who had gotten away with light wounds thanks to the mud. If anything, more and more men started coating themselves. To be honest, Emrid would have liked to do the same, but as a commander, appearances mattered.

“Begin the attack.”

The short order spread instantly, and the whole company surged toward the wall. As the soldiers poured out of the trench, the throwing began. A moment later, 《Ice Lance》s and clods of earth formed by magic knocked soldiers down, but the number who fell was small. The troops had already reached the foot of the wall and were setting up ladders. It was as if the fierce resistance of the past days had been a lie.

Emrid thought they might take the wall today, but a prickling on his skin made him snap his head toward a corner of the wall walk. Right where soldiers were about to climb in, hot wind blew and blue flame burst out.

“Retreat-!!”

The men on the ladders scrambled down and ducked behind cover.

“Halt the attack! Fall back to the trench!!”

Even those who had started climbing chose to tumble down rather than die instantly, and still four or five soldiers became fuel for the flames.

“Don’t move! Quick, cover yourselves with dirt!!”

“That 《Ignis Fatuus》 bastard!!”

The crude curses of the soldiers whose backsides were literally on fire didn’t stop, but their response was faster than before, and damage was kept to a minimum. Emrid grabbed the armor rim of a soldier whose legs had both broken when he fell from the ladder, put his whole strength into hauling him, and dragged him into the trench.

“He’s hitting everything, no matter where!!”

Until now, 《Ignis Fatuus》 had been aimed at the soldiers beneath the wall. This time, it was setting the wall walk itself ablaze, the very ground the defenders needed. With flames rising one after another along the walkway, the all-out assault came to a temporary halt. And there, Emrid felt something was off. This was too reckless - he hesitated, and then he realized what was bothering him.

“...Damn it, back to the wall! Follow me!!”

After dousing his head with water, Emrid grabbed a ladder that hadn’t burned and charged at the wall alone.

“Company Commander Emrid!?”

A subordinate called out, questioning his intent, but he followed his superior almost at once. Emrid steeled himself and scrambled up the ladder. The wall walk still held a choking heat, but there wasn’t a single human shadow on it.

“They’ve been pulling their troops back bit by bit. To get the rearguard out, they deliberately set fire to everything.”

Emrid kicked an abandoned helmet lying on the ground. Even so, as a young man commanding a company, he started issuing orders one after another.

“First platoon, fire suppression. Second and third platoons, stay alert. Don’t bring the wounded up to the walkway yet. There’s a risk of a counterattack. Send scouts from the fourth platoon to see what’s ahead.”

The orders were passed down the chain, and every soldier focused on his assigned task. A key point had fallen, even if after a considerable delay. Still, Emrid’s mind wasn’t at ease. About half a koku later, the scouts returned, and when he heard their report, Emrid’s face darkened as if he had bitten into something bitter.

“The enemy has built a position just ahead. It’s a complex fortification combining earthen mounds and a dry moat, and it has depth.”

It was exactly what he had feared. Emrid looked up at the sky. The enemy had used the wall for all it was worth, then abandoned it without a fuss and built a position farther back, drawing attention with 《Ignis Fatuus》 and other magic while withdrawing troops step by step.

Tricked by the deception, Emrid cursed his own carelessness and was sick at the Highserk army’s efficiency. He couldn’t say it aloud or let it show on his face. This was why fighting the Highserk Empire never felt worth the cost.

Unlike the regions held by Craist and Ferrius, this area had no way around. They had to cross the mine. Thinking of the losses and effort still to come, Emrid even felt dizzy. He spoke the words as much to himself as to his subordinates.

“Don’t panic. It’s only a temporary fortification. Construction time was limited. It can’t have the height or the strength of a real wall.”

Looking on the bright side, 《Ignis Fatuus》 had been used across a wide stretch of the wall. Considering the magic that took, even if it could be used today, it would only be for a very limited time. If anything, now was the time to attack.

In this offensive, another company was waiting in the rear because of how the units were deployed. It would take over from Emrid’s company, which had struggled to take the wall walk, and attack the makeshift fortification. The quality of the finishing might vary, but there would likely be several such positions. Emrid felt for the company that would be handling the assault. For a while, some of them wouldn’t be able to stomach grilled meat.


◆


“Smash it!! Pile it up! We can’t carry it anyway.”

Walm flung the soil bags he had been carrying onto the ground.

The squad leader was taking apart the cart used to haul ore. Beyond that, the shoring materials for the mine and the miners’ buildings were torn down and stacked in the road.

Other squad members dug up the ground with picks and let water flow in from the drainage channel that had been dug for ore processing, turning the holes into sludge. After repeated battles and demolition work, excrement, sweat, and dust had all mixed together, and Walm and the other soldiers were filthy.

“Don’t lay the beams flat. Bury them halfway and stand them up. That alone makes an obstacle.”

Until two days ago, Walm’s squad had held a makeshift defensive position built from scrap and supplies, but against a force several times larger, the relentless assault had finally pushed them past their limit. They had fallen back in a rush, sabotaging the mountain road as they went, to buy the battalion what time they could.

Even so, the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa surely had an engineer corps with earth-attribute magic. They would repair the supply routes in no time and try to advance again.

The wounded and supplies were being gathered first at the rear assembly point. The stretch of the old Myard border, covered on one side by the Great Demon Territory, worked as a bottleneck and made good defensive ground.

They swore, but their hands never stopped. They knew that each pile of obstacles, each lump of earth, could slow thousands of enemy feet and save their own lives.

“Stop work! Stop work! Liberitoa troops are coming!! We’re pulling out too!”

Platoon Leader Kozul announced the retreat to those around him, together with a few of his men. As if they had been waiting for it, the soldiers dropped their work, shouldered their gear, and withdrew squad by squad. Walm spotted men from other platoons among those pulling back, the ones who had been serving as rearguard.

“Hey, what about the rest of your people?”

When Walm called out to one of them, the man shouted back.

“Blown away! They threw a whole mass of magic users at us. The road isn’t fixed yet, but they’ll come pouring in here within half a koku. Get out fast!”

His piece said, the soldier jogged off down the mine.

“Come on, hurry up. If we dawdle, we’ll get stabbed in the ass.”

Jose called out as he strapped on his armor. For earthwork, armor and weapons only restricted movement and wasted stamina, so Walm’s current outfit was hardly different from his farming days.

He fastened the shin guards he had left lying on the ground and put on his gear from the waist up. He pulled on his sallet, shouldered his pack, and, apart from the two newcomers, was ready. Ten seconds later, Noor and Barito showed up, and Squad Leader Duwei swept his eyes over the squad and spoke.

“No lost idiots, huh? Then farewell to this wretched mine. Move out.”

Nobody objected. At the squad leader’s call, the whole unit left the mine together.


◆


As the spearhead of the Highserk Empire, the Jeff Cavalry Battalion kept making full use of its mobility and shock power. It struck at enemy salients and hammered the flanks, buying precious time, though the losses could not be ignored.

Jeff, who commanded the cavalry, had split his horsemen into platoon-sized units for delaying and harassing attacks. He would then gather the enemy forces that had been lured out into company-sized groups, and in that way overturned his numerical disadvantage.

Today, however, it looked like that would fail. In pure numbers, the losses suffered by Craist and Ferrius were greater than his. The problem was that the cavalry Jeff commanded were elite even among Highserk’s troops, irreplaceable, and two of those precious platoons, worth their weight in mithril, were being lost.

“...So those are this age’s visitors from another world.”

Craist was known for its many otherworldly visitors and drifted objects. Jeff had heard rumors about them, but this was more than rumor.

Several hundred meters away, a dazzling torrent of light erupted, blowing men and horses off the ground along with the earth beneath them. From far off the sight might have looked beautiful. Up close, it was hell taking shape.

Before the dust and blood spray could settle, fire, ice, wind, earth, magic of every kind slammed into the withdrawing cavalry. Even riders gifted in one or two attributes couldn’t withstand all four.

“Long-range bluffing is enough. Magic users and archers, cover the withdrawing cavalry. Don’t get any closer than necessary.”

On Jeff’s order, the troops opened fire at once. The magic and arrows landed at a distance, but they created enough space to prevent pursuit.

When the pursuit stalled for a moment, earth walls rose and incoming attacks were met with light-attribute magic. The time they gained was only about ten seconds, but it was enough for the cavalry to get away. Stubborn Ferrius soldiers kept shooting arrows, but not one rider fell.

“The remaining platoons have already pulled back to the assembly point. There’s no need for the battalion commander to take risks...”

A staff officer riding alongside Jeff voiced his concern. Jeff ranked among the top three frontline commanders in the Highserk Empire, but every staff officer knew his habit of exposing himself too far forward.

“Don’t worry. I have no intention of striking at them. It would be a pointless waste of men.”

Jeff had barely caught a glimpse of the boy unleashing powerful light-attribute magic and the girl throwing out every kind of magic. They looked about the age of a young Highserk recruit.

“Unless I see a threat like that up close, I can’t command properly.”

Jeff began to assess the enemy’s strength. In terms of firepower, each of them did the work of two magic platoons. With magic power that strong, their physical strength and magic membranes had to be formidable too.

“I doubt their close combat is first-rate, but we should plan for the worst.”

By Jeff’s reckoning, killing them would mean sending in two or three cavalry platoons as suicide waves. The problem was their entourage.

“The Reharzen Knights are babysitting them, I take it.”

Breaking through the Reharzen Knights while enduring those scorching flames was no easy feat. Since Jeff had spread his forces out, his available strength was down below company level. It was a shame to pass up such a tempting target, but the targets themselves might be the bait. Having lured out enemies countless times, Jeff did not want to be the one lured.

“The decisive battlefield isn’t here yet. Commander Berger is preparing a fitting stage in Myard’s land. It would be unforgivable to miss it.”

It wasn’t only the Jeff Cavalry Battalion that would join the festivities. The Liguria Infantry Battalion, elite of the light infantry, would take part too.

There was no need for Jeff alone to rush ahead and dance.

“We’ll have them come all the way from afar. And we’d best let them know they needn’t worry about the trip home either.”

The staff officer, who had been run ragged, felt relieved at Jeff’s words and tossed off a light remark.

“Ha, now that’s a line... Well then, I suppose it’s about time we wrapped up and pulled back.”

After confirming that all his cavalry had withdrawn safely, Jeff turned on his heel. Long-range magic began landing near him, but none of it struck anything of value.


◆


“Hang in there, just a little more. Don’t sleep. You’ll die. Keep your eyes open.”

On a makeshift stretcher lay a soldier whose arm was nearly severed, groaning faintly. A fellow Ferrius soldier was giving emergency aid, wrapping the wound with a tourniquet, then slipping his other hand under the stretcher-bound man’s armpit and pressing to slow the bleeding.

The upper arm was gone in a perfect circle, a wound from an 《Ice Lance》, a water-attribute spell. They had been fighting the Jeff Cavalry Battalion fiercely only minutes ago and had barely won. The problem was the price.

Many had been lost, and as many or more had been wounded. The Ferrius comrade was among the wounded, but unlike a friend hit in a vital spot like the guts, he still had a chance.

“Is there a healing mage here!? The bleeding’s heavy. Cauterizing with fire magic will kill him!!”

The Ferrius soldier screamed until his throat nearly tore, but the answers were cold.

“Out of magic. The healing mage can’t hold out any longer.”

“Sorry, it’s impossible.”

The soldier who ran into the position searched for a healing mage, but all he found were people who had already burned through their magic treating the seriously wounded.

“Isn’t there a healing mage anywhere!?”

To stop the bleeding by cauterizing with fire magic, the man would need strength and blood he didn’t have, and the risk of death from shock was high. But there was no other way. Blood kept welling out of the wound under his hand.

“Damn it, there’s no time.”

Just as he was about to go looking for some other fire magic user, as a last resort, a knight of neighboring Craist called out to him.

“You can get treatment. Come with me.”

“Is... is that true?”

He hurried after the knight and found a space with a wagon at its center and a canopy spread over it. The guard was extraordinary: twelve fully armed knights keeping watch on the surroundings.

The Craist knight looked him over from head to toe and spoke.

“Leave your sword here and go in.”

He handed his sword to the knight’s outstretched hand and timidly stepped under the canopy. Inside, the air was stale and greasy, like any field hospital, with huge patches of bloodstains. The Ferrius soldier caught his breath, but something felt off.

“Lay him down there.”

Still unable to put his finger on what was wrong, the Ferrius soldier did as instructed. A figure appeared before him, a person with rare black eyes and black hair. The soft, round eyes were narrowed in sternness. Long hair was tied back so it wouldn’t get in the way of treatment. She looked out of place on a battlefield, and the Ferrius soldier took her for an assistant or an apprentice and called out to the knight.

“Um, sir knight, where’s the healing mage?”

“Right there. Can’t you see her?”

Before the knight had even finished speaking, warm light filled the canopy. The Ferrius soldier lost his words. But when he saw his comrade’s wound close and even the missing part regrow, his voice came back.

“Impossible. Healing a missing limb!?”

“You were lucky to get hurt here. Of all the soldiers brought in, nobody has died yet.”

The knight told him proudly. When the soldier looked around, in spite of all the bloodstains, every patient lay breathing peacefully.

“Thank you. Thank you!! She’s practically a saint.”

The girl healer gave the Ferrius soldier a brief smile, then went back to her work. On that day, soldiers who should have died were saved not once or twice, and it was inevitable that rumors would spread that the Kingdom of Craist had a healer on the battlefield.
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◆


Ayane Sugimoto had been going to high school until only six months ago, an ordinary student enjoying her youth. She had never seen blood outside of exercise or the occasional unlucky fall, and she had never witnessed the moment someone died. Many of her relatives were doctors or nurses, and Ayane herself had been studying hard, aiming to become a nurse one day.

What changed her fate for good was being flung into another world with her childhood friends. To say she had been bewildered by the different culture, customs, and environment was an understatement. After a hard struggle, Ayane had adapted to the world and found her role.

Unlike her childhood friends Yuuto and Makoto, Ayane’s talents had never bloomed into offensive abilities. All she could do was watch from a distance as the two protected people from monsters and got hurt. She had come close to sinking into helplessness and frustration, but in the end it was the two of them who saved her.

The blossoming of her healing magic had been an accident. When she pressed down hard on Yuuto’s shoulder, wounded in a bandit subjugation, healing magic had activated without a chant. At the thought that she could save her comrades and people in pain, Ayane had nearly burst into tears, which was not like her at all. Her childhood friends were overjoyed, of course, and so were the Reharzen Knights she shared meals with. Even during the clearing of the demon territory and the lake dragon hunt, she devoted herself to supporting with healing magic, and she had found joy in her role.

The situation changed when the neighboring countries opened hostilities all at once in the war between the Kingdom of Ferrius and the Highserk Empire.

According to what the knights told Ayane, the Highserk Empire was a hegemonic state that poured its national strength into military affairs, repeatedly waging wars of invasion under the name of defensive war. If left alone, the surrounding countries would be swallowed one after another. The four-nation alliance centered on the great lake would bring the Highserk Empire down. That was what the knight had told her.

To be honest, she hated war. She hated seeing people hurt, and she hated hurting them. Above all, she didn’t want her two childhood friends and the knights to be put in danger and worn down in mind and body.

Still, she understood that they had to fight. Ayane also understood that this world was terribly immature and violent.

Day after day, Ayane kept up her treatments in the tent. Seeing lives she couldn’t save, injuries that made her want to look away, there were times she felt her mind might break. But the peaceful faces of her patients, the soldiers’ words of thanks, and the support of her comrades let her keep treating on the battlefield.

“Well, that’s the treatments done for now.”

The one who called out to Ayane was Maia, the healing mage who had been helping with the treatments.

“You were a big help today, too. I only have strong magic and not enough experience, so it’s thanks to you, Maia, that I can treat anyone at all.”

She might have a little medical knowledge, but she was barely more than a novice. As for properly treating the wounded and preparing for it, Ayane was only following Maia’s lead.

“Lady Ayane, you really think too little of yourself. Please have some confidence.”

Maia said it with a troubled look.

“Oh, that’s right. Yuuto and Makoto were nearby earlier.”

“I hope neither of them is hurt.”

“They weren’t. They’d dealt the Jeff Cavalry, who’ve been such a pain since we joined the war, heavy losses, and the soldiers and knights at camp were mobbing them.”

Ayane laughed along with Maia’s smile.

“Maybe I’ll go see them once I’m done cleaning up.”

“Good idea. I’ll come with you.”

Magic might bend the laws of the world, but it wasn’t all-powerful. There were instruments for tending wounds, buckets for washing, cloth, and all sorts of other things. Ayane also needed to learn the equipment and check its condition, so she couldn’t leave the cleanup entirely to Maia, who was only assisting.

Maia began washing the instruments with water-attribute magic, and Ayane wiped the dirt off them and put them away in her magic bag. After half a koku of absorbed work, Ayane stepped outside and found her two childhood friends waiting there.

“You two came! I was just about to go see you myself.”

“The war council’s over. Johanna and the others are still talking about future operations and strategy. They told us to go rest first.”

“Today was brutal. The Jeff Cavalry guys are way too strong, every single one of them. I wouldn’t say knight level, but it felt close.”

Makoto said it, looking worn out.

“Yeah. Several of them cut right through my magic and Makoto’s and got in close. Johanna and the others drove them back, but just between us... I broke into a cold sweat.”

“That was... something else.”

Yuuto spoke modestly, but in truth he had been terrified as the cavalry charged at him, scattering their entrails behind them. Without training and the Knight Order beside him, Yuuto would have panicked far worse. Unlike fighting monsters, this wore down his mind and body, and he could feel it keenly.

As the conversation started to drift toward combat, Maia, who had been waiting behind Ayane, spoke up.

“Have you two eaten yet?”

“No, not yet.”

“Nope, haven’t eaten.”

“The Ferrius army sent over a generous amount of food. It seems that among the people the three of you saved, there was someone of noble blood, and this is their thanks. Soft white bread instead of hardtack, cheese, and sausages have arrived.”

“““What!?”””

At Maia’s words, the three of them leaned in eagerly. Since coming to this other world, and especially to the battlefield, their diet had gone steadily downhill. They were growing kids who burned calories on magic, and the three could pack away amounts of food that would amaze even hardy warriors.

They were probably lucky to be eating at all. But food with more calories, and tastier on top of that, had captured the three of them and wasn’t letting go.

“I want it! I want it!!”

“M-meat and white bread. It’s been nothing but beans and potatoes lately.”

“I want some too... please.”

Even the three heroes whose names rang through the neighboring countries reacted just like kids their age. Maia smiled, charmed, and at the same time worried that they were so easy to win over that someone might bait them with food and carry them off.




Chapter 5Everyday Life Built on Sand


Destroying roads and bridges as they went, the Liguria Battalion was nearing the assembly point, Sarajevo Fortress.

Opinion within the army had been split over abandoning every occupied area in the Kingdom of Ferrius, but a single word from Commander Berger had settled it: they would fall back to the old Myard border region. This key position sat on the border between Myard and Ferrius, and since the days of Kanoa it had served as a base against both the Demon Territory and Ferrius.

Mountains surrounded it, and any detour would mean crossing the Great Demon Territory, home to some of the most powerful monsters on the continent, so there was no way to go around. The terrain favored the defenders. After the Aidenberg campaign, however, the fortress’s garrison had fallen far below the strength needed to hold it, and it had failed in its role, falling to the Highserk Empire’s onslaught in short order.

The Highserk troops gathering here now had enough men to make full use of the fortress, and since it had fallen so quickly, the defensive works had taken only light damage and were reportedly already repaired. Walm saw plenty of Highserk soldiers other than the Liguria Battalion already inside the fortress’s sphere of control. Scouts, couriers, and engineers working on construction were mixed in among them.

“Looks like as many men as we had at Aidenberg are gathering here.”

The squad leader let his eyes flick around, checking the surroundings.

“Ugh, the road feels cramped.”

That complaint came from Jose, who had just dodged a passing horse.

“Better than having too few friends around, isn’t it?”

Noor sounded delighted, finding it all reassuring.

“We had it rough at the mine.”

Barito, remembering the death struggle there, let his cockscomb droop.

“True, it beats the mine, but I’d like to eat a meal in peace.”

What Walm held wasn’t a round shield or a halberd. It was a potato. He was peeling it with a knife as he walked, going by feel, and eating it.

A potato with neither water nor fire on it was starchy and horribly mealy, but Walm had been secretly heating his. If the soldiers around him noticed, raw potatoes would come flooding in from every direction with requests for cooking. He gave a small, scornful snort at Noor and Barito, who were gnawing away at theirs, and popped a heated potato into his mouth.

“...Walm.”

A chill ran down Walm’s spine. His cover had been perfect. Unless - he prayed his hunch was wrong, but the one standing behind him was, of course, Willart.

A cup of salt water held a peeled potato. Willart, a veteran magic user, had figured out what Walm was up to. He didn’t say it, but Walm understood: keep quiet in return for cooking mine.

When it came to fire attribute, Walm was better than Willart. He had picked up fine heat control at the mine, and he understood what was being asked of him. But he wasn’t about to do it for free.

“Take my water duty today.”

“...Tch.”

Willart clicked his tongue softly, but no refusal followed. Walm warmed the cup with fire magic. He had changed jobs from human cooking stove to walking human cooking stove.

Willart put the steamed potato in his mouth with satisfaction. The problem was the steam and the smell that came up while cooking. The aroma of potatoes boiled in salt water was far too tempting for a marching column.

“Willart, that’s a pretty nice thing you’re eating.”

The first to notice was the squad leader.

“What are you talking about?”

Willart played dumb, but with a potato stuffed in his cheek, he wasn’t convincing.

Jose followed up next.

“Hey, Walm, didn’t you hand Willart something just now?”

“You’re imagining things.”

Walm broke into a cold sweat and played innocent, but the questions kept coming.

“Walm, you can cook while you walk, can’t you?”

The squad leader went straight for the heart of it. Eyes turned to Walm with envy, in the hope of being freed from the nightmare of raw potatoes.

“Walm, you get it, right? We’re prioritizing the march, so nobody’s had a warm meal.”

Jose spoke to him like a teacher reasoning with a poor student.

“With steamed potatoes, I could keep going.”

“Yeah, if I had a steamed potato, I feel like I could still walk.”

When the two newcomers joined in, there was no stopping the resentful voices of the three idiots and the rest of the squad. Whatever Walm did, the tide was already decided.

“Fine. I’ll boil them while we walk. But you carry my stuff.”

Resigned, Walm handed out his bags and weapons to the squad members. In return, he received a pot to feed the squad’s stomachs and a huge pile of potatoes.

“Damn it, what did I do to deserve this?”

Willart poured water into the pot with magic. Walm began heating it with fire magic. The looks from passing soldiers were of every kind. If a soldier walks by carrying a pot and boiling potatoes, it would be stranger if nobody looked.

Walm spat the words out inwardly: of course this was how it would go. He had seen it coming.

Some of the soldiers passing by even tried to get boiled potatoes in exchange for copper coins or barter.

Platoon Leader Kozul sniffed it out too, and with the words “This is boosting my platoon’s morale,” he praised Walm and then plundered his boiled potatoes. What Walm got in return was raw potatoes. The heat for cooking, apparently, was free.

Thanks to that, he ended up boiling potatoes on the move again and again.

When Jose muttered, “Maybe a walking pot would work-,” Walm tried to unleash 《Ignis Fatuus》 at full power, and the entire squad had to hold him back.


◆


In this world, fire points formed by magic could wipe out or cripple a mass of troops, so it had become common to deploy swarms of skirmishers and small groups ahead of the main body. For this defensive battle, numerous baileys of rammed-earth ramparts had been built in front of the fortress group, an undertaking that took the full strength of the Highserk Empire’s engineer corps.

In particular, the barbican bailey guarding the tiger’s mouth, and the Sixth Bailey, which deserved to be called an outwork fort even among the baileys, could hold two battalions’ worth of troops. It combined dry moats, horse barriers, stakes, earthen ramparts, and even a timber wall into one composite defense. Walm had never seen a position built with such care.

For the enemy, it was a key point that had to be eliminated at all costs as the first step in taking the fortress. If Walm had a problem, it was that one of the battalions assigned to the Sixth Bailey was the Liguria Battalion.

Infantry get used as handy substitutes for engineers and laborers whenever they’re not fighting. Walm was no exception. He packed down earthworks with tools and with his feet, drove stakes into the ground, and sharpened their tips.

The handy ones joined the engineers and helped reinforce the wall and assemble the posts. Excavated soil was packed into sacks and empty buckets and carried to the position to raise even a little height.

Stones for throwing and arrows were being hauled up onto the wall walk. The work was almost done, but engineer traffic was heaviest around the Sixth Bailey.

“Still, it’s awfully tall and wide.”

The ramparts were two or three tiers higher and broader than at the other baileys. Walm genuinely wondered where they had gotten that much earth. When the sun set and the end of work was called, a signal fire went up in the distance.

“Ah, they’re two or three days away.”

That was Jose, who had been working beside Walm.

“That’s just contact with their vanguard, so real fighting is three or four days off.”

“About that. Still, over fifty thousand enemy soldiers. The fortress is going to fill up with corpses.”

The dark-skinned youth looked around and let out a sour sigh.

“I just hope mine and the squad’s don’t end up mixed in.”

“No argument. A bit early for a last supper, but let’s go have an elegant dinner.”

“Don’t rush, Jose. Wash your hands properly or Mama will scold you.”

“Shut up. Let’s go.”

Walm followed Jose, who had spat the curse, to a corner where big pots stood in a row. The battalion had gathered platoon by platoon, every pot available had been mobilized, and battle rations were being made. Anything edible went in, and it all got boiled. A little spoilage was fine as long as you cooked it through; everything’s fine, all green. The ingredients were all slapdash.

When Walm had checked earlier, every pot held something different. Bits of chicken, pork, and orc meat, beans, cabbage, turnips, carrots, and potatoes, anything that came to hand, got stewed together.

Walm pulled a wooden bowl from his pack and held it out, and the cook-duty soldier ladled in the soup.

The taste was... well, at least it was warm. After a day of nonstop work, exhaustion and hunger covered most of the flaws. He ate it with the scraps of hardtack he had left over and sent it down into his stomach.

The squad had pooled copper and silver coins to buy some fruit wine, which Walm poured into his bowl. He puffed his pipe and exhaled purple smoke toward the sky. The twin moons had risen and begun their game of tag. Unlike the world Walm had once known, this one had no exhaust fumes or air pollution, and the starry sky was the most beautiful.

That was probably one of the things he had gained by coming to this world. Still, what he had lost might be greater. The things he had been forced to throw away in war, especially, had changed Walm, for better or worse.

“What’s with the sentimental look?”

Walm had been gazing up at the night sky from a corner of the wall walk when Jose came up, done with his meal.

“Nothing. I was just wondering how long this war is going to go on.”

“Until we win, obviously.”

“Until we win, huh.”

They had kept going until they won, and that was how things had ended up like this. To Walm’s mind, the Highserk Empire, which had gained everything through victory, didn’t know the words “peace talks” or “truce.” It baited its opponent, hit back when hit, and crushed the other side until it submitted. That was the Highserk Empire. And now it was fighting four nations at once.

It was a world where showing weakness got you eaten. Maybe Walm was simply naive. Even so, no matter how much they fought, the war never ended. It was as though wartime was the norm, and Walm felt a kind of suffocation, a sense of the end of the world.

“Feeling weak? Look, there are a lot of them, but we’ve got a solid position and a natural stronghold around us. We won’t get beaten one-sidedly.”

Walm agreed with part of it. Militarily speaking, Jose was probably right.

“Yeah, I guess.”

He gave a limp reply, but Jose said nothing more. In a few days, Walm would kill many people again so as not to die himself. He wasn’t nice enough, or good enough, to be killed for the sake of not killing. He raised the fruit wine in his bowl to his lips.

Sourness ran across his tongue and down his throat. When Walm grimaced, Jose laughed, enjoying it.


◆


The battle began with a blinding flash and a booming explosion. Sieges usually opened with firepower from magic troops, but a magic exchange between armies of tens of thousands was nothing short of spectacular.

Flames danced, torn-off limbs flew through the air, and soldiers struck by clods of earth dropped like stones. Ice flowers bloomed, and blood dripped from the pierced bodies of soldiers to color them. 《Water Bullet》s struck men in the head, robbing them of their balance, and they drowned on dry ground.

The Highserk army, holed up in its carefully built positions, held the advantage in the exchange, but among the four-nation alliance were people who struck on a different level. Their light-bearing holy-attribute magic carved away the ramparts and erased the Highserk soldiers who had been hiding behind them.

Under a barrage of the four attributes, part of the ramparts collapsed. Supported by magic troops, the alliance began creeping forward, using earth golems formed with earth-attribute magic as shields.

Interdiction fire began to stop the advance. The archers, whose arrows did little against the golems, kept shooting in high arcs at the enemy soldiers likely hiding behind them. A few soldiers with Skills like 《Strong Bow》 and throwing Skills managed to destroy golems with projectiles of a destructive power no ordinary man could produce.

Soldiers who had lost their cover hid behind shields and folds in the ground, but the attacks converged on them and casualties soared. Meeting more resistance than expected, the four-nation alliance built earth walls and communication trenches as it began working on the bailey group.

“Relief! Move the platoon to the Third Bailey!!”

Kozul’s platoon had been assigned to the Third Bailey, built on the left wing. The Ninth Bailey, where the Liguria Battalion had been placed at the start, sat in the center of the group and doubled as a hub for communication routes and supply stores. On the third day of fighting, the exhausted frontline battalions were being swapped with the Liguria Battalion, which had been waiting in reserve in the bailey.

Six thousand men were at the very front of the bailey group, with four thousand more waiting behind them.

With the fortress front turned into a bottleneck, fifty thousand soldiers could not deploy at once. Eight to ten thousand at most. The enemy rotated units daily and kept up their attacks.

“We’re counting on you.”

Half of the platoon pulling back was wounded. They were badly under strength too, which meant heavy fighting ahead. From the flat earthen berm they called the warrior’s run, Walm peered out over the plain. Zigzagging communication trenches stretched to the foot of the bailey, and from there the enemy was closing in behind earth walls and standing shields. On the slope, soldiers of every kind lay exposing their corpses.

“Haaah, so this is where soldiers go to be buried.”

Jose said it sardonically.

“Five countries’ worth are down there.”

Noor’s face twitched as she said it.

“There’s even a Craist knight lying there. Did he just get unlucky?”

Barito was looking at a knight of the Reharzen Knight Order, half buried in the dirt, his head gone.

“Must be a casualty from last night’s all-out attack. If we leave him there, he’ll turn into a dullahan or something.”

The squad laughed at Squad Leader Duwei’s remark, but as far as Walm was concerned, what they were doing was not exactly cute.

Walm shot 《Fireball》s at the enemies struggling up the slope, and Willart added 《Ice Lance》s, then 《Water Bullet》s to turn the ground into slush.

Noor and Barito kept throwing stones at the heads of soldiers who had lost their shields and bamboo bundles. Walm was stunned to see Squad Leader Duwei, of all people, flinging whole logs by himself.

Duwei’s squad and the squads on either side of it were smashing the enemy’s attacks one after another, but not every sector could hold.

“Walm! Is Walm here!?”

A messenger was shouting Walm’s name. Life on the battlefield had taught him that it was usually bad news when somebody shouted for you. Unfortunately, no birthday surprises were due for a good while yet.

“Here! What is it?”

The messenger found his man, ran over, and started explaining quickly.

“Orders from Kozul’s platoon. One of the breakthroughs the enemy’s forming in the Eighth Squad’s sector, smash it with 《Ignis Fatuus》. I’ll guide you, so follow me.”

“Ugh, putting out fires again?”

“If anything, it’s arson.”

The dark-skinned comrade slipped in the correction between shots with his bow. Walm couldn’t have cared less.

“Is this the time for jokes?”

Walm would have loved to refuse, but he was a poor grunt with no right to, so he had no choice but to follow the order.

The place he hurried to had been plugged by Platoon Leader Kozul with reserve troops, but enemy soldiers were packed across the slope as if to fill it, like a swarm of ants on bait. The enemy had no intention of passing up a golden chance to open a breach.

In a world where hand-to-hand fighting was the main event, charging in a dense formation was powerful, but there were individuals with area attacks, such as magic or Skills, so timing was key.

If Walm’s magic had run dry or he had arrived too late, it would turn into a melee with friend and foe mixed together, and nobody could safely attack. But the enemy still hadn’t quite broken through, and they were packed as tightly as could be.

Even with their defenses braced with shields and bamboo bundles, it was an ideal place for Walm’s 《Ignis Fatuus》.

“Lend me two shields.”

The soldier standing by caught on and handed them over. Walm slung his halberd across his back and checked the state of the round shield. Then he took the mask from his waist pouch and put it on. The oni-faced mask trembled in small shakes, as if imagining what was about to happen.

He took a breath through the gap in the mask and clung to the rampart, where spears and swords were still trading thrusts. The soldiers who had been grappling in melee drew back from the rampart at once, like a receding ripple. Watching them go, Walm activated 《Ignis Fatuus》.

The enemy soldiers were caught off guard. The Liberitoa troops, who had been killing each other daily at the Refun Mine, had reacted fast and cut the effect of 《Ignis Fatuus》 in half, but today’s opponents were Craist regulars. At the sight of the mask, some braced, some tried to rush in, a mix of reactions. Their instant shift to attack was admirable even in Walm’s eyes, but it was little different from setting themselves on fire.

“Gyaaa, aaah, aaah!!”

“It won’t go out! Put it out for me!”

“Move, move, get out of my way!!”

The blue flame that burst out in an instant was sticky, clinging to the enemy soldiers as it spread across the whole area. The 《Ignis Fatuus》, fanned out around Walm, created a choir of screams.

Curses, roars, and screams never stopped on a battlefield, but the shrieking before Walm was the loudest he had heard in all the wars he had fought. Everyone within ten meters, to varying degrees depending on their magic reserves, was becoming a human torch, one after another. Those who rolled down the slope early were the lucky ones.

“Fall back, fall back for now!!”

Those who had been burned, unable to move freely because of the dense formation, writhed in agony with their muscles cooked stiff and fire in their lungs, unable to breathe.

“W-wait, please-”

“Ah... uh, aah-”

Oddly, wearing the mask kept him from being shaken. Maybe it was because no one could see his face, so he could play someone else. Walm shifted the 《Ignis Fatuus》 from a fan to a straight line and lengthened its reach. The whole slope around him burst into flames. If the rampart hadn’t been earth, even the defensive position would have caught fire.

“It’s 《Ignis Fatuus》! He’s real! He’s the one the Liberitoa men talked about!”

Walm leapt out onto the slope and kept scattering raging flame and hot wind in every direction, but a few soldiers who had recovered their composure were trying to hit him from a distance.

Arrows rained down in numbers, but strong winds knocked them off course, and the hot air made it hard to see, so none connected. He took the various spells on the blast and the heat, held off the few that reached him with his round shield, and scattered fire in concentrated bursts at the spots where he guessed magic troops and archers must be.

Forty seconds in all. Before his magic ran dry, Walm returned to the rampart. Rather than celebrating driving the enemy back, everyone was speechless at the burned corpses scattered across the slope.

“Haah, haah, fuuuh...”

Walm had spent most of his magic and was gasping for breath when someone spoke to him.

“Well done, Walm. Thanks to you, the rampart didn’t get breached.”

Platoon Leader Kozul, who must have been watching from somewhere, met him with applause. With the soldiers frozen in front of this slaughter, he was the sort of good superior who didn’t forget to praise his men.

“Thank you, sir.”

He took off the mask and thanked him, and the other soldiers, shifting gears, welcomed him back as well.

The damage from the 《Ignis Fatuus》 that had struck the dense formation was catastrophic: over a hundred enemy soldiers dead, as many or more wounded, and the rest pulled far back to the communication trenches. The smell of cooking flesh clung to his nose forever. The mask had stopped trembling, as if satisfied.


◆


The treatment station set up in the field camp had a nonstop stream of soldiers being carried in.

“We’re out of ointment! Get any free soldiers to help!”

“A broken leg? That can wait. Severe cases first!”

“Press hard! Even if the wound closes, they’ll die from lack of blood!”

Blood, pus, waste, medicine, and incense burned to cover the smell all mixed together and gave off an unbearable stench.

Ayane Sugimoto had realized that the kind of wounded being brought in had changed. She had treated all kinds of battle wounds, arrow wounds, bruises, internal bleeding, but nearly every patient carried in during this past hour had severe burns from fire-attribute magic.

The Craist soldier who had breathed in flame had burned airways and was struggling to breathe from the burns. Ayane pushed her washed fingers without hesitation into his mouth and throat, pouring magic in to check the damaged areas. Experience had taught her that treating places you couldn’t see with your eyes was harder. A minute of continuous healing magic later, the soldier, whose throat had been burned raw inside and out, had recovered enough to breathe.

“First aid is done.”

Normally she would also have to treat the burns on his hands and feet, but there were far too many soldiers who needed her. At the treatment station, they had to weigh what would leave lasting disability against what was needed to keep a man alive, and proceed with care. Ayane moved on to the next patient with frustration. This soldier had terrible burns on his lower body.

“Ah, aah, it hurts, it hurts... Help me, I don’t want to die.”

Ayane took the hand of the soldier, begging for his life as if delirious.

“It’s all right. You’ll be all right.”

It sounded as if she were saying it to herself as much as to the patient. She took off his greaves and reached for his trousers, and noticed that the skin and cloth had fused together.

“Maia.”

When Ayane called her assistant, Maia skillfully cut away the fused part with a knife, then slit open the remaining clothing.

The burn went through to the subcutaneous tissue, and in places the skin was white or black and ruined. It was, as Ayane’s first assessment had said, an extensive burn that would be classed as third degree. Even modern medicine would struggle to treat such a wound, but Ayane had healing magic of the highest rank. Repeated use of magic made her vision swim, but the other healing mages had run out of magic.

If Ayane stopped here, the soldiers begging to be saved wouldn’t even see tomorrow’s night sky. She gritted her teeth, held on to consciousness, and kept casting. For Ayane, who lacked Yuuto’s and Makoto’s fighting power, the treatment station was her battlefield.

When the sun was nearly set, the flood of patients finally stopped. Casualties from the day’s fighting were still coming in, but none of them were severe. Even so, Ayane couldn’t be glad. She knew one of the reasons why no seriously wounded were arriving. Beside the treatment station, the soldiers who couldn’t be saved were laid out so thick there was no room between them.

To keep the dead from turning into monsters through the demonic miasma, army chaplains were sprinkling holy water while they spoke their prayers. Ayane stood there, overwhelmed by her own helplessness, when someone spoke to her from a cot nearby. It was a soldier she had treated.

“H-Healing Mage...”

It was the Craist soldier. Of all things, he had sat up and was bowing his head.

“You should still be lying down!”

As Ayane ran over, the soldier reached out to her and said it over and over.

“Thank you, th-thank you so much.”

There were many lives she hadn’t been able to save, but being thanked by a patient in tears made Ayane feel a little saved herself.

“The one in the mask, the mask... he was the 《Ignis Fatuus》 user. I felt the hot wind on my skin, saw the blue flame, and I thought I was dead. I was lucky. All the others around me, all of them...”

Ayane gently patted the shoulder of the sobbing soldier and laid him back down.

“Drink plenty of water. You still need to rest, so no getting up.”

The soldier went on murmuring thanks until he lost consciousness and fell asleep, breathing quietly.

Ayane remembered how the other patients had also kept whispering about the terror of 《Ignis Fatuus》. The Beckoning Fire of the Underworld, spreading death over a wide area, an enemy with no nickname of his own who came disguised as a common soldier, and they were all afraid. The power was part of it, but the war that made people turn such magic on other people was what froze Ayane’s spine.

She prayed with all her heart that the mad flame would never be turned on her two childhood friends.


◆


In one corner of the camp where the Kingdom of Craist’s army had pitched its tents, the key figures of the army had been assembled. The tent flap was shut tight, everyone else had been cleared away, and a heavy air hung inside. The war council was in an uproar, and the cause was the bailey Craist’s army had been assigned to take.

The first to speak was Gran Reharzen, commander of the Reharzen Knight Order, who had been summarizing the state of the battle.

“As everyone here knows, even if we take the bailey in front of us, the Highserk Empire still holds several more baileys, and beyond them the fortress proper, Sarajevo Fortress, remains.”

At Gran’s words, everyone went over the situation in their minds. Of the thirteen baileys built, six had fallen into the four-nation alliance’s hands since the fighting began, but they still hadn’t reached the outwork fort at the core of the bailey group, and seven remained.

The soldiers in captured baileys made no attempt to hold to the death. After a certain amount of damage, they withdrew to the baileys behind and kept resisting, so the harder the alliance attacked, the more enemy soldiers piled up. Losses were heavy too. Without Ayane, one of the Three Heroes, some units would have collapsed under the stream of wounded.

“Even so, Craist’s army has taken two baileys and led the alliance. But that was until yesterday.”

Gran paused, then continued.

“You all know how the breakthrough attempt went, when our infantry pushed up to the enemy bailey through the communication trenches. A hundred and two dead, a hundred and seventeen wounded, and two hundred-man units vanished from the rolls. That calamity was the work of a single enemy soldier.”

The commanders of a thousand and the knights who had controlled the two units all made sour faces at once, as if they had bitten something bitter.

“The Skill thought to have been used was 《Ignis Fatuus》. In terms of raw destructive force, Yuuto and Makoto are probably stronger. The problem is its duration and range. I’d like the surviving leader of ten from the front line to speak.”

All eyes gathered on the man who stepped out from the edge of the tent. Even through the bandages, the painful traces of his burns were plain to see.

“...Isn’t he too badly hurt? You needn’t drag a wounded man into a war council. Couldn’t we have simply compiled his report?”

Johanna, a knight of the Reharzen Knight Order, knit her neat brows. Gran knew that, as capable a subordinate as she was, Johanna kept a softness in her, for better or worse. He was about to answer when the leader of ten cut in.

“My arms and legs may not move, but my mouth works fine. And I asked the commander myself to let me come here. I’m sorry to have put you to unnecessary concern, Lady Johanna.”

Sensing the man’s strong will, Johanna readily admitted her mistake.

“No, I was hasty. Please go on.”

“When the order for the all-out charge came, my unit was in the fourth row, climbing the rampart. Just as the front row was about to jump into the berm on top, someone shouted. An 《Ignis Fatuus》 user was there-”

The leader of ten paused for breath and went on.

“I’d had a chance to talk with a company commander of the Liberitoa infantry next to us, and he told me about 《Ignis Fatuus》. I wondered if it was some tall tale, or a rumor from the battlefield that had grown legs, but nearly all of that company had burn scars on them, so I believed it to a certain degree. That decision decided who lived and who died.”

As if enduring something, the leader of ten continued.

“The soldiers within five meters of the 《Ignis Fatuus》 user, those on the first spear, vanished into blue flame without time to cry out. All dead instantly. Among those within ten meters, the ones who couldn’t use a protective magic membrane and physical enhancement were burned by the flames. Even my unit, fifteen meters away, was scorched, and some took burns in an instant. Everyone within twenty meters must have been hit by the fire in some way.”

Everyone attending the council knew magic attacks well. From the power and the range, they estimated it was comparable to 《Firestorm》, ranked among the upper tier of fire-attribute magic.

“In our daily drills, when you’re hit by magic, the standard response is to hide behind cover or drop flat. Against 《Ignis Fatuus》, that doesn’t work. All you can do is run. Even behind cover, even inside the communication trench, the flames got in on the hot wind. The end of the communication trench became a literal crematorium. Blue flame and hot wind kept blowing in bursts. Unless you have a knight’s level of magic, you can’t even get close. In the first and second rows, the only one who survived was a single knight.”

Johanna knew that knights of the order had been killed and wounded, and when she had gone to visit them, the horror of their wounds had left her speechless.

“I got my unit out with everything I had before I even asked my superior for orders. Even so, half of them were burned. ...When I was a child I laughed at the Beckoning Fire as a bedtime story, but I’m sure the Fire That Sends Souls to the Underworld is based on a true story.”

A heavy silence settled over the tent.

“Of all places, it had to be in the bailey assigned to our army.”

When the leader of ten had left, one of the commanders of a thousand said it bitterly.

“Pushing in with sheer infantry numbers is pointless. We’ll have to use ranged attacks, or surround and kill it with troops whose magic is at knight level.”

Gran, who had been thinking all along, spoke heavily.

“The problem is how to drag the 《Ignis Fatuus》 user out.”

“Going by what we heard from the Liberitoa soldiers, he normally blends in with the ordinary soldiers. Indiscriminate sniping or area attacks won’t be reliable.”

The commander of a thousand, who had been collecting the lessons from his men and from allied forces, answered Gran.

“In that case, we’d have to deliberately create a salient to lure him out.”

“...Let my unit do it.”

The one who volunteered was Johanna. Gran hesitated. He knew every one of his subordinates’ traits. Johanna’s abundant magic could strengthen her body and form a sturdy magic membrane, which made her well suited for this mission. On the other hand, she was undeniably too concerned for her subordinates and comrades. Gran drove a nail into her.

“I’ll leave it to you. But you must wait until the target takes the bait. Cast aside personal feelings. If you fail, our losses will grow. Understood?”

“Yes, sir. I will make it succeed, without fail.”

Johanna’s eyes, full of resolve, held Gran’s without turning away.

“Yuuto, Makoto, you two will deliver the decisive blow from long range with the other magic troops. Even though the enemy soldiers are unaccustomed to this, it’s a heavy responsibility. See it through.”

Gran understood how cruel this was for two who were so young and had lived lives untouched by war, but on a battlefield you used whatever you had, cats, dogs, even children.

“...Understood.”

Gran looked away from the two who had answered heavily and set about putting the operation into action.


◆


A continuous rumbling of the earth began pulling Walm out of sleep. He stretched his limbs out of his filthy cloak and lifted his head from the pack and waist pouch he had been using as a pillow. He felt dampness on his left hand, looked down, and his mood plunged. Noor had grabbed his left hand and drooled all over it.

Furious at the unfair treatment, Walm pinched Noor’s nose shut with his free hand, going for suffocation. As Walm had intended, Noor began thrashing in distress. The collateral victim was Barito. Flailing arms and legs struck him again and again, and he groaned and covered his head with both hands to protect his cockscomb-style hair.

Satisfied, Walm let go and wiped the dirt from his hand on the ground, then burned the grime off with fire magic. The stuffy mass of men had fallen asleep pressed together. The three idiots were tangled up, as ever, in their awful sleeping positions, and Squad Leader Duwei was sawing away with a huge snore.

From far off came the sound of magic hitting and voices full of hatred. The wind carried the stench of entrails and filth. It was just like any other day for Walm. He took out his canteen, wet his dry throat, and bit through a piece of dried sweet potato with his back teeth. A sticky chew and a spreading sweetness on his tongue. After finishing the whole piece, he tipped the canteen again and lay back down.

From the color of the sky and the rising morning sun, Walm judged that two or three hours had passed since they had swapped places with the reserve unit. It was too early to get up.

Walm, worn out in body and mind, fell asleep quickly, but his sleep didn’t last long.

“Wake up! Everybody up!! A major enemy offensive! We’re moving out right now!”

Squad Leader Duwei, who had somehow gotten to his feet, shook Walm’s eardrums with a roar. As wake-ups went, it was a decent one compared to being forced awake by enemy magic or Skills.

Walm jumped up and, almost unconsciously, put on his gear. In under a minute, the whole squad was lined up, ready to fight.

“Listen up! Platoon Leader Kozul has ordered the squad to support Parma’s platoon. As usual, the enemy has dug their communication trenches forward, built cover, and is about to swarm us. We’ll disrupt that as much as we can, and when a breakthrough looks about to form, Walm will wipe it out with 《Ignis Fatuus》. Easy job. Walm, save your magic. Jose, look after the newcomers. Willart, with Walm slipping out to light the fires, you’ll carry more of the load, so wring yourself dry. Reinus, Tibird, Danfan, watch for gaps and plug them, same as always. All right, let’s go. Send the Craist soldiers back to the earth and up to heaven again today!!”

“““Yeaaaaah!!”””

With that lively shout, the squad plunged into combat. Dust from magic impacts rose into the sky, and arrows with a whistle flew back and forth between the two armies.

Walm grabbed a fistful of fist-sized stones and threw them at a Craist soldier struggling to hold his ground on the slope. After a dull thud as they struck flesh, the soldier lost his balance and pitched headfirst onto the slope.

The soldiers trying hard to right themselves were admirable. Impressed, Walm gave them another gift of fist-sized stones. Unable to hold on, the soldier rolled down to the bottom.

Even so, Craist soldiers who found protrusions and tiny hollows kept advancing. A 《Fireball》 hit a standing shield planted on the slope. Splinters and dirt flew in every direction, and the soldier hiding behind it was knocked out from cover by the shock.

An arrow stabbed into the back of a soldier trying to duck behind the wreckage. The air trembled from the bowstring that had pushed the projectile out. At the edge of his vision, Walm saw Noor nocking a second arrow of her own.

The second shot went straight into the collarbone of a Craist soldier leaning out from cover. At the smooth motion, Walm whistled in praise. In close combat Noor was only about as good as the average Highserk soldier, but her Skill with a bow was the best in the squad.

That left the other recruit, Barito, with the cockscomb, in a very precarious position. As Walm’s thoughts ran that far, it suddenly hit him.

That’s no good. I’m overthinking again.

His hands and feet were busy welcoming the enemy, but letting his mind wander to idle thoughts in the middle of a battle was Walm’s bad habit. He pushed his evaluation of the rookies into a corner of his head.

Of all the assaults they had had to endure so far, this one showed how serious the enemy was. No matter how many soldiers fell, they stubbornly built footholds and cover on the slope, trying to break through the defensive line. Even the magic troops, who usually supported from the edge of their range in the rear, were leaning forward. Maybe the conspicuous cockscomb offended them, because a spell flew at Barito.

“Wooooah!?”

Barito ducked into a hollow in the ground like a wild rabbit. Water magic stabbed into the earthen mound and formed a pillar of ice in an instant. Walm drew his longsword and smashed the obstructing icicle.

The finely shattered ice came down over Barito’s whole body, and he let out a silly yelp.

“Eeek!”

“Ha!”

Walm snorted a laugh, and Barito complained, looking sheepish.

“You don’t have to laugh so much - wait, in front of you!!”

This time it was Walm’s turn. An 《Earth Bullet》, probably formed by earth-attribute magic, flew straight at him. Earth, one of the four attributes, was a more useful magic than its plain look suggested.

Fortifications, anti-siege work, expanding forces with golems. Even just what Walm knew of, the kinds used on battlefields were many, and 《Earth Bullet》 was the most basic, the staple of earth magic.

It was far more efficient with magic to bend and manipulate existing matter than to create something from nothing out of mana. It would have been harder not to see 《Earth Bullet》s, which could be fired in volume to pin heads down, on any battlefield.

Walm spotted the face of the magic trooper behind a golem, stunned. He seemed badly shocked that his pride and joy had been smashed by a sword. Refusing to give up, the man kept firing 《Earth Bullet》s at Walm, twice, three times.

“Looks like you want to play in the mud.”

Just as he knocked down the third, a 《Fireball》 came flying from another direction. Walm made a show of dodging, but he was looking at it coldly. Fire-attribute users were strong against fire of the same attribute.

Flames that would burn others were merely hot to a fire user. Since gaining 《Ignis Fatuus》, Walm had acquired resistance to fire and heat. Even among fellow fire users, that resistance was in a league of its own.

As a result, some of the flames reached Walm, but, covered in a magic membrane that included his equipment, he came through literally unharmed. The problem was that hands had reached out from somewhere to hold him in place.

“Hey, you’re using your comrade as a wall?”

Walm glared, veins standing out, at Jose and the two recruits, who had ducked in behind him.

They had had cover and room to run, but they had picked the best option, a meat shield, and Walm was livid at his comrades.

“Man, Walm, you’re awesome.”

“Wow, even when that fire hit you, you were fine.”

“Perfect, no need for fireproof gear.”

Three different reactions from the swarthy, black-hearted one, the cockscomb, and the archery fanatic. If looks could kill, Walm was confident he could have finished all three.

“Tch, you’re all so damn annoying.”

Walm wanted to get in their faces, but the enemy soldiers, seeing that Walm and company weren’t coming out of the hollow, took it as proof they had killed the troublesome ones, and surged forward in high spirits.

“Follow me!!”

Soldiers poured out of the communication trench all at once. The proportion of knights was higher than before, and to Walm’s eye, this was the real thing. The knight running at the front was especially troublesome. Flowing purple hair, and a slenderness that showed even through the armor. If that was all, Walm would have written her off as a woman who had become a knight on bloodline alone.

But then the round shield she raised glowed with magic and canceled a 《Wind Blade》. When a friendly soldier leaning out from the rampart was pierced by a thrown spear, Walm changed his mind. An 《Iron Wall》 user, and one with an absurd amount of magic. A melee brute despite her looks, with a crowd of muscle-brained knights who threw themselves into death traps without a second thought. Walm didn’t want to face that. About the only one suited to it was Squad Leader Duwei. The squad leader’s eyes lit up, and he smiled. Walm wanted no part of a close-quarters killing match here.

“Waaaalm, use it nowww!!”

Platoon Leader Kozul’s desperate cry reached Walm’s ears. Understanding the intent of a superior who didn’t want a melee either, Walm pulled the mask from his waist pouch. The mask kept vibrating, unable to wait. The terrifying - no, convenient - thing about the mask was that it stuck to his face. It let Walm move and use magic without worry.

He burned through the magic he had been saving all at once, and hot wind and flame rose from his whole body. Even so, the female knight in front of Walm did not flinch. Her sharp eyes were fixed on Walm alone.

In peacetime, with no killing intent in those eyes, Walm would have welcomed it. But with neither of those true, the current situation was, putting it mildly, the worst. Even so, Walm’s advantage held. There had been people before who could keep moving inside 《Ignis Fatuus》.

But Walm was lucky today. He had his friends’ support, and the enemy was still in the middle of charging up the slope. All he had to do was pour out his magic and burn up the enemy below him.

At the instant he unleashed 《Ignis Fatuus》, the group suddenly stopped, dropped low, and pressed as much of their bodies against the ground as they could. Some of them were even forming earth walls and trenches with earth magic. Against ordinary magic, that would have worked, but against 《Ignis Fatuus》, unless you sealed off every direction, defenses meant little.

The scenario Walm had feared, enemies charging straight into 《Ignis Fatuus》, was gone, but a question rose with it.

Why had they stopped dead and braced themselves, despite all that momentum? Why had Craist soldiers who had been burned just the other day chosen the same charge?

Was he overthinking? Spinning his thoughts needlessly again? Walm tried to switch gears, but then he stared in shock at the magic swelling in the communication trench behind them.

“No way.”

He focused his eyes at once, hunting for the source. A black-haired, black-eyed boy and girl, out of place here, were staring right at him. He knew only a few magic powers so strong they were visible. Several of them were swelling at once. Looking closer, he saw many other magic troops hiding there, too.

Goosebumps rose all over his body, and cold sweat ran down.

Walm glared at the boy and girl and cursed himself. They had lured him in. He had fallen into the enemy’s trap. A jumble of spells filled his whole view, and among them a light so bright it nailed his eyes in place. Leaning his body toward wherever the density seemed even slightly thinner, he unleashed 《Ignis Fatuus》 at full power. The collision of countless spells produced a massive explosion. The shock whipped his hair, and flying debris and the blast beat his whole body.

As though eating into the 《Ignis Fatuus》, the spells weakened only slightly, kept their momentum, and rushed at Walm. He worked the hot wind to push his body even slightly backward and float, but it wasn’t enough.

“Walm!!”

He saw Squad Leader Duwei at the edge of his vision, calling his name, but the flood of light swallowed even the squad.

“Aah!”

As a last resistance, he tucked in his arms and legs, covered his ears, and exhaled. Pain ran through his stiffened body. Flash, blast, shock; he could feel his whole body being scraped away. Exposed to the surge of power without knowing front from back or left from right, the feeling drained from his body.

Again? Am I dying again-

The sensation of being twisted was the last thing before his vision darkened and went out. The noise that had been so deafening disappeared, and Walm’s consciousness vanished completely.
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Bonus Short StoryFirst Battle



Flicking clinging insects away with his fingertips and dodging the vines and twigs that tried to snag him, the man looked back.

“Don’t let the line stretch out! Almost there. Put some spirit into it.”

His name was Duwei, a squad leader in the Highserk Empire’s Northern Army. The squad he commanded had slipped into the deep mountains along the border with the Commercial Trade Federation of Liberitoa and was advancing in silence, killing every trace of its presence. They were throwing themselves into those gloomy mountains to put a scorching moxa on the Liberitoa reconnaissance-in-force units that kept crossing the border and raiding. A few unlucky squads had been picked from the company above them, and Duwei’s was one of them.

So far, nothing unusual. The squad had many excellent members, and it wasn’t an exaggeration to call it the best squad Duwei had ever served in. If he had a complaint, it was that all three vacant slots had been filled with new recruits. Considering the situation, it couldn’t be helped. The conflict with Liberitoa was escalating, and a large-scale battle looked unavoidable in the near future. Experienced soldiers were valuable, and every unit wanted them.

Even allowing for all that, a squad saddled with poorly trained recruits had a heavy job ahead. They were going to infiltrate enemy territory where no reinforcements or support could be expected and face a hostile force of seasoned scouts. Even a minor mistake could wipe the squad out.

“What are the higher-ups thinking?”

When Jose muttered that, the three idiots, Reinus, Tibird, and Danfan, reacted.

“Taking us on a field trip to welcome the newbies. How kind of them.”

“After the fun field trip, it’ll be a diversion mission. Next they’ll tell us to dance naked in front of the enemy.”

“That’d be a problem. Everybody’d be smitten with my bewitching butt.”

Duwei gently cautioned the subordinates who had started to enjoy themselves.

“Hey, you lot, will you die of suffocation if you don’t talk? Be good boys and shut up. And Danfan, your ass stinks so bad even goblins wouldn’t eat it.”

“That’s harsh, Squad Leader.”

Duwei raised a hand and answered with a friendly hand signal, then went on with the utmost care. Every so often he veered the route sideways to disguise their tracks, and had the whole squad step on exposed tree roots and rocks so they wouldn’t leave footprints.

“Around here?”

He glared at the sun glittering overhead and read direction and time off it. Correct. This was the designated point where, together with other squads, they would set a net for the enemy’s reconnaissance unit. He tucked the hand-drawn, poor-quality paper map into his pocket and called everyone in. Fully armed soldiers gathered close, like insects bunched up for the winter.

“Listen up. Starting today, for one week, this place is home.”

“Calling it a home is a stretch, no roof or walls.”

Duwei shut Jose up with a fist, then continued.

“The rules for staying are simple. No noise, no fire, no alcohol, no tobacco. Willart, don’t sneak off to warm up just your own meal.”

The three idiots and Willart, the magic soldier, let out a silent scream as if the world were ending.

“Don’t look so happy about it. I’m not sure I can take it myself. I might start praying to God. Watches are in three shifts. Treat the new recruits gently, like ladies.”

Duwei snorted at the ones bragging that they were good at that, then split the squad in three. The group Duwei led directly took the first watch, and the unlucky ones assigned to it took their posts with grimaces. When the sun had set and the twin moons began to drift hazily into the sky, he announced the change of watch. The soldiers who had been relieved collapsed like an avalanche onto their meager beds, the roots of trees.

Duwei didn’t join them. He spoke to one lone recruit. Among the new soldiers, who had fallen asleep like the dead after the grueling trek, this was the one who, thanks to the squad’s rotation, couldn’t rest and had taken up sentry duty.

“Your name was Walm, right? I was going to poke you if you were dozing, but look at that, you’re actually awake.”

The man in front of him was a conscript, assigned by a village quota or because of poverty. He looked like a farmer you could find anywhere, but his eyes were strangely perceptive. It was hard to guess his age from his usual demeanor. Duwei, who had seen all sorts of people, had never met anyone as hard to read as Walm.

“I’m awake, but if you’d give me a few seconds’ permission, I could fly off to dreamland right now.”

Drawn in by his dry smile, Duwei let out a small laugh too.

“You’re soldier material. There’s something worth seeing in you.”

“Flattery? Thank you.”

The way he returned the compliment seemed oddly practiced, enough to make him seem more like a merchant than a farmer.

“I was right to pick you first.”

“You’re overrating me. If there’s a next time, please pick Fugo. I’m sure he’ll be delighted.”

“What, are you two close?”

Fugo was one of the newly assigned soldiers. The last time Duwei had seen him, he was drooling with his head on an exposed root.

“We’re from the same area. The next village over, actually. When we were brats, I got into some trouble a few times when my brother went on campaign. When I took watch, he welcomed me with open arms.”

“Ha, sounds like a fine fellow.”

Walm made a deliberate face, as if he had bitten into a bitter insect. Duwei was impressed that the kid had such a clear-headed friend. As they chatted, Duwei brought up what he had really come to ask.

“By the way. Have you ever killed a person?”

“Uh, no. I haven’t.”

“Do you think you could?”

“...”

That was a tough one. Unlike slaying monsters, killing your own kind met with resistance, and even talented soldiers could die in their first battle. Duwei changed the question.

“Do you dislike the others in the squad?”

“Huh? No, not at all. Sure, at first I wondered what was going to happen to me when I was assigned. But Danfan and the others, rough as their talk is, give me a push, and now and then they teach me battlefield know-how. Willart is quiet, but he’s topped off my water flask more than once without a word. Jose looks after me in all kinds of ways too.”

Feeling a sincerity that went beyond mere words, Duwei spat out a curse. It might become a bond that followed them onto the battlefield, but he didn’t want this subordinate to die.

“Because of the aversion to killing your own kind, a surprising number of men find they can’t kill. I was awful at first too. But if you can’t kill, that enemy will take not only your life but your comrades’, then your unit, then your homeland. Put your life on the scales, and if you still hesitate, remember that. That’s a soldier’s duty.”

Walm nodded silently and answered.

“That’s all. Eat your cold meal and go to sleep.”

Three days after that conversation, Duwei’s roar echoed through the mountains. Liberitoa troops had suddenly burst into their warning net.

They had been told beforehand what enemy strength to expect, but the scale differed from what they had imagined. The estimate had been a reinforced squad at most. In reality, there was an enemy force the size of a platoon. Duwei, who had gone through countless absurdities on battlefields over his long military career, had grown used to them. In this fight he had already killed six, and he was about to send a seventh to the underworld.

“Uoooh, raaa, aaaaaa!!”

He half-sidestepped a longsword thrust at his throat, shouldered the battle axe lightly, and brought it down. The axe head bit through the shield’s defense, and the blade shattered the collarbone and drove on to the throat.

Even so, Duwei’s anxiety didn’t ease. The forest was full of obstacles. He had the confidence and experience to cut down ten or twenty men if he had to. The problem was his squad. Duwei had already confirmed two deaths, and on top of that the new recruit Walm was in serious trouble. Duwei had drawn many enemy soldiers onto himself, but Walm couldn’t escape the fighting either.

Walm, a battle novice, was using the trees to cross spears one-on-one, when a fresh Liberitoa soldier lunged in. He blocked the sword coming at him with his armor, but the impact and the poor footing sent him and two enemy soldiers tumbling into the grass and out of sight.

He might have become a fine soldier with experience, but the situation was what it was. No help was coming. Duwei glared at the enemy before him. Three left. Seen through the trees, the enemy soldiers split left and right to try to sandwich him, but such trifles meant nothing to Duwei. He had 《Heavy Strike》, a Skill that rewrote the laws of the world.

“If you want to die that badly, I’ll kill you!!”

Duwei lowered his hips, stepped in, and poured mana into his battle axe. The axe head gave off a faint glow, releasing the power hidden within.

“Ah, ahhh!?”

“Dodge-”

With a single blow, a felled tree came down on the enemy soldiers closing in low, crushing them under the weight of its trunk. The remaining two stopped, stunned. It was a mistake. With the obstacle in front of him cleared, Duwei hid behind the fallen log and swung his axe down.

“Hii, ah, ahhh!”

The head, protected by a helmet, burst apart as if scraped away. The last soldier tried to flee. Normally Duwei would have let him go, but his gut was off today. He raised his left foot slightly, drew back the right arm gripping the axe, and swung it down with force.

With a whoosh, the thrown battle axe sank into the Liberitoa soldier’s back. Duwei strolled up as if on a walk and pulled the axe out of the motionless enemy.

The sounds of battle had stopped. There might have been some small slips, but they had killed most of the soldiers. Willart’s magic blowing away the enemy commander had helped a great deal. Yet Duwei felt no sense of accomplishment, no battle exhilaration. All that filled his head was how many of his subordinates he had gotten killed.

While cleaning up the remaining enemies, he counted the corpses. He had already found the bodies of four squad members. Then he noticed that the new recruit’s body was missing, Walm’s.

He headed to the last place he had seen him. As expected, the body was not far away, beneath a large tree. If there was one mistake, it was that the corpse was neither Walm’s nor a comrade’s. It belonged to the enemy soldier who had tried to deliver the finishing blow.

Walm was vomiting right beside it. Thinking his guts or throat had been torn open, Duwei rushed over, but his fear was unfounded. The pained breathing was the sound of a man who had thrown up everything in his stomach and was still trying to bring up gastric juices.

“Ueh, geh, gohaa, ha, aaaa.”

It was a rather skillful way to kill. One corpse had a broken spear tip growing out of its throat. The other had a drastically shortened shaft screwed into its eye socket.

Duwei reached out and pulled Walm to his feet.

“I have fulfilled my duty.”

His eyes were darker and cloudier than before the fight. A chill ran down Duwei’s spine, but he praised him without reservation.

“Yeah, you were splendid. Welcome to Duwei’s squad.”

Whether he wished it or not, this was the day Walm survived a battle and became a soldier.




Afterword


Nice to meet you. I’m Torutonen. In a world overflowing with entertainment, I’m deeply grateful to everyone who picked up this book and even read all the way through to the afterword. If Torutonen had ears and a tail, they would be wagging like mad with joy. Sadly, Torutonen has the build of a bear in winter, so there’s no charm or cuteness to be had!!


This work, What Do You Wish For With Those Murky Eyes? Record of the Highserk War, is based on the version published on the novel-posting site Shōsetsuka ni Narō, with new material written for this book and revisions added throughout. I hope you’ll enjoy the differences in phrasing and expression from the web version.


What Do You Wish For With Those Murky Eyes? is the story of a protagonist reincarnated in another world, whose life is bought up by the state at a price called a preparation allowance, and who struggles to survive on the battlefield. Senseless death that comes to everyone equally. Plunder and violation, where screams and cheers blur together. Whether he likes it or not, he is dyed in the madness of the battlefield, and he shows a talent for fighting that would never have awakened in peacetime. Along the way, he dilutes the leftover dregs of his morals and conscience with hypocrisy, resisting so as not to lose the humanity he built up in his former world. The title, What Do You Wish For With Those Murky Eyes?, expresses a small part of the protagonist’s state of mind. I would be happy if the story as it unfolds stirs your feelings and you enjoy it.


In shaping this work into a book, I received a great deal of help, and I would like to express my thanks. To my editor and everyone on the editorial staff: thank you for approaching me about publishing it. Whenever Torutonen got stuck or struggled over a passage during the work, you gave me precise feedback, as if to say, “This part is not finished!” Gnnh. All I can do is groan and admit that you’re a real editor.

To Sou-taro: your Skill at drawing everyone from appealing, muscle-bound older gentlemen to lovely young girls is wonderful, and I could only be innocently delighted. For Torutonen, whose picture of crayfish fishing somehow ends up as a scene from a B-movie where a giant crayfish rampages, it is a miracle that appears on a flat surface.

To everyone who read the web version: without your encouragement and words of support, this work might never have seen the light of day.

To the readers who bought this book: thank you. After you finish reading it, I sincerely hope some lingering resonance stays in the corner of your memory and your heart.

Thank you for staying with me this far. The story isn’t over yet. I look forward to your continued support.




E-book Bonus Short StoryThe River Crossing



An infantryman’s duties are many, but the one that can never be cut away from them is marching. Initiative, concentration, surprise, and mobility, the key elements of combat, all depend on moving faster than the enemy and massing strength before he does. Naturally, the light infantry Walm belonged to were expected to march faster than the enemy, and they had gotten the necessary training in real combat. Not only combat maneuvers but movement before the fighting, too, had to be covered on their own two feet. There were exceptions, such as moving troops by water along rivers, but the boats were set aside for heavy infantry, provisions, and the like, so Walm’s squad never saw any benefit.

For Walm, who had survived in such an environment, bad roads were old hat, and not being able to use horses or boats was nothing to complain about. Yet Duwei’s squad, proud of its sturdy legs, had come to a halt.

“No good. I asked the locals, but the detour isn’t something you can finish in a day.”

Jose, who had gone scouting the area with the recruits Barito and Noor, made his report to Squad Leader Duwei.

“We can’t spend two days on a detour. We’d miss the assembly time. You don’t want a forced march with no sleep, do you?”

The recruits nodded hard at Duwei’s question. Walm didn’t want a sleepless march either. Even with no enemy ambushes or raids to worry about, forced marches invited march sickness. Night marches weren’t much better. Visibility was poor in the dark, and there was always the risk of twisting an ankle or stepping on a nail or a sharp stone.

“Only thing left is to cross.”

The squad leader glared at what lay before them. A river stretched out ahead. Ordinarily they would have used the bridge, but the retreating enemy had sabotaged it, and it had collapsed completely, piers and all. They had even burned the wreckage with painstaking thoroughness.

“Willart, how deep is it?”

“Shallow. Chest height.”

Willart, crouched down studying the water, put a hand to his chest to show it.

“Heh heh, then Noor’s in up to her neck.”

Danfan teased her, wobbling his hand level with Noor’s neck. Reinus and Tibird, the other two of the three idiots, fell to roaring with laughter too.

“What!? But I’ll drown!!”

Noor went speechless at the sudden sense of danger, and the laughter only got louder.

“Well, your mouth will stay above water. If you stick to Squad Leader Duwei, the current’ll ease up on you.”

“W-we’re doing this!?”

Whether it was meant as a lifeline or just murky advice, Jose’s words left Noor staring at the river with a face full of melancholy. Walm wasn’t getting off any easier. Once they had crossed, there would be a bonfire to dry out their bodies and gear. As magic troops, Walm and Willart would surely be worked to the bone as human fire starters and heaters. His mood was gloomy before he had even gotten wet.

“There’s no ferry either. Give it up. ‘I didn’t want to get wet, so I couldn’t cross’ won’t fly. Noor, you cling to me. The rest of you, dig in.”

They held aloft anything that was a pain to maintain or couldn’t be allowed to get wet, and the squad waded into the river. For its width and depth, the current wasn’t that swift. Cold crept up from Walm’s soaked lower body, and his breath chilled. Barito, in the lead, began shivering from the cold. Noor clung tightly to the squad leader. Even with the weight of another person added, Squad Leader Duwei advanced humming a tune. They passed the middle of the river. Just as Willart had judged, the depth stopped at about the solar plexus. The flow was slow, but their bodies were still pulled downstream.

“Nuah, aaaah!?”

Barito, who had been walking right in front of Walm, vanished in an instant. What had happened was obvious. He had slipped on the riverbed and gone under. His cockscomb-style hair soaked through and wilted.

“Hey, get up.”

Walm’s call was in vain, and Barito was swept away.

“His feet can touch the bottom. He’s just panicking and drowning.”

Jose watched Barito float off with perfect calm. Unable to stand it, Walm shouted for the squad leader and begged him to deal with it.

“Squad Leader!”

Walm turned hopeful eyes on the superior he could count on at any time. The reply, however, was not what he expected.

“I’m bad at swimming!! I’ll hold your gear, so go fetch him, Walm.”

Given a forceful order that left no room for argument, Walm spat out a curse.

“Damn it, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

In this world, where education wasn’t compulsory, there were naturally no swimming lessons. Fishermen and others who lived close to the water were different, but most farmer-turned-soldiers couldn’t swim well. Walm had been a strong swimmer in his former world, and the squad leader was well aware of it.

He handed the gear he had been holding up to his comrades and went downstream. His armor, now a heavy burden, got in the way, but the water had been shallow enough to stand in to begin with. Parting the surface with his hands and kicking through the water, he reached Barito without much trouble.

“Oh, ah, gobo, bobo!!”

“Calm down, don’t grab me!!”

Barito had swallowed plenty of water and was in the depths of panic, and he tried to grab hold of Walm. Walm had no interest in a second casualty. He wound up his right arm hard and swung his fist through. It caught Barito square on the jaw, and with a silly “kok” as his last sound, Barito went quiet. Walm dragged him along.

“Look at that! His pride and joy’s gone limp!”

“Hahaha, it’s wilted!”

“Hey, Barito. How come your cockscomb is red but your face is blue?”

The three idiots made fun of Barito, romping around like small children.

“Shut up, you idiots. Keep moving.”

Walm, who had done a whole load of pointless work, tossed Barito onto the riverbank and flung out his limbs, giving in to the exhaustion.

“Thankf you, shir.”

“Don’t fall next time.”

Walm drove a nail into the cockscomb-headed recruit and was resting when the sunlight overhead was blocked by a shadow. It was the squad leader.

“You must be tired. Leave the fire to Willart and rest.”

Taking the squad leader’s kind words to heart, Walm kept resting. Willart, now left to carry out his duty as a human fire starter all alone, glared at the cockscomb-style hair as if to shoot it dead. Poor Barito never noticed. That night, a suspicious fire broke out on Barito’s head and left his cockscomb frizzled, but the cause was never determined, and the case went cold.
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