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      Prologue


      Day 1, Month 10, Year 469 of the New Calender


      Teyanave Confederation Territory




      I couldn’t even count how many times my life had been in peril since reincarnating at this point, but this was yet another to add to the list.


      “Gather the soldiers from the perimeter at once. Furthermore, impose a gag order upon anyone who knows of this.”


      Though the Teyanave Confederation was once imperial territory, they had declared their independence while I had been nothing but a puppet. And so I had headed out, the emperor himself leading his forces to subjugate these five traitorous noble territories.


      However, once we had invaded deep into enemy territory, numerous imperial nobles rebelled, meaning there were now foes at our rear. To make matters worse the neighboring countries that I’d thought were taking a wait and see approach also joined in. We were surrounded on all sides.


      “Your Majesty, may I borrow Sir Nain?” asked Count Palatine Vodedt, the Empire’s spymaster. He was referring to my attendant Timona, who had received spy training in the past. It seemed right now he wanted to leverage any personnel he could get his hands on.


      “Naturally. After all, we cannot make a move without knowing the state of affairs.” To top it all off, news of the uprising had come in at night. No one had invented streetlights yet in this world, so most nights you could barely see your hand in front of your own face by default, and that made all manner of things inconvenient at best. For now, it was essential that we gathered information as quickly as possible and fortified our defenses. “Bally, gather the imperial guard and take formation at once. This building shall serve as our headquarters.”


      “At once.”


      The one silver lining here was that my chief officers all seemed rather calm and composed. Which was good, since no good would come from panicking.


      “So how do we play this?” asked Reiz Krommler, my fellow transmigrator.


      I just shrugged my shoulders. “For now, we make no moves. We’re sorely on the back foot, intelligence-wise; who can say what moves the enemy may be making?”


      In all likelihood, everything from the insurrection to the Garfure Republic’s invasion had been part of one intricately crafted plot. Since we hadn’t seen any of this coming, we’d been left at a grievous disadvantage now that it had all come to a head.


      We certainly wouldn’t be beating them to the punch at this point, so at the very least, I didn’t want to make any further mistakes.


      “Count Palatine, how long shall it take to sort out the state of affairs?”


      “That remains to be seen, so I can say nothing at present. But at least for now, there seem to be no enemies in our vicinity.”


      So they’re playing it safe instead of rushing, huh...? I thought. No surprise there. Still, that meant we probably wouldn’t be attacked in the dead of night, at least.


      “By the way, in the worst-case scenario, would it be possible to return to the capital using your magic?” I asked Reiz. Some time ago he’d fought me almost to a standstill, and when I did claim the upper hand, he’d escaped by means of magic I’d yet to puzzle out—though I suspected it manipulated space somehow. It was a powerful skill, and one I couldn’t use myself.


      “If it’s just you, Your Majesty, then yes.” From his tone, he seemed to be implying the additional question, “Would you be fine with that?” Well, I doubted I’d ever live down the dishonor of abandoning my own forces just to save my skin. “Besides, I’d prioritize my lady.”


      He was openly saying he’d put his own mistress before the emperor, but I didn’t especially care at the moment.


      “Such convenient magic.”


      “It really isn’t. There are all sorts of limitations... Do you want me to use it, though?”


      “Hmm, if there truly is nothing else to be done, I suppose.” My life would be saved, but my reputation as emperor would be ground into the dirt. So yeah, I definitely wanted to avoid that. “Now then...”


      The Teyanavi forces had retreated to the north, while the Garfurians had amassed troops to the east. Then you had the three rebel counts to the south. To top it all off, our attack to the west had turned into a long, drawn-out affair with no end in sight. We really were completely and utterly surrounded.


      Should I take notes from Nobunaga’s Siege of Kanegasaki and leave it to our allies to act as our rear guard as we retreat? But if we try to pull up stakes and they pursue, there’s no guarantee we’d make it back to the capital safely...


      Historically, the greatest losses came from battles during a retreat. It was incredibly difficult to fight while running, after all—especially in this era, when career soldiers were a rare breed, and our forces were still mostly raw recruits. It was quite common in such cases for one or two to flee and then have that desertion spread, leading to a rout.


      And if our main forces suffered serious losses, it would undoubtedly be seen as a loss for the Empire. If that happened, the public reaction would be...poor, to say the least. They would fall prey to despair, without a doubt.


      We had overcome an overwhelming disadvantage to seize victory at Chelán Hill... Or at least that was what the narrative had become. Maybe that wouldn’t be the case if the public had been able to see all the fine details, but all that had been conveyed to them was the difference in scale between our forces. And even then, the details of the battle had been severely inflated over the course of the inevitable game of telephone involved. Counting the militia, I’d have said the enemy had around twice our army’s numbers, maybe a bit less, but nowadays the citizenry had gotten it into their heads that I’d broken an enemy force three times the size of my own.


      That all had won me a reputation as a talented wartime leader, but a loss like this now was sure to taint it. If I mishandled things all those high expectations could turn to disappointment in an instant.


      If I could at least keep casualties to a minimum and achieve some sort of result to tout for a triumphant return to the capital, I could preserve my people’s morale. The issue, though, was how I would go about accomplishing that.


      Hmm... With so little information, I got the feeling that there wasn’t much point to racking my brain further at this point. No, for now it would be best to head into the morning in peak condition.


      “Very well. I shall go to sleep.”


      “With all this going on?” Reiz asked, incredulous.


      With a nod, I replied, “Indeed. Have I disappointed you?”


      “No, if anything, the opposite. For now, taking the edge off your exhaustion is the right choice... But it’d take some serious nerves to sleep under these circumstances.”


      I was well aware that I had grown rather unflappable thanks to all of the crises I had found myself in.


      “I do not especially need to actually fall asleep. Just lying down and closing one’s eyes is enough to provide relief.” It wasn’t like I wasn’t shaken either. In addition to recovering my energies, I wanted to take my time going carefully back over the state of affairs. Perhaps it could help me pick apart how we ended up here, or perhaps even hint at how to overcome this trial. “However, my attendant and the captain of my imperial guard are not present,” I declared as I lay down atop a nearby sofa. “As such, you shall be the one to keep watch as I sleep, perchance to dream. If anything happens, then you may wake me.”


      “That’s quite the ominous statement.”


      Ominous? What did he mean by that? “What are you going on about now?”


      “That quote, it’s from Hamlet. When he says sleep, he really means death... Don’t you remember that?”


      Ah, was that the case? Now that he said it, it sounded right. And sure enough, it wasn’t great to say something so morbid when our lives were in danger.


      “That’s not part of our culture over here, though. And I don’t wish to be overly bound by omens and the like.”


      While we’ve got such grim matters on the mind, I should note that the founder of the First Faith was a translocator too, but he had just carried forward the funerary customs that already existed in this world. That was why that stuff didn’t feel especially Japanese to me. Actually, thinking on it, I had only ever heard about Japanese transmigrators, so were we the only ones it happened to? If so, was there some sort of reason for that?


      “You know, you’re way too lax with a newcomer like me. Be a little more on guard already.”


      “Ah, that...” I gave into the exhaustion taking over me and shut my eyes. It seemed I really was sleepy. “I have no memories, so I cannot say for certain. But ever since we first met, I got the feeling that I could trust you.”


      It was a bad idea to trust others unconditionally. That was what I told myself...but even so, thinking back, I had been strangely trusting of this man since our very first encounter.


      I thought that maybe, just maybe, we had known one another in our past lives.
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      Occupation


      A year prior to our crisis in the Teyanave Confederation, we had been making greater and greater gains in the Duchy of Raul.


      The ultimate authorities in the Empire had been the Chancellor Twice-Duke Raul and the Minister of Ceremony Duke Agincarl, who had struggled against one another for power... But ultimately, I had brought an end to their factional dispute by taking both of their lives at my coronation. However, their forces had chosen to join hands and rebel against their new enemy, the emperor.


      It was then, though, that I killed the chancellor’s only son, Sigmund de Van-Raul, at the Battle of Chelán Hill. As a result the line of the house of Raul was severed, and I was the only one left to succeed the title. My strategy was a success.


      “Towns throughout the Raul territories have surrendered unconditionally ever since we came this far. That is only natural, as that was our intent in luring them to Chelán Hill, but still...”


      Our occupation was going far too smoothly. In other words, this was too easy.


      “We owe these victories to your presence, as the commander who led the charge that defeated the Raul army, despite being outnumbered two to one!” Balthazar, the commander of my imperial guard, jubilantly proclaimed. So went the rumor that had spread throughout the towns we’d claimed, supposedly.


      Yup, I set the bar way too high for myself, huh? When you cut out all the hard work I did like that and that’s all you hear, I come across as one hell of an emperor.


      “Count Palatine, we get the impression that this rumor has taken on a life of its own,” I remarked as I shot a glance at the man riding a horse beside me, wondering if he had gone and done something.


      “I had no part in that matter... It just goes to show how splendid of a victory it was, exceeding the expectations of people far and wide.”


      In the two weeks since the Battle of Chelán Hill, we had managed to advance all the way into the Duchy of Lower Raul. Our subjugation of the rebellious Raul territories had gone incredibly smoothly.


      Additionally, we had not been splitting up our forces much in the event that we fell victim to one or more surprise attacks or felt the need to siege a city that chose to hole up. Perhaps as a result of that, most places waved the white flag at the mere approach of our forces, before we even moved to surround them.


      That all added up to mean we were able to stay just about constantly on the move. Still, considering the serious losses we had suffered at Chelán Hill, I definitely appreciated that fact.


      “By the way, what became of the troops who fled from Chelán Hill?”


      Naturally, many of the enemy forces we fought at Chelán Hill had made good on bailing out, including the commander who had fought on and made it appear as if the self-proclaimed Duke Raul was still alive even after he had perished. It wouldn’t do to let my guard down just yet.


      “The majority of them returned home and have surrendered to us. Many of the militia in particular have chosen to surrender one after another upon learning that we are taking a lenient stance.”


      As emperor, I firmly forbade the pillaging of any towns that surrendered. In fact, we had already executed a portion of the soldiers who had turned to plunder as an example.


      Certainly, it was just common sense here in this world for the victor to pillage the towns of their defeated enemies. I might have permitted such methods, depending on the circumstances, if we were in a foreign land. On a personal level I felt an aversion to the idea, but it was important for me to act properly in my role as emperor. If it was best for me to overlook such acts, I would need to harden my heart and do just that.


      However, in this instance it was something I couldn’t allow as an emperor—the Duchy of Raul was imperial land, after all, even if they had declared independence. As its absolute ruler, I had acted until now to protect my territory, and I would continue to do so in the future. Anyone who would lay waste to imperial territory was an enemy, even if they fought under the same flag.


      “However, I have received word that a portion of the officers and men fled to the northeast. In all likelihood, they were heading for Garfure.”


      The Garfure Republic... It was a republic led by its aristocracy, and a longtime enemy of ours. If that was the direction they had fled, they must have believed that they would lose their lives surrendering to me, despite my leniency.


      “Your Majesty! An envoy has arrived from the Twice-Chieftain of the Gotiroir, Sir Gernadieffe!”


      With that, the envoy came rushing over from further ahead. It would seem that in our advance from town to town, we had arrived near the Gotiroir forces.


      “What business brings you here?” I asked, prompting a clear report.


      “We are requesting relief! The city of Seube has put up fierce resistance!”


      Though the Raul territory had declared its independence, it did not have a capital city akin to the imperial capital of Cardinal. The chancellor had instead moved from one large city to another, ruling from wherever he happened to be at the moment. Seube was one such location, and it was quite close by.


      Still, after facing no resistance until this point, we found ourselves suddenly dealing with this... Was this perhaps where that enemy commander had fled?


      “Our objective has shifted, so let us hurry that way. Count Palatine, I ask that you err on the side of caution.”


      “Very well.”


      As there was a possibility that this was a trap, I decided to have the man send spies ahead as we advanced. Now we just had to wait and see what we were dealing with...


      ＊＊＊


      Ultimately, though, things ended up quite unlike what I had expected. Of all things, Seube City up and surrendered as soon as we approached. By the time their messenger made it through the Gotiroir siege and delivered the letter it was rather beaten up, and it declared an intent to surrender more or less unconditionally.


      There was just one condition listed there, in fact: that the Gotiroir were not to be allowed within the city.


      I wondered what had led them to hate the Gotiroir so fiercely—perhaps some sort of past incident—but my generals did not seem surprised in the least. Apparently, this was the usual reaction toward people of a different ethnic group. It was a clear-cut case of ethnic discrimination, but that wasn’t the sort of problem I could put a swift end to with a little legislative flexing. Regardless, from my position, I could tell no benefit to the country could come of this sort of discrimination.


      Adherents of the First Faith supposedly held even greater hatred toward the Gotiroir than other ethnic groups due to their similarity to dwarves. It really was a deep-rooted issue... To start with, the First Faith had originated on a different continent entirely. However, that initial group had faced intense discrimination there, and thus had boarded boats and fled here to the Eastern Continent. The details of all that hardship were written out in detail in the scripture of the First Faith, but at any rate, their most consistent oppressors had been the dwarves—“a short and vulgar lot, all hairy and bearded, even the women.” I kid you not—that came from the scriptures verbatim. The Gotiroir trended short and hirsute, generally speaking, and for First Faith hardliners, the passing resemblance to the classical dwarven caricature was a thing of grave import.


      I’d asked Daniel, one of Ein’s Storytellers, to unpack the matter in detail once. Since he was a long-lived old elf, he could provide a far more accurate account of the time than the scriptures, even for matters he hadn’t observed personally.


      Supposedly as a transmigrator Ein had preached on how meaningless it was to allow yourself to be ruled by hatred and discrimination, and warned not to allow the resentment they felt for their oppressors to outlast their oppression. But the First Faith’s believers of the time had been treated with appalling inhumanity, and martyrdom is a hard thing to scrub from one’s scripture.


      The First Faith was a perfectly benign institution right up to the point where the transmigrator Ein’s words found their way into the hands of his followers, who had handled all the business of writing the holy texts and whose editorial hand had proven heavy indeed here and there, warping certain key teachings.


      Short version: Dwarves were irredeemably evil in the First Faith’s books, and the Gotiroir weren’t much better because of some superficial ethnic similarities. It really was an absolute pain, since I needed the Empire to get along with them smoothly and everything.




      “You really saved us there.”


      “It has been quite some time, Gernadieffe.”


      At present, I was meeting with the chieftain of the Gotiroir, Gernadieffe, at a location a ways out from Seube City, where their forces had supposedly set up camp. From what I’d been told, they had faced similarly fierce resistance from all of the cities they had encountered on the way here.


      Currently, I only had a few members of the imperial guard along with me. Fortunately, the forces I was leading at present didn’t include any nobles who would complain about me going and deepening bonds with subaltern types. Put another way, though, we would not be able to meet so easily once the Duchy of Raul was fully subjugated and those nobles returned.


      Across from us were a great number of Gotiroir, likely important members of their tribe. Gernadieffe didn’t really look any different than any other citizen of the Empire, but sure enough, these people were short and all had facial hair.


      “We have caused you a great deal of difficulty.”


      Officially, this was a case of the emperor personally visiting the lodgings of a different ethnic group. It wouldn’t be strange at all for plenty to find that extreme in and of itself. But I felt the need to put my gratitude properly into words. In fact, words alone hardly felt sufficient.


      During our confrontation with the Duchy of Raul, the Gotiroir had fought first and attracted the attention of the enemy, making certain we wouldn’t end up in a pincer attack despite the exhaustion they surely felt. If they had not fought so hard, we never would have won. Or, to put it another way, I was able to achieve victory and fame at Chelán Hill because of the losses suffered by their people.


      Perhaps they understood that fact, as with the exception of Gernadieffe, the Gotiroir fixed me in gazes that were anything but gentle. Still, I didn’t sense resentment or hatred from them either; I was just glad that they didn’t see me as an enemy. They must have acknowledged me to some degree, it seemed.


      I truly did owe the Gotiroir a great debt for all of their accomplishments, and it pained me greatly knowing I could not offer them a fitting reward.


      “You’d only really cause trouble if you took over ruling the same way as Raul.”


      In this war with Raul, the Gotiroir had fought the most fiercely and also suffered the greatest losses. Though the greatest battle of the conflict had taken part at Chelán Hill, the Gotiroir had continued with small-scale engagements on a practically daily basis, constantly advancing and retreating as they opposed Raul’s forces. On the imperial side, our losses at Chelán Hill didn’t measure up in the least.


      That went to show just how fiercely the Gotiroir had fought, but they’d had good reason to do so. Historically, Duke Raul had imposed high tariffs upon them. Grains in particular were taxed intensely, which proved a matter of life or death for the mountain-dwelling tribe. Duke Raul had proven a shared enemy for both of us. Additionally, I had declared that I would improve that very situation were they to act as my allies. In other words, our interests were aligned.


      That said, though, I had no intention of resting on my laurels. That was just how important my relationship with their people was to me.


      “Timona, bring it forth.”


      “At once,” Timona said, holding out the gift I had brought along.


      “What is that...?”


      “How much have you heard regarding the Battle of Chelán Hill?”


      “That you drew in the enemy, used cannons to cause confusion among their ranks, and then personally led a cavalry charge against them.”


      Ah, so they had more accurate information than the rumors floating around.


      “We held this flag high as we cut through the enemy forces.”


      Yes, I had brought along the flag I had raised during my charge. It was coated in blood and dirt, and to be blunt, it was just a single flag I had pulled out to rally my forces, nothing special to begin with. And yet, it had been the banner I’d flown on the path to victory. It was entirely reasonable to think that were it to survive several centuries more, it could very well be the sort of item to be displayed in a museum or the like. Of course I’d imagine that would depend on my reign from here on out, but it could easily hold such value.


      In fact, I could see the Western Orthodoxy greatly desiring it even now. Those corrupt priests would surely love it.


      “I was thinking of gifting it to you. It shall serve as proof that the Gotiroir domain is undoubtedly a part of the Empire.”


      The flag displayed the crest of Emperor Carmine...though of course that had been designed right alongside my birth, so it was something I’d want to change out for something truly my own down the line. Still, for now, it served well enough as a symbol of the Empire.


      A stir ran through the members of the Gotiroir present. And Gernadieffe looked similarly shaken as he replied, “Y-Your Majesty, we cannot...”


      It was just a flag. But at the same time, it was also the one and only symbol of our victory at Chelán Hill. So even though I felt awkward saying as such myself, it was valuable.


      “That is precisely why we wish to give it to you, Gernadieffe. It serves as proof of our resolve.”


      The First Faith hated the Gotiroir. But for now, I’d personally chosen them over the Western Orthodoxy. That was just how much value I felt they held after their great achievements in our pivotal battle.


      With all that said, though, there was still a vast gap between the imperial nobles and the Gotiroir. If I were to suddenly grant them an official position, that was sure to earn fierce opposition. This was the least I could do as a show of good faith.


      “We are Emperor Carmine, guardian of the Empire. Though your faith and ethnicity may differ, we intend to protect you just the same as the rest of our subjects. And if you devote your efforts to the Empire’s welfare, that shall be rewarded.” I was a transmigrator who had lived in present-day Japan, so my values differed from this world’s prevailing ethics. Whether someone came from a different ethnic group, a different faith, or a different gender had no inherent bearing on their character. I would protect all citizens of the Empire, and acknowledge anyone who worked for its sake. “All is for the Empire. Under the imperial flag, matters like race and sex are trifling—distractions from what is truly important.”


      Honestly, that went for religion too, but that wasn’t something I could say as the emperor.


      Up until now, I had been powerless. And so, I had suppressed my own values and placed priority on hewing to those of this world. But now I had achieved power through my victory. Though I wouldn’t push matters yet, I would no longer rein in my own opinions. After all, I was the emperor.


      “We humbly accept this show of your resolve. We shall fight on with all our heart and soul in order to repay you, Your Majesty.”


      The Gotiroir bowed their heads deeply, and I gave a hearty nod in response.

    

  

  
    
      A Tribal Banquet


      The following day, Gernadieffe invited me to attend a banquet held by his people. That said, though, I had no intention of drinking and didn’t understand their language. In spite of all that, there was still a point to me attending: fostering friendship between the Bundartian and Gotiroir peoples.


      Supposedly, they held such events in broad daylight. But, well, I supposed it would be so dark that you couldn’t see anything at all were it held at night. A number of tents were set up with a wide open space in the center, and honestly, it made me think of the setup for a sports festival.


      The entrance to the chieftain’s tent was open wide, offering a view of the central plaza, and the only ones aside from the Gotiroir gathered there were Timona, Joel de Bourgault-Ducoudray, Salomon, and Reiz Krommler. All of the imperial guards were on duty outside of the tent.


      That was the full extent of the participants on our side.


      So yeah...we were super on guard. It might have been thanks to the attitudes of the imperial guards, but inside the tent the air felt a bit stifling. After all, Reiz was here and everything.


      Marquess Ramitead and Countess Charlotte Nunmeidt were currently out leading armies to subjugate the remnants of the Raul forces. Viscount Hervé de Cédolin was leading the Warren forces alongside me, but his troops were on standby within the city of Seube, prepared to mobilize at a moment’s notice. And so I was loaned Reiz for the day, even though he normally served Countess Charlotte Nunmeidt.


      He specifically had been handed off because of his unique magic. Though I didn’t understand the details, he was able to connect spaces together in order to achieve something close to teleportation. If anything happened during this banquet, he would extract me while Salomon would buy time with his own magic.


      With all of that in mind, mana-sealing wards had not been employed for the event. Honestly, everyone was being far too cautious. Was that just how big of a gap there was between the Bundartian and Gotiroir people...? It really was going to take a ton of effort to fix that, huh?


      “Thank you for coming, Your Majesty.”


      “We are grateful for the invitation, Gernadieffe. Our apologies for our overzealous security measures; we are still only a child.”


      It went without saying that the Gotiroir must not have been happy to see us playing this so cagey. I had made certain to inform Gernadieffe in advance in hopes of smoothing things over.


      “Think nothing of it. You never know what people will do with alcohol in their system, after all. Having people around to stop trouble before it starts is appreciated.” Was that a threat? A warning? If they got in their cups, were they going to run wild...? “Well then, a toast to the friendship and prosperity of the Empire and our people!”


      And with that, the banquet kicked off, the tension in the air unabated.
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      ＊＊＊


      Apparently, the Gotiroir people were quite fond of alcohol. The oppressive atmosphere that hung in the air evaporated in a flash as soon as the drinking started.


      When Bourgault-Ducoudray and Salomon partook in what was offered, it seemed clear that it must have been stiff liquor. And yet, the Gotiroir were drinking the stuff down like water. Naturally, their chieftain Gernadieffe was putting it away at a blistering pace. Though he hadn’t had enough to lose his composure, there were already a fair number of the Gotiroir who were already dead drunk.


      So yeah, it made sense that they wouldn’t get along well with the First Faith. After all, dwarves were also portrayed in the scripture as a thirsty bunch with a taste for the hard stuff. And above all else, the teachings of Ein the Illuminatus firmly forbid drunkenness.


      According to Daniel de Piers of the Storytellers, that was because getting drunk on a boat was a very quick way to send yourself ass over teakettle into the ocean and beyond rescue.


      The First Faith arrived on this continent after a long voyage by sea, and supposedly Ein’s instructions to make sure the trip went smoothly got incorporated directly into the teachings of the religion. Traditionally, members of the First Faith floated their dead out on boats. You obviously couldn’t just leave corpses up on a boat indefinitely, and so with time the formal funeral rite of the First Faith became sea burial. From what I could recall, that was the case for the Vikings and similar cultures back on Earth too.


      At present, depending on the sect, they would make caskets in the shape of boats or lower a casket into a small boat that was buried first, which was considered equivalent. Such was the case for the Western Orthodoxy.


      Getting back on topic, the Gotiroir had no aversion to getting drunk, so it made sense they’d clash with the First Faith. With that said, though, if the Western Orthodoxy attempted to enforce that doctrine upon them, it’d definitely end in war. And the distinction wasn’t so cut-and-dried—the Gotiroir observed certain syncretized teachings of the Western Orthodoxy too. Granted, it wasn’t like most dogmatic organized religions were terribly thrilled by syncretism; that sort of thing tended to attract animosity and the occasional accusation of heresy. It was a tricky matter, honestly.


      Before long, two Gotiroir folk suddenly stepped into the middle of the plaza. As I sipped on the fruit-infused water I had been provided, I ended up staring out at them. In all honesty, there were all sorts of things I wanted to discuss with Gernadieffe, but looking at his eyes now, I figured that was best left for later. It was difficult to put into words, but he looked relieved, or perhaps filled with satisfaction. Like he was joyful at seeing his child’s growth, or relishing his achievements.


      He must have been staring out at what he had protected, as well as what he wished to continue to keep safe, and that was something I could understand. After all, I had chosen to live on as emperor after realizing I wished to live up to the expectations of my people. If I had been revolted by the citizens of the Empire instead, I surely would have never made that decision.


      Gernadieffe must have felt much the same for his own people, to fight for them as he had.


      As for the men who had advanced into the plaza, they made some sort of statement in their language and started grappling. I didn’t get the rules at all, but the display was met with great excitement. Eventually the next pairing came out and started grappling too, and I slowly got a grasp on the rules.


      “Sumo, is it?” I uttered without thinking, and at the exact same moment, Reiz said, “Wrestling, huh?”


      “Do you remember the rules for wrestling?”


      “No, but a knee or hand hitting the ground doesn’t count as a loss, and there’s no ring, so it can’t be sumo.”


      That said, it didn’t really have the feel of wrestling to it. And actually, this clash of opinions felt oddly nostalgic to me somehow.


      “You know, you seem to be in a bad mood...” I said, noticing Reiz seemed off.


      “Of course I am. Instead of my lady, I’m here with you, you bast...er, Your Majesty, guarding you.”


      Whoa there! Did he just bail out at the last minute from a really dire slip of the tongue? Still, he seemed to at least understand the place and time for such things, so I wasn’t inclined to make a federal issue of it.


      “You can say ‘bastard.’ It’s more unpleasant when you say something rude but try to keep up appearances with your expression alone.”


      And besides, you were the one who accepted this guard post at your lady’s suggestion in the first place.


      I had only spoken with Countess Nunmeidt briefly, but it was clear to me that she was intelligent. She returned to her territory with her forces, and when she did, she brought along a number of prisoners of war. In all likelihood, she was plotting to use them to inform the Raul vassals who had invaded her land of what happened at Chelán Hill.


      Additionally, of the two sons of Marquess Arndal in her care, she handed the second son over to me and brought the eldest with her. In order to restore peace not only to her own lands but also to the Marquessate of Arndal, she had judged that the eldest son of the late marquess who had perished in battle would prove helpful.


      By choosing to solely provide support rather than capturing the Marquessate of Arndal, she would be able to earn high praise from both myself and the other nobles. On top of that, her efforts seemed to be going quite smoothly.


      Personally, I rated her highly for being a reasonable noble with interests beyond her own personal profit and selfish whims.


      “Now then, Your Majesty, it is about time... Will you share a drink with me?” When I turned to look, I found Gernadieffe holding up a cup of booze my way.


      “We do not drink, but yes.”


      We had finally come to the main event.


      This was my actual reason for attending this banquet: a chance to talk in private. There was much Gernadieffe and I needed to discuss, though at least officially, he was simply treating me to a bit of entertainment.


      “With things this lively, no one will pay attention to this tent. And besides, one of them cannot hear us anymore no matter what we do,” Gernadieffe stated as I took a seat beside him. Apparently, this was why he hadn’t called for me right after the start of the banquet. “The other is still hanging on, though. That’s certainly something.”


      Ah, I had only just noticed, but Bourgault-Ducoudray had been rendered insensible by the steady flow of liquor, while Salomon was still holding on.


      “Ah, so you are acquainted with Bourgault-Ducoudray?”


      “Yes, and the way that liquor loosens his grip on the waking world.”


      Well, it wasn’t like I figured this was going to be a conversation it’d be bad for them to overhear.


      “We shall save our concerns for later on. What do you have to raise?”


      The last time I had spoken with Gernadieffe was when the Garfure forces attacked in the middle of my tour. At the time I had no real power, so I was only able to make empty promises. With that in mind, what would he say this time around?


      “In that case, I just have one thing to discuss.”


      Oh, just the one? Actually, that made it more intimidating, thinking on it.


      “Will you take my granddaughter as your bride?”


      It felt as if the air inside the tent had frozen over.


      ＊＊＊


      So that was it, huh?


      “She’s the girl who just poured your drink, Your Majesty. I realize I’m not exactly an objective source, but she’s a real looker. What do you say?”


      With that introduction from Gernadieffe out of the way, the girl gave a bow. She looked...probably a year or two older than me? At any rate, I hadn’t suspected in the least that the chieftain was having his granddaughter pour my fruit-infused water. But now that he mentioned it, I could see it. After all, she was tall enough that I’d believe you if you told me she was Bundartian, just like Gernadieffe.


      As for the shifted mood inside that tent, that was all thanks to Salomon. I wouldn’t go so far as to say he was emanating full-on bloodlust, but he definitely didn’t exactly seem calm either. Ah, right, he was the one who told me he’d make me regret it if I ever made Rosaria cry.


      “Are you truly all right with that?”


      “Oh? Do you not like her?”


      Back when I first formed an alliance with Gernadieffe, he told me that he wished to regard me as the “Fifthsworn” of the Five Generation Pact.


      It was my first time hearing that term, but the key point was that it came with strings attached. In all likelihood, it was my father, Crown Prince Jean, who was originally supposed to be the Fifthsworn.


      Tracing back from there, the first generation would be none other than the fourth emperor: Edward II, the Lion Emperor. The striking bond between him and the Gotiroir had kicked off when he’d taken a woman from their tribe as one of his wives.


      “The general thinking goes that the one who took the Gotiroir wife would be the first... After all, we are speaking of the Five Generation Pact.” There were indeed imperial court documents written as such too. However, I didn’t believe that was the case. “We have done our research, Gernadieffe. The fourth emperor’s wife was indeed short.” A defining characteristic of the Gotiroir was their short stature. In spite of that, though, their chieftain Gernadieffe was notably taller, as was his granddaughter. “Additionally, the fourth emperor gave one of his daughters as a bride to the Gotiroir chieftain of the time.”


      In other words, the Five Generation Pact wasn’t simply a matter of forming blood ties, but rather an important element for maintaining the predominance of the chieftain within the Gotiroir. After all, it would be difficult to maintain an alliance for five whole generations based on such a bond of blood.


      “As we see it...height is a symbol of authority for the Gotiroir, is it not? As such, the leading family of the Gotiroir has proactively sought out bloodlines outside of their people for generations. In other words, the Five Generation Pact won the leading family a bride, and promised five generations of a firm alliance in exchange for having that woman bear the next chieftain, correct?” And if my hunch was sound, well... “We believed for certain that you wished for our future daughter—were we incorrect?”


      “Hmm, guess that was a bit too easy to figure out, huh?”


      My prediction had hit the mark, it seemed. Though I still wasn’t even married, so it was definitely way too early to be having this conversation.


      “We do not know which child it shall be, and cannot even guarantee if they will indeed be born. But would you be satisfied by having our as yet unborn daughter marry your successor?”


      “That’s what we’ll go with, sure. I know it’s just a verbal promise, but I’m glad things went as planned! Gyahaha!”


      I’m amazed he would say that, considering he really did want to have me marry his granddaughter too. From looking at the matter involving the fourth emperor, the best choice for Gernadieffe would have been having me marry his granddaughter while a child from another of my wives became the bride of his future successor. If that was what happened, though, it would throw a wrench into plans on my end.


      Rosaria was the princess of a foreign kingdom, while the Gotiroir were given autonomy akin to an independent nation despite falling under the Empire, and we were talking about the granddaughter of their chieftain. Whichever one I chose to be my first wife, it could cause issues with the Kingdom of Belvére or the self-governing Gotiroir. That was why I wanted to refuse, and Gernadieffe withdrew so as not to upset me, sensing that.


      He certainly was a cunning man.


      “Well then, shall we move on to the next topic?” I clearly stated after wetting my parched throat with a bit of fruit-infused water. “The Empire and your self-governing territory should maintain a proper distance for the time being.”


      ＊＊＊


      “Oh? A distance, you say? Could you explain in further detail?” Gernadieffe uttered, a sharp glare there in his eyes. Battle-hardened men really were something else, with the way I could practically feel the pressure coming off of him.


      “The Gotiroir culture differs too greatly from our own. And as long as the First Faith remains unchanged, it is quite easy to imagine an issue arising between its adherents and your people.”


      Right, they ended up an autonomous region within imperial land thanks to those cultural differences proving far too great. It was easy for such differences to lead to hostility.


      In fact, the reason I dealt with Raul swiftly and was taking my time with suppressing Agincarl was the ethnic antagonism caused by differing groups with different cultures. Though I had no intention of suppressing ethnic groups, the scars from the past still clearly remained.


      “Thoughts and feelings are not changed so easily. And so, we judged that we shall require time.” That said, this wasn’t the sort of issue that would improve just by waiting. No, I needed their dedication for that. Honestly, I’d been selfish enough asking for their help this far, but from here on out, they would need to shed blood. “As such, in the battles to come, we shall continuously ask for Gotiroir soldiers. Be they a hundred, or even half of that.”


      “Oh, a hundred would be enough...?”


      My intent had clearly gotten across to Gernadieffe.


      “Correct. What is important is not the actual achievements. No, after such continuous devotion, surely none will complain.”


      “Very well. But you said we should maintain a distance, correct? So what else do you have for me?”


      I nodded and continued on. “To begin with, it would be best if we not meet with you directly for the time being. If the clergy in the capital were to even learn we are here at this banquet, most of them would likely faint on the spot.” That was something we could manage, though. Letters could be sent back and forth between us, and Bourgault-Ducoudray and Deflotte were acquainted with them. “And there is one other crucial matter... Do not expect us to grant you honors in the near future.”


      “Honors, is it?”


      Imperial nobles were fixated on the concept of honors. Plenty of them would raise a real fuss about stuff like that, despite not really doing any work at all.


      “To be specific, we speak of official positions in court. For now, it shall be impossible for us to grant them.”


      I was talking about titles like “minister of domestic affairs” and “minister of foreign affairs.” And that didn’t just include titles with actual jobs associated like those, but honorary positions as well. For example, “minister of ceremony” and the like needed to be appointed too.


      “I see. You’re asking us to remain distant from the imperial court, as we have up until this point.”


      It was a matter of maintaining the status quo for the time being. Put another way, I had a lot of systemic inertia to work through before I could start making meaningful changes.


      “Indeed. Please bear with us for a few years until we have finished our cleanup. Ah, and there is one other matter we must raise... Honors shall be conferred soon for the Raul subjugation campaign. At that occasion, we shall rank your efforts highly. However, I am certain the reward you shall be given will prove unfitting... To speak bluntly, it shall be money.”


      That was the most painful element of all this. Personally I wished to give them all sorts of rewards, but this was the best means of preventing animosity toward them at present.


      “Oh, and?”


      Naturally, I didn’t think I would earn their forgiveness just for bringing it up in advance. We were launching into the main point at hand now.


      “We do not wish to say this is an offering in exchange, but your lands suffered damages during this Raul conflict. Our intent is to offer it under the guise of a compensation and recovery fund.”


      “I see... So you’re offering material gains rather than honor.”


      I was asking them to take the profit over the fame. To the imperial nobles, that fame was everything... In fact, they could easily end up prioritizing it over profits, but to the Gotiroir, it would serve as nothing but a seed of envy, a weight holding them down.


      “That’s right. What do you say?”


      “That is the best offer I could have asked for.”


      It was no real surprise he had agreed. After all, the Gotiroir had lured the Raul forces deep into their own territory, as they specialized in waging war in mountainous areas. And as a result, nearly half of their land had essentially ended up as scorched earth.


      Naturally, the chief of the Gotiroir would want funds to assist in reconstruction. And besides, if I went and carelessly destabilized their political standing, I could very well end up losing a precious source of military might.


      “In that case, we’d best hurry and create an account of our losses.”


      “Indeed. However, it should be addressed to our minister of finance rather than ourselves.”


      It went without saying, but I was going to have Count Nunvalle give it a thorough examination. This wasn’t something I could judge properly myself, after all.


      In comparison to the lively commotion outside, things had fallen silent inside of the tent.


      “You do not seem to have answered us... You shall deliver it properly to the capital.”


      “Right, I suppose there’s no helping that,” Gernadieffe uttered reluctantly. I seriously had to keep my guard up around this guy.


      “Ah yes, and there is one more thing we wished to ask of you...”


      Still, he was reliable enough to be more than worth the effort.

    

  

  
    
      Who Are You Calling a Fake Transmigrator?


      A few days after the Gotiroir celebration, they took off, leaving five hundred troops behind. As for their supplies, well, we only noticed that the food they took with them came from the imperial stores after Gernadieffe had already left. He certainly swindled me there, but I could let that much slide. It was a real give and take process getting anything done with that guy.


      After that, we got to capturing cities (ultimately just accepting their surrenders) and purging the fools in our ranks who resorted to pillage, over and over. Before winter rolled around, we had succeeded in taking the former Raul territories entirely.


      As the Raul line had been severed, there was no one left to head up the resistance. As for the person who had taken command at the Battle of Chelán Hill by pretending to be the self-proclaimed Duke Raul, he had already fled to the Garfure Republic. The truly shocking part of it all, though, was that he wasn’t House Raul right-hand retainer or even a noble. No, he was nothing but an ordinary mercenary. On top of that, apparently his merchant company had come from east of the Heavensreach Mountains.


      That meant they would be able to get into the Garfure Republic easily enough, and there was even a chance they had been hired there by this point.


      Still, why had a mere mercenary pretended to be the self-proclaimed Duke Raul and taken command? And on top of that, the soldiers who surrendered had believed they were serving the duke all the way up until the very end—how had he managed that?


      The mysteries just kept piling up further and further.


      Putting all that aside, the minor and mid-ranking nobles who surrendered, the viscounts and barons, were treated leniently for the time being. After all, they were just following the orders of those above them, and if I tried to crack down on them all there would be no end to it. And then there was the fact that the chancellor had recruited many talented personnel, many of them nobles. They would be far more serious and skilled than the lower nobles of the lands under the direct control of the emperor... It really was a sad state of affairs.


      On top of all that, we also detained the clergy of the Western Orthodoxy who had supported the self-proclaimed Duke Raul. Since it would be difficult to deal with them ourselves, we off-loaded them on the Western Orthodoxy instead. If I complained about that, it was sure to be met with opposition, plus it meant that they owed me a debt.


      The last point, though, was the most important. In conquering the Raul territory, we had managed to completely reclaim the ability to mint gold coins. Or to be more specific, we took charge of the minting facilities and those who worked them. For the workers in particular, I had dispatched half of the imperial guard to place them under complete house arrest.


      Still, if one of them escaped with a mold and started printing coins, it really could bring the country to its knees. The money produced by the nobles alone was already enough to bring it to the point of collapse.


      That was why regardless of era, the people who could produce gold or silver coins and even their family were kept under strict supervision. If any of them started acting suspiciously they’d be immediately arrested, or in particularly cruel countries killed on the spot. In exchange for all that, they were able to live more luxurious lives than the common citizens.


      That common sense applied to the self-proclaimed duke too, so we were able to restrain them without any trouble. In fact, they ended up surrendering along with the Raul soldiers tasked with surveilling them. And of course, those soldiers who had just been carrying out their duty were treated leniently.


      In that way, I managed to secure the means of producing gold coins. On top of that, I also managed to take control of all of the gold veins in the Raul territory. With this, the Empire would be able to issue gold coins again.


      Of course, the molds for imperial coin had long since vanished. Or, to be more precise, they were destroyed during the era of the sixth emperor to prevent them from being taken. With that in mind, we would either have to create new molds in the future or keep on producing the infamous Raul gold.


      Now then, you’d think that after I completely captured the Raul territory I would head back to the capital, but you’d be wrong. Instead, I strove to provide proper governance to the region. As for my succession, that was going quite smoothly. The self-proclaimed duke had died suddenly, before he thought he would ever perish, so almost no documentation had been destroyed. It also helped a lot that I had pardoned the majority of the lower nobility, so I didn’t face much opposition at all.


      Even so, there were still issues that cropped up here and there, the biggest of which being money.


      To put it simply, the craftsmen, merchants, and researchers who supported Duke Raul had all suddenly lost their paychecks for next year. Naturally I vowed to continue funding those who proved essential, but the Empire was mired in debt, so I couldn’t go forward with any further unnecessary expenses. Though to be honest I really just didn’t want the minister of finance to chew my ear off again, so I had decided to be strict when it came to sorting them out.


      Naturally, though, anyone who felt dissatisfied would come to speak with me directly.


      That was undoubtedly a job for the minister of finance, not me, but he said he couldn’t possibly because he was too busy. He really needed to show greater appreciation for his emperor.


      “At this rate, we shall end up spending the winter here,” I unwittingly complained with a sigh. Still, this whole thing was pretty much like a budget screening, but it was about more than just refuting their claims and turning them away.


      Most everything regarding my succession of the previous ruler had gone smoothly. However, there was one matter that required a great deal of scrutiny—the recovery of the documents that had been intentionally concealed in order to hide bribery and corruption.


      By the by, this whole job made it abundantly clear that the self-proclaimed duke sure did love his bribes. Oh, and he wasn’t great at covering his tracks either. With the previous Duke Raul it was an ordeal getting ahold of any documents to do with him at all. I guess it’s only natural to end up that crafty after decades of keeping up a masquerade.


      On that matter, Nadine sent me a letter introducing me to a pro in such fields from the house of Count Ethaiq, but when I asked to have them summoned, I was informed that they were already with the minister of finance. Damn that man... I swear, I’ll promote him and increase his workload even further.


      “Your Majesty, we have another here for negotiations, a researcher this time,” Timona reported.


      “You’ve already met with ten today alone, Your Majesty...” Balthazar grumbled. He was in charge of guarding me for each of these.


      Still, I could definitely understand Bally’s point there. Each and every time, they dug in further and further until they had to be dragged away by the imperial guard in the end. But even if I passed this work off to someone else, when that proxy had trouble handling someone, they would get sent to me anyway. With that in mind, it was quicker to just do it myself from the start. And besides, there were far too few nobles I could trust and whose judgment I could rely on. As I’ve said again and again, we were seriously shorthanded.


      At any rate, there was a knock on the door.


      “It would seem she has arrived. Should I allow her in?” Timona asked, and I nodded.


      So, what sort of person would I be dealing with this time? Hopefully someone interesting, at least...


      ＊＊＊


      Unusually enough, there was a woman waiting for me at the manor I had requisitioned to serve as my office. At a glance, she seemed to be a fairly tall girl in her early teens with a pretty face. She wore a nun’s vestments, complete with the short hair and square cameo of the holy sail hung around her neck, but for some reason I didn’t really buy that she was a legitimate member of the clergy.


      According to the information Timona had handed off to me, her name was Valenriehl de Nerval. Her father had been a viscount before his passing, and she herself was a scholar of the arcane arts... Wait, I thought. This says she’s over thirty. What the hell is she doing to still look like that?


      Still, it wasn’t the shock of my life or anything; Vera-Sylvie looked at least ten years younger than she actually was, and I’d gotten used to her.


      “So, what business brings you here before us?”


      “Well, Your Majesty...” she began. I wasn’t exactly fond of the overly ingratiating tone she used, but it seemed she was at least passably informed. After all, around half of the people I met directly would launch directly into idle chatter, not realizing I was their emperor. Such cases demanded I summon Balthazar to eject them. The Empire was only going to fund clearly essential research and projects from the start, so I had no use for idiots who couldn’t gather sufficient information ahead of time to avoid that pitfall. Honestly, though, they should’ve realized something was off as soon as a thirteen-year-old greeted them.


      “I’m an arcane scholar...and I really need the money for next year... If you would like, you can use me however you please, Your Majesty.”


      She shot me a real sad excuse for a flirtatious glance as she reached for the collar of her top. She was...trying to seduce me, right? She was just doing such a poor job of it that it felt more like she was making fun of me.


      This was a first. I mean, she didn’t have much hope to begin with; with her looks, I’d just feel skeevy about any invitation to think about her that way. Actually, wait, I was still a kid. Was that why she thought it’d seem acceptable? No, no, this was still totally weird. This woman definitely had a minimum of one screw loose.


      “If you have brought along the results of your research, you may present them. If not, then leave.” The woman must’ve noticed she wasn’t getting much of a reaction from me, as she reluctantly pulled out a bundle of papers—not parchment, but high-quality fiber paper. The fact that she could use that much of the stuff (which was about as high-quality as modern Earthly printer-grade paper) made a point of just how well off the Duchy of Raul had been. With that in mind, it made sense why so many researchers had abandoned the capital for these parts.


      Taking a glance through the sheaf of reports, it looked like...research into more powerful explosive magic? Ugh, I thought, how plain.


      Honestly, I’d seen more examples of this sort of research than I could even count. Hardly any of it ever saw practical use, but for whatever reason nobles tended to pigeonhole most competent magic research into bigger, flashier blasts. Few of them seemed to grasp that gunpowder was already on the cusp of rendering that sort of thing irrelevant.


      If we were talking power on the level of fuel-air explosives, that could be worth it, sure. But apparently, this stuff was more akin to dynamite. Hmm, maybe it could be useful for carving tunnels?


      I flipped through the pages occupied with thoughts of how to marshal these findings toward something productive, only to stop suddenly on one page in particular. Someone must have spilled their drink on it, going by the stain. This was becoming a complete farce; it was time for my guest to go.


      Just as I made up my mind and was preparing to call for Balthazar, though, there was a knock at the door. My new visitor was none other than Daniel de Piers of Ein’s Storytellers. Not that it was a big surprise—the list of people the imperial guard would permit through while I was occupied was a very short one.


      “Were you not in the capital...? Well, regardless, we are in the middle of business.”


      “Indeed, Your Majesty. I believed you would be able to pass judgment without bias, and so I came here to observe.” That didn’t answer my question at all, and I couldn’t even see what he was getting at. And wait, he was worried about bias, not that whole seduction thing? “Hold on for just a moment,” the old elf declared, just in time for the door to swing open once more.


      “You know, I’m busy too, so I wish you wouldn’t keep... Wait, what in blazes is going on in here?” Reiz Krommler called out, coming to a sudden stop.


      Ah, so that was what was going on here, huh?


      “Timona, Bally, please wait outside.”


      This was a transmigration thing.


      As soon as the two of them left, Valenriehl de Nerval’s expression instantly shifted from flirty to utterly flat, and she began tapping her temple with her index finger.


      “Ah, yes, I understand.” Then with a face as blank as a Noh mask, she pointed that finger my way and said in a monotone voice, “My apologies, Your Majesty. I am unable to restrain my curiosity, so forgive my rudeness in asking. Your Majesty, are you a transmigrator?”
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      She’d spoken Japanese. How nostalgic... Actually, wait, that finger was way more rude than what she had asked. And her whole tone and personality had just shifted there. I had to assume that this was the actual Ms. de Nerval.


      “So, you as well?”


      “No, Your Majesty,” she answered, contrary to my expectations. “My father was the transmigrator. I am merely a scholar.” The room fell silent, and a weight hung in the air. “What’s with that deer in the headlights look? Honestly, for as vile as it feels having an unwanted guest around, I’ll forgive it—getting to see that face you’re making is worth it. Mufufufu.”


      That was my first time I’d ever heard someone laugh like that in real life. Was she really raised like that? I supposed it wasn’t so wild a claim; Ein had founded the First Faith on his Earthly know-how. It would make sense that here and there someone would turn up who’d inherited some of my old world’s legacy by way of some other transmigrator.


      “According to our data, your father has passed away, correct?”


      Rather than answering my question, though, Valenriehl pointed at Reiz. “Is that man one as well?”


      Daniel was the one to answer. “Indeed... Reiz Krommler is a transmigrator. There should be no issue with discussing such matters.”


      “Mufufufu, I also smell the scent of lingering compost in this room. Is that coming from the elf, perhaps?” Ah, so Daniel was her “unwanted guest.” “My brothers and I were taught basic math, physics, chemistry, the structure of space, human rights, evolutionary theory...and magic.” As she spoke, Valenriehl’s gaze turned toward the report she had handed to me. “My father was especially fixated on magic, as it hadn’t existed in his prior world. In time, I took up his mantle.”


      And yet she’d left something as unprofessional as that stain in her report...? Not that I bothered voicing that question, of course.


      At that, Valenriehl’s voice started trembling for the first time. “Your so-called Storytellers abandoned him because of that intellectual rigor.” She clutched at her cameo. “My father was murdered. He faced an inquisition, and was burned at the stake... To him, this had always been a foreign world, no matter how long he spent here. And so he made light of the church, teaching us what he said was right, even if it defied the First Faith. I, my mother, and my brothers did not escape unscathed.”


      I couldn’t help but think back to Baron le Nain, Timona’s father... What he taught me broke from the beliefs of Western Orthodoxy, and he’d faced an interrogation for it as well.


      “They all were burned to ash.” She pinched the relief of the sacred sail around her neck between her thumb and forefinger as if it were something filthy. “I alone was spared for my youth and for my feigned devotion to the First Faith.” That made sense of why she was dressed like a nun but didn’t seem devout in the least. Honestly, it sounded like she had cause to hate the whole damn religion.


      “So, Ein’s Storytellers did nothing to save you all?”


      “It was a truly agonizing decision. At the time, we lacked the power to put a stop to it,” Daniel said in a terribly regretful voice.


      As for Valenriehl, her tone remained expressionless as she replied, “Your people betrayed us because my father wasn’t useful to you.”


      Daniel looked rather composed, but Reiz must have had some sort of thought, as he shot the old elf a piercing glare. Valenriehl, meanwhile, spoke in her unwavering flat affect, perhaps because she was holding back the fury boiling up inside.


      At any rate, a deathly chill filled the air throughout the room by this point.


      “Your Majesty, do you know what sort of organization the Storytellers truly are?”


      Her words caused me to think back to the explanation I had previously been given. From what I could recall, their objective was to utilize transmigrators’ knowledge of the faults and failures of a more advanced world to steer this world’s own history clear of the pitfalls others wouldn’t have cause to notice. To that end, they protected people like me.


      In a way, they were also the faction most closely aligned with the actual ideals held by Ein, the Illuminatus. They seemed committed to reproducing Ein’s words in the present day, undistorted by any selfish desires of their own. That much was only natural, considering Ein was a transmigrator.


      That was why Daniel de Piers hadn’t objected in the least when I decided to put a stop to an inquisition in the past. After all, that was not a system that Ein had established.


      “We believe they claimed to worship transmigrators.”


      “Mufufufu. I’m amazed they had the gall to make such a claim,” Valenriehl said, her voice growing louder. She must have held quite the grudge.


      Then, after remaining silent all this time, Reiz chimed in, “Ein’s Storytellers want the knowledge of transmigrators in order to advance civilization after things stalled out in the aftermath of the Tabula Rasa War. But if you look at it another way, that means they’ve got no interest in transmigrators if they show no intent to improve things, and truly inconvenient transmigrators are better off gone. I know that full well, considering they nearly let me die myself.”


      “They only protect the transmigrators they see a use for. The Storytellers would gladly have a man who only retained knowledge of the Japanese language killed. And you call that worshipping transmigrators? It’s laughable...”


      Despite Valenriehl’s quip, Daniel still looked perfectly calm. Still, considering who we were talking about, he had probably perfectly anticipated the criticism.


      “We use transmigrators to advance science further, while the First Faith utilizes Ein’s teachings. In essence, it’s the same thing, wouldn’t you agree?” You’re supposed to be a clergyman of the Western Orthodoxy, I thought, aren’t you? “I must add, to uphold the honor of my fellows: That man was killed to protect another transmigrator.”


      So they really did abandon him, huh?


      At any rate, I more or less understood now. To Ein’s Storytellers, transmigrators were a tool, not their ultimate objective. Regretting the destruction wrought by the development of a magical society and the stagnation that followed, they plotted to advance the condition of humankind through science instead. These two couldn’t trust a group like that, and I could definitely understand that point of view.


      “Valenriehl, we sympathize with your circumstances. But with that said, we have no intention of treating Ein’s Storytellers as our enemies, nor do we hold them in suspicion.”


      If anything, Ein’s Storytellers had become easier to understand now that I had a firm grasp on their ideals and methodology. As long as I remained both a transmigrator and an emperor, they would surely lend their assistance, as our interests aligned. A noble transmigrator would need time to spread knowledge from their old life, and they would need to report to and convince the ruler of the nation before they could manage that much. But if the ruler was a transmigrator, you didn’t need to waste time on all that.


      On top of that, I was in complete agreement with their wish to develop the Empire. I was the emperor, after all. And if the Empire ended up leading the world in scientific achievement, well, I couldn’t imagine anything better.


      “We have long been aware that Ein’s Storytellers are dangerous.” Yes, this was hardly a shock to me. After all... “For his own benefit, this man sent us and two other children running from Garfure cavalry, forcing us to negotiate with an unfamiliar tribe. So before we even met him, we knew the group was the sort to readily use the lives of others as pawns if they found it convenient to do so.” Now that I held authority as emperor, though, I was worth protecting. As long as our interests remained aligned, I could trust them. “You just spoke of a man who only retained knowledge of Japanese, though. What did you mean by that?”


      When she heard my question, Valenriehl let out a big sigh, as if she were shifting gears. “Indeed. I have three research interests, and one of them is transmigrators. In the past I have met eight, though you two bring that number to ten.” That certainly was quite a few. “Your Majesty, do you remember your own name or that of your family from your old world?”


      I couldn’t tell what she was getting at, but I earnestly replied. “We do not.”


      That was the case ever since I was reincarnated. I couldn’t even remember my name from my old life. That was just how I thought such things went.


      “Wait, what?” Reiz exclaimed with a look of shock, making it clear that I had been mistaken all this time.


      “Then you do?”


      “Reiji Kuromura... My dad was Koji, and my mom’s name was Kotomi.”


      Ah, so he’d gently tweaked the phonetics of his name from his old name? Right, he was a commoner, normally not even permitted to stand in the presence of nobles, so he most likely came from a slum. It was possible he didn’t even know the names of his parents here in this world.


      “My, you even remember the names of your original birth parents? That certainly is rare,” Valenriehl proclaimed with great interest, sounding like she was going to write all of this down later. Her expression was steadily growing brighter, but Reiz and I wore looks of shock.


      Reiz Krommler... Sure enough, that seemed like an unusual name, the sort I hadn’t seen elsewhere in this world. Not that I would have been able to figure it out on that alone.


      “Still, names don’t take up much memory capacity, so that much can come down to a calculation error,” Valenriehl proclaimed, picking up the pace as she rattled on. “My hypothesis is that transmigrators do not simply have their souls reincarnated sight unseen. Rather, God or some similar being tampers with their memories first. That said, I do not know how much intent goes into the selection process. But for one it was Japanese, another medical knowledge, and yet another math. The knowledge of specific fields remained especially vivid. In exchange, though, all other memories are wiped clean. Ah, my apologies, I let myself get carried away... That is a bad habit of mine.”


      Ah, so that was it, huh...? I hadn’t noticed at all, since it was my own memory, but what she was saying made sense.


      Sure enough, something felt odd about my memories. I didn’t remember the quadratic equation or even what it was used for, so why did I remember the names of rulers who died young, like John I of France or Emperor Shang of Han? My English vocabulary was shaky at best, yet for some reason, I could recall how to use a matchlock rifle.


      My grasp of history and everything bearing on it had taken priority over my own name, huh?


      “Doesn’t it hurt to open your eyes that wide, you two?” Valenriehl asked, sounding truly amused for the first time.


      “Hey, how many prime ministers can you name?” I asked Reiz. “I just realized I don’t know a single one.”


      “It’s the same for me... I see, so I didn’t forget. The memories were erased, huh?”


      Wait, did that knowledge even come from my own memories in the first place? Sure, I was a history lover in my past life. But had I really committed such specific names and deeds to my memory in all that detail? I wasn’t certain... And well, since I didn’t have those memories, there was no way to possibly confirm.


      There was one thing I knew clearly, though: I couldn’t trust even my own memories fully.


      “Just how much were our memories meddled with...?”


      “Who can say? Even the rules governing which memories remain are uncertain, and it may well be random. Ten people is far too small a sample size to draw any meaningful conclusions. Clearly there are outliers, anyway; one case I’ve observed had so little memory left that they’d had no idea they were a transmigrator in the first place.”


      If the memory loss was intense, the person wouldn’t know they had memories from a past life in the first place. Or if there were no rules governing who reincarnated, it was possible someone who perished as a baby on Earth could end up as a transmigrator. With that in mind, there could actually be a surprising number of transmigrators out there without memory of their old lives.


      “There was clearly intentional interference, though.” I found Valenriehl frightening. She wasn’t a transmigrator herself, yet she knew more about all this than we did. “After all, you transmigrators reincarnated. In other words, you must have died in your former lives, but none of you remember that.”


      This seriously felt awful, like we were being watched closely from unspeakable heights. Sure, we were transmigrators, but what exactly were we, really...?


      “Do you know why?” Reiz asked, his voice hoarse. To be honest, my mind was an absolute jumbled mess by now thanks to the sheer volume of earthshaking information I’d taken in.


      “Because God judged that was for the best, surely. It may well be for a reason we mere humans couldn’t possibly understand. After all, when we’re already dealing with matters as ineffable and miraculous as reincarnation, there’s really no possibility too strange to consider, don’t you think?”


      Only God knows, huh?


      Well, whatever. Who I was now mattered far more than who I used to be.


      I am Emperor Carmine, nothing more and nothing less. My memory only mattered in terms of how I could use it. After all, I had made up my mind to live in this role from here on out. That said, as the emperor, there was something I wished to ask regarding transmigrators.


      “Valenriehl, you stated that you have encountered ten transmigrators including us, correct? Assuming you did not misrepresent your age, then that number seems quite large.”


      “That’s because I spent a period of time in the Imperium. You are aware that transmigrators are born of Ein’s descendants, correct? Well, Ein ultimately perished in the Imperium.”


      Wait, was she trying to say...? “Are there more transmigrators east of the Heavensreach Mountains than on this side?”


      “Yes, overwhelmingly so.”


      Damn, that was the worst possible thing to turn out to be the case about the Imperium. Sure, there were differences from person to person, but the knowledge possessed by transmigrators was sure to lead to technological advancements and other societal developments. And now I was learning that a country on the same scale as my empire might well have a surplus of them.


      Somewhere in the back of my head I had let my guard down, assuming there couldn’t be that many transmigrators in total. As if that would be the case.


      Was I going to have to fight against other transmigrators from here on out...?


      It felt outright miraculous that the Imperium didn’t have an overwhelming technological lead over us at present. In a few decades, though, things could easily end up that way. The Empire would need to cause them serious damage and sweep their legs out from under them before that, or it would be too late. Did I really need to invade the Imperium after all, then...? But in that case, it would become a battle between transmigrators.


      I couldn’t help but feel depressed imagining a battle of wits between transmigrators like that. Why did I have to face such headaches one after another?


      Since I had fallen silent, Reiz chimed in. “So you knew about this, Daniel of the Storytellers?”


      “You think she would speak to us, her hated enemies? No, this is my first time hearing any of this.” In spite of that statement, though, Daniel de Piers didn’t look shaken in the least. Still, that was no real surprise; he definitely saw that as someone else’s problem. He just wanted the knowledge transmigrators possessed. I couldn’t see him giving a damn whether that came from their actual memories or if it was instead something conferred upon them by God.


      “Then why are you here?”


      “Because we have need of another bit of knowledge from her research. As do you, Your Majesty.”


      This was all just the opening act? Ugh, what a serious headache...

    

  

  
    
      Valenriehl the Dismantler


      The following day, we were led underneath a certain small hill on the outskirts of the city.


      “Ruins from an ancient civilization hidden under a city... We believe we have heard such a tale before.”


      According to a rather reluctant Valenriehl, this superficially ordinary spot was actually the entrance to an ancient ruin. Accompanying us were Daniel de Piers and Timona. Apparently the old elf had no further use for Reiz now that he’d introduced him to Valenriehl—now that his job was done, it was off to the garbage can.


      And so, he headed on back to his lady, though he remarked in parting that he’d help out when the time came to take down Ein’s Storytellers. Clearly he must have had his own axe to grind about Daniel that I wasn’t privy to just yet.


      Oh, and in case you were wondering how the elf convinced Valenriehl to show us the ruins despite her obvious beef with him, well, he’d offered a generous funding package for her research in exchange, and that seemed to suit her just fine. I already wanted to employ her once I heard about her transmigrator research, so that was all convenient enough for me to shut my trap and play along.


      “For us, it feels just like yesterday... We are a long-lived people, after all.”


      The old elf really was a singular character. I mean, here he was, completely undisturbed despite standing at ground zero for the most plainspoken vitriol I’d ever heard. Still, as emperor I couldn’t exactly get rid of him—he was still too useful.


      We had entered the ruins under the capital using an elevator, but it seemed things were a touch different here. Instead, Valenriehl inserted a magical item that looked like a key to open up the entrance, which had been disguised as a bare cliff face. Apparently, what we had been seeing up until this point had just been an illusion. In a flash, in total silence, what looked like the entrance to a dungeon wide enough for five adults standing abreast of each other appeared. It was too dark to see inside, but it looked like a staircase continued down for quite a while. I could feel a breeze blowing up from the depths.




      Just as I was preparing to make the trek below, Valenriehl called out to me. “Your Majesty, that man does not seem to be a transmigrator, from what I have heard.” She sounded faintly irritated, probably because Daniel de Piers was right there.


      “Indeed. We believed it best that he be aware moving forward.”


      I hadn’t spoken much about transmigrators in front of Timona until now, but after coming this far our lots were clearly shared. If anything, I just avoided having him involved as a rule out of consideration for Ein’s Storytellers. But now that someone outside of their group with knowledge of transmigrators who wasn’t one herself had popped up, that no longer seemed necessary.


      Besides, if I was going to use the knowledge from my past life as emperor and place trust in transmigrators, the transmigrators in other nations would soon figure out that their own kind were at the core of the Empire. And if such a time came, Timona would also likely be suspected. Or at least, some folks might draw that conclusion for peace of mind.


      “I see. Then shall I explain from the beginning?”


      “No, that will not be necessary. We are certain Timona is more or less aware of such things already.”


      Considering how long I’d been with Timona by this point, I had come to understand him fairly well. I was confident that he had long since realized something was out of place with me. Still, that was no surprise, considering he had always been the one closest by my side.


      On top of that, I was certain he’d looked into the matters he had concerns about, but kept silent after finding answers. It was my belief that he learned long ago that transmigrators existed, and that I was one of them. He simply judged it best to maintain an appropriate distance from the subject, as I hadn’t said anything to him.


      If he didn’t know something he thought he should, he would ask. And if he felt he knew something he shouldn’t, he would remain silent. That was just how Timona operated.


      “We are well aware that you are all too skilled at picking up on matters,” I whispered quietly so that only Timona could hear, and he replied with a bow, his expression not shifting in the least. He really did always have the most unamusing reactions. “Well then, shall we be off?”




      Relying on the light of a magical lamp, we descended the dark staircase. It really was just like a dungeon out of a game... And I’ll concede it sounds weird coming from someone who was reincarnated, but it felt utterly otherworldly. That was just how it went when it came to stuff related to this precursor civilization of ours.


      “Still, this staircase certainly is long.”


      “That’s because this facility wasn’t made with visitors in mind,” Valenriehl replied as she continued on at the head of the group. “I call ruins from this period whose programming—er, magic—is still active dungeons. Granted, in the absence of that magic, such ruins don’t leave much in the way of archaeological evidence, and so every ruin I’ve turned up has been a dungeon. Furthermore, every last site was plainly constructed with a distinct and specific purpose in mind. The one under the capital is for weapons manufacturing, correct? Meanwhile, in the Imperium, I came across automated mining facilities and research labs. All such facilities share the same preservation magic, which keeps them in a nearly pristine state despite the millennia. Ah, my apologies... I have a bad habit of prattling on.” Valenriehl held up the lamp, revealing that we had reached the end of the stairs and a massive cave now stood before us. “It’s my opinion that this dungeon is a tomb,” she added, her voice reverberating throughout the pitch-black cavern.


      “I knew it... I had a suspicion that might be the case,” Daniel remarked. It was clear that he desired this knowledge—as did I. In all likelihood, the old elf hadn’t anticipated Valenriehl proving quite so essential. As such, he relied on me. There were things even he couldn’t see, after all. “Valenriehl... You are able to dismantle these places, are you not?”


      “I just stop active facilities,” Valenriehl replied, as if that weren’t anything impressive.


      “That alone is extraordinary. We did not have the slightest clue as to what to destroy in order to halt such a facility.”


      “Even without knowing the specific theories at work, it is possible to understand what role each bit plays. They’re easy enough to destroy, but I could never fix them.”


      In the past, I had been completely overwhelmed. I couldn’t understand the theory or construction behind the ancient ruins under the church in the capital. It was all on such a different level that I felt terrified.


      That terror drove me to feel instinctively that it needed to be destroyed, but I had no idea how. But this woman did, and she was clearly a genius.


      “You brought the functions of this ruin to a complete halt all on your own?”


      “Yes. Compared to other facilities, this one was simple. It was running on emergency power rather than its proper power source, so the security was simplified. Additionally, it seems to have endured many a grave robber... The facility was just barely holding on, to be honest. Just deactivating the security magic and cutting the wiring to the power source put an end to it.”


      Calling her a genius was starting to feel like damning her with faint praise. She was a monster... I couldn’t even tell the role of the magic circles, but this woman could.


      “Who are you, exactly?”


      “I am a scholar. Regardless, it is difficult to go about my duties making sense of the techniques at play in sites like these while the defensive countermeasures remain active and eager to suppress theft. Defusing such systems is merely part of the job.”


      Without question, this woman had some serious screws loose, doing all of this functionally on our behalf for so little.


      “Here, Your Majesty,” Valenriehl suddenly called out as she placed some sort of crown atop my head.


      “What is this?”


      “A burial crown. It is a magical tool that degrades the thought processes of the one who wears it.”


      I felt a flare of intense bloodlust behind me. “Do not worry, Timona. It is no longer functioning.”


      “My, you can tell that? Are you certain you’re not interested in becoming my assistant?” Apparently that was her idea of a joke. She seemed to be enjoying herself despite the fierce glare Timona was shooting her way. That said, I still had nothing to fear from her; my guard had been up from the beginning.


      “There are a lot of these sorts of things. Magic is all about imagery, after all.”


      “Did you disarm this as well...?” I asked, only for Valenriehl to start wiggling in embarrassment.


      “Well, when I see stuff like this I get so curious about the construction and techniques used that I can’t sleep. But in order to get a proper look at this sort of magical tool you’ve got to take it apart. But these are ancient artifacts that can’t be repaired with our current technology. Its purpose was likely creating a puppet ruler, which I’m certain the former chancellor would have wanted terribly, but I just couldn’t help myself.”


      Ah, so I apparently owed this woman my life... If this thing had been placed on my head when I was a baby, I would’ve been a plaything until the day I died. I had to secure this woman no matter what, and if she tried to run, I’d kill her. She was just that dangerous—not that I was about to start complaining or anything.


      “Is there nothing of this sort you can’t render harmless?”


      “Well, no, but the difficulty obviously varies from case to case. Some are harmful just to approach, after all.” I had judged the artificial sacred sword Vastat to be too dangerous, so I very much wanted to dispose of it. Would this woman be able to deal with it? “Ah, but I can’t restore anything to its original state. I’ve tried again and again, but it just isn’t doable with the technology we possess. That’s what forced me to flee the Imperium in the dead of night in the end. That’s why I’ve been working on my own here, so nobody would find out about anything I’d disarmed.”


      Nothing was going to surprise me at this point... This woman really could do anything, huh?


      “Can you bring other dungeons to a stop as well?”


      “Well, all dungeons have been damaged to some degree, so I can likely handle any of them by starting from the weak points.”


      Ah, right. We transmigrators only had our memories of our old lives to capitalize on. That couldn’t compete with true genius—and in this woman’s case, she wedded such inborn talent with the very offworld knowledge I’d assumed my kind held a monopoly on to boot. We’re just fertilizer the powers that be have laid down in their garden, huh? I thought. Well, so be it.


      “That elf there ran his mouth about offering me a position, but will you really do so...?”


      “Huh...?”


      “Eh?!”


      Seriously, what was she saying?


      “It is true that we do not yet have any researchers who specialize in ancient culture or transmigrators serving us, so such a position is open.”


      “Th-Then please choose me for it!”


      “We intend to dismantle the majority of dungeons and artifacts. Is that something you can do?”


      She had quite thoroughly proven her usefulness and irreplaceability, hadn’t she...? She had even made nonchalant reference to how she’d saved my life; she was all set to name her price, so why was she asking me if I’d even hire her?


      “Um, well, the data...”


      “You may do as you please with your findings in the disarmament process, as long as it does not cause harm.”


      “Yes, of course! So you’ll hire me after all?!”


      Was she stupid...? I seriously couldn’t understand how her brain worked, and she was scaring me here.


      “A fine response. We have been wishing for one with whom we can discuss transmigrators—would you join our court? If you were to come to the capital, we would guarantee you stability and funding for your research. That would include three meals a day, as well as full access to our library.”


      I didn’t know of anyone else who could do what she did. This was about as specialized as a field could get, to the point that she might well have been the only person with such skills out there to be found. It would be standard procedure in these conditions not just to hire her, but to confer on her a rank like count palatine.


      Though that felt ridiculous for a single scholar, I needed to be prepared to offer her treatment on that level.


      “I’ll go! How magnanimous you are, Your Majesty!”


      Was this woman out of her mind? I honestly couldn’t tell if she was smart or stupid—I supposed they constituted two sides of the same coin. Still, I’d make sure to pay her well for her skills.


      I really was feeling exhausted...

    

  

  
    
      Postwar Dealings and Preparations for Reform


      It was now winter. Over the course of the past several months, I had succeeded in nearly unifying the Empire once more through my vassals. Those under the Raul faction who had positioned themselves as my enemies had been thoroughly subjugated, even outside of the Raul territory, and when I promised to treat them tolerantly the forces amassed under Agincarl swiftly surrendered as well.


      Ultimately, the Battle of Chelán Hill had changed everything. Though the self-proclaimed Duke Raul had been said to be stronger and even possessed a notable advantage in terms of sheer troop numbers, we had defeated him and killed him in battle. On the other hand, I went from an emperor with no achievements to my name to one who had personally led his soldiers in their charge, grasping victory despite the inferiority of his troops both in numbers and quality.


      After that battle, the nobles who had opposed me judged that they could no longer defeat me. And so, when I took a magnanimous stance, they all chose to return to the fold.


      The only ones who didn’t toe the line were those who knew they wouldn’t be forgiven. After all, it wasn’t as if I were going to pardon every single noble. No, it was necessary to make an example of some of them... To rule a nation, at times you needed the force of terror on your side.


      To be more specific, I was referring to the three Agincarl forces: the August faction, the Phillip faction, and the old Agincarl nobles. That said, the nobles of the northwestern portion of the Empire who had allied themselves with August and Phillip had already surrendered.


      On top of that, after losing their territory and judging they had no future left ahead of them, the old Agincarl nobles had begun to yield, one after another. At present, they were engaged in a hopeless quagmire in a narrow southwestern portion of the Empire. To be honest we could likely crush them with our current forces right away, but as they say, a cornered rat will bite a cat. We would take our time and deal with them properly.


      That just left the Teyanave Confederation, which had declared independence back when I was still a puppet and maintained it to this very day. However, we were dealing them a great deal of damage now that the Golden Sheep Trading Company was lending us its naval might, while we and the confederation’s neighbors had come together to impede trade. That said, our bureaucratic system remained underdeveloped, so it was difficult to establish a complete economic blockade. Even if we ordered them to stop such dealings, it just wouldn’t be possible to completely control the actions of every petty merchant.


      The other nobles who had yet to surrender were Count Buhnra, Count Voddi, Count Dienca, and Count Vadpauvre. That said, with their lands conquered, I was able to gather a number of experienced vassals all at once.


      In reviewing the circumstances of those four noble houses, let us begin with the house of Buhnra. The head of the house had been Hubert le Alleman, former captain of the imperial guard. After my coronation, he was detained and removed from his post. Following that, his sons and subordinate nobles refused his return, thanks to the issue of where their land was located—right next to the Duchy of Warren. In order to put up a fight against Duke Warren, they had swiftly granted authority to his son in his stead.


      Naturally, I had only released him because I had been aware of all that. Having nowhere left to go, he had participated in the Battle of Chelán Hill, and on our side at that. That said, he seemed to have judged us as being at a disadvantage early on and fled. Due to an unfortunate accident, though, he was killed by a bandit not long after. Yes, a truly unfortunate accident. The whereabouts of that spy—pardon me, bandit—were currently unknown. At any rate, the sons who drove him out were executed for having usurped the man’s title. With the head of the house lost to an unfortunate accident and no successors left, well, it fell into my hands.


      Next up was the County of Voddi. Count Gautier de Voddi had been the former lord chamberlain. Of course, he had been stripped of that title shortly after my coronation. He had ignored the request to surrender, and as such his land was taken after the war.


      In exchange, though, his line was allowed to continue on as nobles. Or to be more precise, they officially offered up their land and begged to be forgiven, which I granted. It certainly made sense that they wouldn’t wish to be massacred, and that they would wish to remain nobles if at all possible. On my end, I was able to claim the land and arrange a peaceful handover. As such, we were able to find proper common ground there.


      At present, the house of Voddi had been reduced to a viscountcy. They had received a relatively light punishment given the gravity of their treason because they were Rotahlian nobility, not Bundartian, and a request had come in from their fellow Rotahlian nobles. Personally, I found that meddling irritating...but I also couldn’t simply ignore it.


      Still, from my point of view there wasn’t much difference between a baron and a viscount. Oh, and the head of the house participated in the Battle of Chelán Hill, where he perished. We had miraculously managed to confirm the fact that he had been blown away by stones.


      That brought us to the County of Dienca. Count Dienca, Salim le Vanille, had been the chamberlain of finance. In other words, he was a regency noble. He was investigated for embezzlement from the imperial treasury, though the culprit was ultimately determined to be Hilaire Fechner. In the meantime, though, his son inherited control of his land and regarded the emperor’s faction as his enemies.


      Later on, he was defeated by the forces of Countess Nunmeidt, Charlotte de Darrieux, and the majority of the house fled in the aftermath. Salim le Vanille had been left behind, but had lost everything, both his family and his land. As such, he was given the same treatment as the house of Voddi, being demoted to a baron.


      Finally, that brought us to the County of Vadpauvre, which was one huge headache.


      The former Count Vadpauvre was Carlos le Vadpauvre, who had served in the role of aide-de-camp. Yes, in the Hischarlnovei Incident, back when I was still a puppet, he had personally hired my guard only to flee right away. He was given the lenient punishment of being allowed to retire and pass on his rank to his eldest son. That son, Gordon le Vadpauvre, was detained in the capital after my coronation.


      In the meantime, the “retired” Carlos took back his authority, calling himself Count Vadpauvre once again. Honestly, that was my own damn fault for being careless. I had seen him as a figure of the past, so I hadn’t expected him to crawl his way back up.


      In an attempt to roll things back, I released Gordon, but as soon as he made it back into his territory he was killed by his own father. Supposedly, he had hated his son for stealing his rank from him. Honestly, I felt bad for Gordon there, having his dad push his own screwup on him like that.


      With that all in mind, Carlos never had the option to surrender to me. On top of that, he had plotted a fierce attack on Marquess Arndal, part of the emperor’s faction.


      They were able to successfully kill Marquess Arndal in battle and seize his land, but then the self-proclaimed Duke Raul was defeated at Chelán Hill. There was fierce resistance after that point for a long while, and afterward they fled more or less in the dead of night, most likely joining up with the Teyanave Confederation. The battle to conquer the Vadpauvre territory, meanwhile, had resulted in more casualties than any other in this conflict aside from the Battle of Chelán Hill. If he was going to be that persistent, then he never should have fled back during my tour in the first place.


      Considering those circumstances, Count Vadpauvre was stripped of his title at the firm request of the nobility.


      I had temporarily taken charge of the lands from those four former counts, as well as the chancellor’s Lower Duchy of Raul, the Marquessate of Etruscharl, and the Marquessate of Lufini, and the captive County of Veria. Which, yeah, that was way too vast. That sudden influx of land under my direct control wasn’t something I could properly manage, and naturally my vassals would grow displeased. After all, such monopolizing led to jealousy. I would have to allocate that territory as part of the postwar dealings.


      Normally, I would distribute the land in proportion to each party’s contribution to the war effort. But before doing that, I made a number of decisions.


      The first of those regarded the house of Count Veria. That lineage had been unjustly declared traitors and died out as a result of the Three Houses Coup shortly after my birth. However, I had personally condemned the Three Houses Coup as unjust, and promised to restore the honor of those houses. On top of that, I had acknowledged Fabio as the proper successor to the Ramitead, who were similarly wiped out in that event, and revived his house, as he was a survivor of the lineage—albeit from a branch family.


      Considering that, I wished to revive the house of Veria too, even if it had to come from a branch house. As such, we were currently searching for the blood relative with the greatest right of inheritance left among that line. That was a task that would take time, since we were talking about a house that had been branded traitors and put to death. The person we were looking for had likely become a commoner, or perhaps even fled the country.


      As such, the County of Veria would remain under my control temporarily until a successor was found, which the nobility took no issue with.


      As for my other decision, it was to split up the Lower Duchy of Raul and Marquessate of Etruscharl. The two territories were a touch too vast, after all. No matter who I gave them to, it would result in too great an amassment of power. Even if that worked out fine for this generation, it would almost certainly give rise to a second coming of the chancellor in the future.


      With that in mind, I decided to subdivide those titles. The title of Duke of Lower Raul would be tentatively split into one marquessate and three countships, while the title of Marquess Etruscharl would become three countships. That was all merely tentative; I intended to subdivide them further eventually.


      As for the borders of these lands, natural features such as rivers were used as the basis for now, but the actual finalized borders would depend upon the results of an official investigation. That’d take a while, sure, but it didn’t earn any objections from the nobles. That just went to show how much power I held.


      Now that all that was out of the way, the conferral of honors could begin.


      ＊＊＊


      On that day, nobles gathered in the imperial court in the capital for the first time since my coronation.


      “We shall now announce the names of those who served with particular merit in this war. When your name is called, we ask that you step forward.” Seated atop my throne, I stared down at the grand nobles prostrating themselves before me. The mid- and lower-ranking nobles unable to enter stood by in a separate room, but virtually everyone with the rank of count or higher was here. There were of course some stand-ins, but in most cases, the nobles had come personally.


      That was possibly because we were firmly in the grip of winter. In countries with notable snowfall, military movements were greatly hindered during this time of year. As such, there was hardly ever any war in winter. As such, the nobles all left their territories and came to the imperial court. Duke Warren was of course in attendance, as was Count Chamneau. Honestly it felt like it had been quite a while since I had seen either of them.


      “Ranking first in terms of merit is Richter de Van-Warren.”


      The one-eyed soldier stood and slowly approached the throne. At that, I began reading off Duke Warren’s achievements.


      He was the most capable of all the nobles, and he had worked quite vigorously as well. It was hard to imagine anyone but him ranking first. He truly had put in fitting service as imperial grand marshal.


      Additionally, the achievements of his appointed legate Viscount Hervé de Cédolin and his daughter Nadine were counted as his own, making his contribution absolutely tremendous.


      “With the aforementioned accomplishments in mind, we shall grant you the new titles of Marquess Lufini and Count Buhnra. It is our hope that you shall continue to faithfully serve both us and our Empire.”


      As soon as I said that, a light commotion filled the room. Of course, no outsiders would be aware of the fact that I had consulted with him on this matter in advance. Still, since it was such a small stirring of the crowd, it must not have been all that unexpected.


      The duke had asked to at least avoid any detached territories, so I chose lands that would be extensions of his own. Since he was already a duke to begin with, I worried a bit that granting him the titles of marquess and count here could lead to him becoming a second chancellor, but it’d probably be fine.


      I of course trusted Duke Warren as a person, but I wasn’t exactly offering the most tantalizing territory. Compared to the Duchy of Lower Raul, which had flourished in terms of industry and economy due to long years of falling under the control of the house of Raul, the County of Buhnra and the Marquessate of Lufini were essentially just grain-producing regions. To be more blunt, they were a couple of boondocks. I could see Duke Warren appreciating the opportunity to improve his soldiers’ reserves of victuals, but it wasn’t exactly an opportunity to make much in the way of profit. Well, there was a bit of a paper industry in the northern part of the Lufini lands, but there were a lot of people competing in that field, meaning it was far from a monopoly.


      “Second in terms of merit is Count Chamneau, Mathieu le Chapelier.” That earned a bit of chatter from the crowd too. After all, Count Chamneau had primarily acted defensively. However, he was Vera-Sylvie’s father, and her accomplishments fell under him. Additionally, he would have to dole out rewards to the divided rear vassals.


      To use a previous example to elaborate, I couldn’t directly reward Viscount Hervé de Cédolin, as it would be seen as an attempt at headhunting. Though of course, place and time had an impact on such matters.


      As for Count Chamneau, I went ahead and read off his accomplishments from before my coronation as well. Still, I needed to do that much to prop him up as a rival to Duke Warren, or it would spell trouble for both me and Duke Warren himself.


      “With the aforementioned accomplishments in mind, we shall grant you the new titles of Count Copardwahl and Count Medius. In turn, the previous Count Copardwahl, Roger le Hugues, shall be granted the title of Count Etruscharl Sey.”


      Now that earned a real commotion. Still, that wasn’t exactly a surprise. I mean, even I was aware that this was a peculiar choice.


      This empire didn’t really have a system of forced relocation of nobles akin to what you saw in the Japanese Azuchi-Momoyama and Edo periods. This time around, though, that was what was necessary.


      To start with, you had the matter of the regent’s lover, Count Copardwahl, Jean le Hugues. He had mysteriously requested to be imprisoned in the same tower as the regent, where he died an even more mysterious death. In the confusion that followed, we took control of the County of Copardwahl. As that was going on, the house of Copardwahl split into two factions. One insisted on treating me as an enemy, while the other felt the Empire should be obeyed without question. Jean le Hugues’s first and second sons were hostile toward Count Chamneau, who was occupying the land, while his third son Roger le Hugues offered his support. As a result, it was the third son who was chosen to inherit the title.


      That said, it wasn’t as if I could avoid handing out any punishment. Though he personally cooperated, his house was split in two, and the Empire had needed to lend aid in subjugating the land rather than letting him handle the challenge himself. That was why I decided on such a forced relocation.


      Count Chamneau was being granted the adjoining territory of the County of Copardwahl and the detached land in the center of the former Lower Duchy of Raul known as the County of Medius. The thing was, it could just as easily have been a marquessate with room to spare, and was developing into something on the level of a duchy.


      Then you had the County of Etruscharl Sey, the former southern portion of the Marquessate of Etruscharl, that was granted to Roger le Hugues. It wasn’t a bad chunk of land, and if it was properly revived it would surely become an even greater acquisition than the County of Copardwahl. Still, some stray fools had pillaged the city there, so it was a pretty textbook fixer-upper.


      “It is our hope that you shall continue to faithfully serve both us and our empire.”


      I ended up giving Count Chamneau a somewhat larger amount of territory in order to keep Duke Warren in check. In exchange, though, it was all counties. Even if they were similar in terms of actual value, they were lower in terms of noble rank, so everything settled out.


      “Third in terms of merit is the Gotiroir chieftain, Gernadieffe la Gotiroir.”


      I had raised the Gotiroir chieftain’s accomplishments up to rival that of the two marshals. However, he wasn’t here today. In his place was someone who must have been a member of their leading house, as they were no different in height from your average Bundartian.


      By the way, these ranks were conventionally handed out down through tenth place. It was a part of Bundartian culture to hold such a conferral of honors after a large war, after all. For ranks past ten no order was assigned, but they were still given rewards. Still, I had to call them out in order and give their evaluation, so I had to be very careful about who ended up where.


      Ultimately, I had stressed over it for nearly a full month. After all, even if their reward was just money, it still had to be read out.


      “With the aforementioned accomplishments in mind, we grant the Gotiroir chieftain the title of general. That will be all.”


      That caused another commotion throughout the room, but this time around it sounded more like relief than surprise. It was a shockingly lacking award for being ranked third, but I had arrived at it by communicating with Gernadieffe in advance.


      You lot sure do hate the Gotiroir, don’t you? Personally, I put a lot more trust in that tribe of so-called barbarians than I did in the do-nothing mid- and lower-ranking nobles.


      Most of the nobles didn’t seem to notice, but there was great significance in me giving the Gotiroir chieftain the title of general. Still, that was just fine for now.


      “Fourth in terms of merit...”


      From there, I continued to hand out rewards. Ranking fourth was Marquess Arndal, but the man himself had died in battle. Of course, that was what had earned him the fourth rank. He didn’t interact with me much when he was alive, but he had put his life on the line fighting in anticipation of my victory. I rated what he had done quite highly. Of his two surviving sons, I had the older inherit the title of Marquess Arndal, and also granted him the former northern territory of the Marquessate of Etruscharl, the County of Etruscharl d’Decci. The land adjoined his own, and the County of Etruscharl d’Decci might have been the larger in terms of overall acreage. Still, elements like population and what the land produced was weighted higher in determining rank than pure landmass.


      I acknowledged the younger brother as the head of an independent house, a viscount of the imperial court with no land. It was a bit worrying that they were both still young, but I felt this was a necessary step to provide an example to the younger and returning nobles that risking your life in battle led to promotions.


      The fifth rank was awarded to the minister of finance, Geoffroi de Nunvalle, the Count Nunvalle. In his case, I granted him an award that went beyond that ranking, taking into account my gratitude for his work for over a decade. To start out, I granted him the County of Etruscharl Cento, the former central territory of the Marquessate of Etruscharl, and the County of Index, which had been the northern portion of the Lower Duchy of Raul. The County of Index produced a large amount of steel, so it was a more profitable region than its overall size would imply. With these two countships combined, I also made him the first Marquess Nunvalle. Establishing a title like that was pretty unprecedented. On top of that, I also made him the lord chamberlain. At the same time I abolished the title of minister of ceremony, and unified all of those duties, such as handling court etiquette and directing events, under the lord chamberlain.


      I definitely didn’t just thrust that all on him due to our lack of officials. No, definitely not. Oh, but as an aside, I left all the entertainment and dinner party arrangements for this event up to Count—ah, pardon, Marquess Nunvalle.


      To the sixth-ranking Marquess Mardrusa I granted the County of Dienca, and for the seventh-ranking Count Ethaiq I granted the former County of Nunvalle, renamed the County of Noibleu. That wasn’t a name I created myself, but rather a reading of Nunvalle in another language. Oh, and Count Ethaiq had sent a representative to this event, by the way.


      Then we came to the eighth-ranking Countess Nunmeidt, Charlotte de Darrieux. Previously, Joseph de Darrieux had been Count Nunmeidt, but he had been given a life sentence. He was ultimately pardoned in exchange for granting his daughter his title and giving up his right of succession. That was what Lady Charlotte had desired from our secret agreement.


      Her reward had also been unprecedentedly generous, causing another stir in the room. There weren’t many examples of women taking the title of count in the first place, and I also granted her the County of Vadpauvre. On top of that, I’d given her an official court position, something which had never been offered to a woman before: that of vice-minister of internal affairs.


      Her father Joseph de Darrieux had been the lord of internal affairs. But when he received his sentence of life imprisonment, that position was revoked. With that in mind I could have just restored that position, but it was easy to predict the vehement opposition that would result from a woman suddenly being given such a title. Honestly, I’d have been fine with that, but in the end she’d be the one who’d suffer for it. As such, I decided to start her out as vice-minister and then move her up as she amassed results.


      If she worked hard, that could lead exceptional women secluded in other nations to us. I had great expectations behind this unexpected appointment. This world was still dominated by values of male chauvinism, so it was only natural to think there would be people like that out there. Though that said, I couldn’t imagine there were many as troublesome as Hilaire Fechner or Valenriehl.


      The ninth rank went to Péter Pál, chieftain of the Atúr. There was hardly any stir at all at him being placed there, as even though the Atúr belonged to a different ethnic group, it was clear just how great their efforts had been.


      The Atúr were granted official permission to live nomadic lives within the territory directly under the emperor, and were given a number of other special privileges as well. Though I should point out that while on paper they were called special privileges, they were the same rights afforded to our city dwellers. Still, seeing how they’d been treated as rootless commoners up until this moment, this was a big step up for them. Fortunately, there were no objections to that either.


      Actually, despite having a different religion and belonging to a differing ethnic group, the Atúr faced surprisingly little hate. If anything, I’d say that they were feared, but for the most part not loathed. I supposed not being singled out for character assassination by the teachings of the First Faith left them with far fewer social hurdles than the Gotiroir.


      Finally, the tenth rank went to Marquess Ramitead. Due to his mistake with the construction on the hill, he had a relatively low ranking. He was awarded the County of Voddi, as well as the title of cavalry commander, which was more or less an honorary position. The County of Voddi was a fairly small territory, but it wasn’t bad land when you considered the specialty goods it produced. And above all that, there was that fact that it was adjacent to the Marquessate of Ramitead.


      Everyone ranked eleventh and below were given awards without any order being read out. Bourgault-Ducoudray, Salomon de Barbetorte, Balthazar Chevillard, and so on were not granted land, but were awarded court titles. Balthazar in particular was made the founder of a new baronial house, making him Balthazar de Chevillard. Oh, and his rank was officially raised from battalion commander of the imperial guard to captain of the imperial guard. Still, that wasn’t likely to prove any sort of issue, as rumors of his bravery and how he’d charged alongside me at Chelán Hill had done wonders for his rep.


      As for Salomon’s investiture, we made certain to get permission from the Kingdom of Belvére. This wasn’t a matter of headhunting, but rather an instance of making him both Belvérian nobility and an honorary Bundartian noble.


      Then, we came to Timona le Nain. He was called rather early on for a mere attendant, but he had led a losing unit at Chelán Hill and got them back on their feet in order to repel the enemy. His award was slight in comparison to that accomplishment—merely coin. Still, it was best to keep his first reward meager in order to not draw jealousy or criticism.


      Finally, there was Marquess Dozran, who was similarly rewarded entirely in money, though it was a larger amount. Everyone after that point didn’t do much or otherwise were nobles who were late in returning to the fold.


      Ah, and Count Palatine Vodedt was not conferred any honors this time around. He’d said he was fine with that, but I also passed over him in terms of distinction here too.


      “That is all. Normally, this would bring an end to our conferral of honors, but that shall not be the case this time around. Our subjugation of Agincarl and the Teyanave is not yet complete. All honors shall be conferred once the Empire is truly unified. Until then, we ask that you strive even harder in proving your loyalty to the Empire.”


      There were still a number of provisional territories and those left under my direct control remaining. The two counties of Pollex in the north and south of the northeastern part of the former Lower Duchy of Raul (referred to together as the Marquessate of Pollex for the sake of convenience) were the region’s major cash cows, so I absolutely intended to keep them under my direct supervision, but I intended to hand out the rest of the land as awards. After all, I didn’t mind cutting down the amount of land directly under me in the first place. I would give them in exchange for fitting accomplishments.


      “Your Majesty!” the nobles cheered as they all bowed their heads, bringing my first ever official conferral of honors to a close.

    

  

  
    
      Emperor, to Get Married Means...


      After the awards ceremony, dinner parties and other social events were held in the capital during the days that followed. Supposedly, winter had long since been seen as the season for such things. Because there was little to do, it was a more leisurely time for farming, and soldiers couldn’t be moved about freely. Though it was incredibly rare for nobles to involve themselves in farming directly, they would supervise workers and collect taxes, all of which was work that wrapped up before the start of winter. And as the Empire was a land that faced notable snowfall, there was rarely ever war during wintertime, meaning nobles could feel at ease leaving their territory.


      Even now, there were dance and dinner parties being held in the imperial residences throughout the capital and the court. Still, it was actually kind of logical to want to dance inside and get your body moving when it was so cold outside. And during this social season in particular, Count Warren and Count Chamneau were especially popular due to their accomplishments in the war.


      As for me, well, I was just holed up in the palace, avoiding showing myself at such events. Not that I was slacking off, mind. Sure, I found dancing a pain, but despite appearances I was actually rather skilled at it. That was down to both the Chancellor and the Minister of Ceremony allowing me to learn things like that and horse riding.


      No, I was keeping my distance to preserve a delicate diplomatic balance; if I showed myself at one party, inevitably I would need to turn up at countless others to mitigate accusations of favoritism. And that would be a massive pain. Besides, aside from those who fought alongside me during the conflict, I remained an unknown quantity to the low- and mid-ranking nobles. I could well be a tyrant, or perhaps a fool. Such fears led to them not even sending me an invite, instead using this winter to feel me out.


      “So, Minister of Finance, how far have the preparations in question advanced?”


      Oh yeah, and even if the nobles had plenty of free time this winter, I was busy as hell. Once spring rolled around, the snow would melt and everything would start moving. It wasn’t just the nobles, as the farmers and merchants also took the melting snow as a signal to get back to work. I needed to make certain preparations were complete for my domestic reforms and revisions to laws before that time came.


      “Well, the mints have been fully restored, and we have also secured the technicians. If we can procure the necessary number of molds, it will be possible to issue new currency.”


      During the reign of the foolish sixth emperor, the equipment and technicians needed to mint gold and silver coins fell into the hands of Duke Raul and Duke Agincarl. That was one of the reasons the two of them ended up holding such absolute authority within the Empire.


      But in subjugating House Raul, we got ahold of the capability to mint gold coins. Once we produced new molds, we could issue fresh currency. If we could successfully enter that into distribution, that would resolve the financial troubles the Empire faced.


      “However, we’re being meticulous, so it’s possible we won’t make it in time for spring.”


      “We see...”


      In other words, if we distributed the new coins but nobody used them, it would cause serious damage to our finances all over again.


      Honestly, I didn’t believe that things would go just as planned in regard to the economy like that. After all, it had been impossible to execute complete control over it even in my old world. The Great Depression, hyperinflation, economic shocks... I hardly had any memory of that stuff at all. Even if I was an expert on financial affairs and public finance, I certainly didn’t specialize in economics.


      “There is no helping it if we cannot make it in time. Continue as planned and have only those we can trust work on the project, to prevent smuggling and counterfeiting. Count Palatine, what of your surveillance system?”


      “It is already fully in place. But as it shall require long-term use of personnel, our overall intelligence capabilities shall be degraded.”


      “Once again, that is something we cannot help. Prioritize counterintelligence and place lesser priority on other tasks. Ah, and you may pull back your intelligence network from the Agincarl lands. Leave that to our vassals.”


      The value of currency was founded on trust. If people judged that the risk of counterfeiting was too high, no merchants would ever make use of new coinage. And if merchants weren’t dealing with the stuff, well, it was essentially just useless garbage.


      The Minister of Finance was looking through the documents, and then he asked with a bit of confusion, “Still...are you truly comfortable with such a half-hearted reform?”


      I had decided to only issue two types of coins for now—one gold and one silver.


      Currently, only the gold and silver currency known as imperial coin held proper value within the Empire. As for the rates associated with them, one imperial greatgold was equivalent to four smallgold, which was the same as four greatsilver and forty smallsilver in turn. That was the general exchange rate used by the populace, and was effectively the value of money used within the Empire in general.


      If I had to give a name to the new currency I planned to issue, it would be midgold and midsilver, I suppose. The exchange rate I was aiming for would be one greatgold to two midgold and one greatsilver to five midsilver. In other words, I wanted them to occupy a middle ground between the existing coins.


      Rather than issuing entirely new currency, my plan was to add something supplemental in order to make the current money easier to use. Oh, and the value would be matched to the amount of gold and silver used in each.


      “To be honest, we wished to issue copper coins as well, but we have been unable to secure a suitable supply of copper. We cannot so readily increase the productivity of copper mines, and in terms of import, the Golden Sheep shall be rather busy for the time being.”


      I’d just have to hold off on that for now. As for Hilaire Fechner, she hadn’t shown up in the capital lately, likely because she was dealing with some sort of trade issue. Based on their articles of commerce (assuming such things could be trusted in the first place), there was a large-scale war under way on the central continent. That said, I didn’t know if they were currently dealing with that situation, or if they were instead passionately pursuing new business opportunities. That just came to the power balance between them and the Empire at the moment.


      “But Your Majesty, having gained control of our gold veins, we should be able to produce at least a bit more.”


      There was some logic to the Minister of Finance’s statement, to be sure. If I used the abundance of gold produced by the two Pollex regions under my direct control it would be possible to issue a great deal of gold coins.


      “No, the issue now is gaining trust. Rather, making an initial show of cementing our fiscal foundation on imperial coin shall make it easier for merchants to accept.”


      Duke Raul and Duke Agincarl had both issued their own personal currencies, which weren’t able to maintain their value at all due to the lack of trust in them. That was why they went ahead and made the content of Raul gold and Agincarl silver effectively equal to that of imperial coins from that point on. However, they were unable to earn any trust from either domestic or foreign merchants, meaning they remained effectively garbage.


      In order to avoid repeating that mistake, I wanted to exercise great caution in how I issued currency.


      “Rather than replacing anything, our goal is to get the populace accustomed to our creations.”


      “I see.”


      Even if I said “use these new coins starting today” and minted them with the very same proportion of gold as imperial greatgold, the merchants would stick to the established, trustworthy coins rather than the new ones. The new currency wouldn’t circulate, and it wouldn’t be able to maintain its face value at all.


      That was why I aimed for a supplementary currency meant to be used alongside the already trusted existing imperial coins.


      “But the financial situation...”


      “We ask that you persevere. This reform is groundwork for the future, not a plot to improve our immediate financial affairs.”


      When the sixth emperor handed over the mints, the molds for imperial coins had been disposed of to prevent overcirculation. We were unable to produce any new imperial currency at the moment.


      Ironically enough, though, the fact that we couldn’t make new ones meant the gold and silver content remained stable and allowed it to earn a great deal of trust. Thanks to that, there was still a fixed amount of imperial coins in circulation, but a few decades or at worst even a number of years from now, there wouldn’t be enough of them to go around. Before that happened, I needed to build up trust in midgold and midsilver. Then I would be able to use the trust in those two varieties of coin to issue new greatgold and the like.


      “There is one additional key pillar to this plan. In order to increase distribution of the new currency, the capital shall accept currency in exchange.”


      “Will that truly go smoothly, though?”


      It was no surprise the Minister of Finance felt uneasy. After all, I was proposing exchanging Raul gold and Agincarl silver for imperial coin. Up until now, neither of those coins were used by foreign merchants. That might lead you to ask why they continued to be issued, but that was a result of all merchants within Duke Raul and Duke Agincarl’s sphere of influence being forced to use them, unable to deny their orders.


      In other words, in their respective territories, those currencies had remained active. Now that Duke Raul had been exterminated and Duke Agincarl was at death’s door, those two coins really did have no one left to exchange them with, leaving nobles and merchants left with a ton of currency that might as well have been garbage. And so, the Empire would be accepting them in addition to issuing new currency. We had a great deal of imperial currency available thanks to the great stockpile held by Duke Raul, as well as the loans from the Golden Sheep plus funding from the food, weapons, and ammunition they purchased from us.


      “To think we finally got ahold of imperial coin, and yet we’ll be letting it go.”


      “This is not a case of simple charity. We intend to leverage these new assets to several ends at once.”


      Firstly, you had the targets of this exchange. Though it would not reach all of them, top priority would be given to the merchants who lent the Empire finances during the past conflict. There weren’t all that many of them to begin with, and that would scatter bait around to other merchants, inviting them to believe it could be fine to lend the Empire money in the future.


      Secondly, you had the numerous reforms I planned to enact in the spring to earn approval from the nobles and merchants who accepted this exchange. In other words, we’d essentially be saying, “You can swap your useless currency for stuff you can actually spend with us—if you listen to what we have to say.”


      Finally, I intended to melt down the Raul gold and Agincarl silver we collected to be used in the production of midgold and midsilver. The greatest issue with the currency the dukes issued, as I saw it, was that they changed the proportion of precious metals used midway through production. That was why I was trying to retrieve it all and issue fresh currency instead. The merchants and nobles would get to shed their dead weight and liquidate more of their assets, and the Empire, in return, would purchase a stock of raw material for the next wave of gold and silver coins. It would take time and effort, of course, but it wasn’t as if we would be leaving the undertaking purely at a loss.


      “The most important matter of all, though, comes from the fact that half of the money we shall pay in exchange will be existing imperial coin, while the other half will be our newly issued midgold and midsilver.”


      By doing so, we could force midgold and midsilver into circulation. On top of that, so that they wouldn’t just hoard the existing currency and leave the new coins to die, from here on out the Empire would borrow money in the form of half existing imperial coins and the other half in new currency.


      “I cannot say I am overly fond of the presumption that we shall borrow money.”


      “Worry not; usury is no sin under the First Faith.”


      By the way, it seemed at present it would be quite easy to get merchants to lend us money. Thanks to my victory at Chelán Hill, they had judged that they would see returns on their investment in the current empire. And as long as I continued to secure wins, that would remain the state of affairs, surely. Besides, we had such massive debt at this point that anything more was just a drop in the bucket anyway.


      “With these new reforms, you are being quite cautious with the new currency but rather bold on all other fronts.”


      “That is simply how it goes. Now then, regarding the next reform...”


      I was presenting my planned reforms to my vassals, one after another.


      Firstly, I wanted to do something about the great abundance of knighthoods. Thanks to the infamous former practice of selling off titles, there were just far too many people out there calling themselves knights of the Empire despite not being actual nobles or possessing proper knighthood. Honestly, most of the brigands and bandits active in the Empire and neighboring countries were calling themselves imperial knights. Needless to say, that was an alarming state of affairs on our end.


      The Empire had a deep-rooted class system, so it made sense for anyone and everyone to want to claim nobility. And if we were talking about people becoming nobles or knights based on actual accomplishments achieved through their own capabilities, that wouldn’t be any issue at all. But when you had people turning to banditry and still calling themselves knights of the Empire, well, that simply wouldn’t do.


      When the selling of ranks ran rampant, the ones who bought the most were merchants, but the second-most after them were outlaws. And at the time, the Empire allowed that. As long as they had the money, they would do business with anyone.


      Thanks to that crooked system, the Empire’s image had steadily continued to degrade. Even if the nobles of other nations knew the circumstances involved, that wasn’t the case for their civilians. No, to them, “knight of the Empire” was just another way of saying “brigand.” That needed to be dealt with as soon as possible. And so, I’d proposed making it so that past purchases of rank from the Empire applied solely to the individual who made the purchase, and any violators would be severely punished. My vassals received the idea positively, but that was no surprise; high-ranking nobles wouldn’t have any need to purchase knighthoods. In fact, there were even people calling for harsher treatment on that front, so there was room to revise further before the spring.


      The next issue involved language. Well, more than a reform, this one was more a matter of reconfirming official policy. At present, a number of languages were used throughout the Empire. That was the result of past emperors either taking lenient stances of letting the people do as they pleased or unyielding emperors banning the usage of other languages entirely. I could understand the desire to do the latter, certainly. The Empire contained a great many ethnic groups, after all, and I could recall plenty of examples from my old world of such countries attempting to establish a unified language.


      That was exactly why I knew about their failures, though. Again and again, firm attempts to oppress language led to serious opposition that resulted in further fracturing. Besides, even if you enacted a ban, those languages would still be used in private. You couldn’t fully suppress language over the course of a scant few hundred years. And if it was done half-heartedly, it wouldn’t accomplish anything besides drawing people’s contempt. That was something we had to acknowledge right from the start.


      Provided that, the convention of using Rotahlian for court records and both Rotahlian and Bundartian for public matters would be maintained. If the Empire persisted, eventually that would become something akin to the relationship between Latin and English in all likelihood.


      The real reform was what came next. From here on out, conscripted imperial soldiers would use Bundartian as their standard language, with commands and orders all being given in that tongue. After all, in multiethnic nations, conscripts from all over would use a variety of languages, which could interfere with the chain of command and cause all sorts of trouble. I wanted to use this opportunity to unify our military language. I was also hoping that using the same language would cultivate a greater sense of solidarity within the ranks than before.


      Soon after conquering the Raul lands, we started recruiting afresh. This time around, though, we got a fair number of applicants not just from the capital, but from farming villages as well, and we were currently carrying out their training. The same actually went for quite a few of the Raul troops who’d surrendered too, as we brought them into the fold and made trainees of them. We might have fought for a time as enemies, but they still needed to fight to make a living, after all.


      Our victory at Chelán Hill seemed to be having a real positive impact here too. Apparently, a lot of peasants had it in their heads that if they served on the imperial side, they would never lose. By spring, we would likely be able to mobilize a maximum of twenty thousand soldiers under my direct control. We were of course still just as lacking in officers as always, though, so we would only be able to deploy and control about half that amount. Oh, and we were short on weapons too. After all, after conquering the Raul lands, the Golden Sheep took off with our surplus.


      The real crown jewel of my military reforms, though, was the implementation of the Vigenère cipher. That knowledge had come from Reiz Krommler. According to him, most other nations currently employed simple substitution ciphers, and that was also true of the Empire. However, the one used by the imperial forces was relatively simple and easy to crack. On top of that, the need for ciphers was less pronounced than it was on Earth, thanks to the existence of convenient magical tools. According to what I had been told, it was possible to use such magical tools to communicate with absolute secrecy without the need for such things.


      Though they were a type of ancient artifact we didn’t properly understand, the earrings that were a treasure of the house of Count Chamneau were one such fine example. By placing one on your ear, you could communicate from a distance secretly even without a cipher.


      Getting back to the topic at hand, what Reiz had proposed was the Vigenère cipher, which was unlikely to be cracked with present techniques. It was a code that used a square formation of characters, and to abbreviate the details, as long as the keyword used for decoding didn’t leak, it allowed for quite robust encryption. According to Reiz, the key point was the fact that the enemy wouldn’t know how many characters were in the keyword used to solve it.


      For the time being, I intended to have the imperial forces employ it on a trial basis. The square correspondence tables had already been distributed to the various commanding officers, in fact. My thought was that once spring rolled around, we would hold a training exercise on the outskirts of the capital as a test.


      All that said, though, Reiz also recommended frequently changing out the keyword. Sure enough, I could recall plenty of serious tragedies caused by armies letting their guards down thinking a compromised code hadn’t been cracked. It really was something else that I’d maintained such niche knowledge, honestly...


      After I reported on all those proposals and measures, I was getting ready to call the meeting, only for Duke Warren to ask me to hold on.


      “There is one more key question left unresolved.”


      “Oh? What would that be?” I asked.


      And for some reason, the response came from the Minister of Finance rather than Duke Warren. “The Kingdom of Belvére’s question of when the wedding shall be held.”


      Ah, right, that. I had my suspicions as to what had led to that... After all, Salomon had been rather shaken when the Gotiroir chieftain Gernadieffe asked me to marry his granddaughter.


      “Is that an official diplomatic request from the Kingdom of Belvére?”


      “Indeed. The letter came from Serge Rhewl de Van-Chalongé.”


      Sure enough, that was the name of the Kingdom of Belvére’s diplomat, but if he wanted to rush the wedding for real, King Belvére should’ve spoken to me directly. This definitely stank of Salomon taking his own initiative.


      “Is it truly necessary to marry? We still have not yet quelled the rebellion within our own empire, after all.”


      “It is reasonable to see that as precisely why. It would display the unshakable prestige and dignity of our empire to our neighbors, in spite of that insurrection.”


      Wait, hold on, I’m still thirteen years old here! That’s way too soon to marry! Ah, but Rosaria’s two years older than me, so she’s fifteen, huh? In this country you were seen as an adult at the age of fifteen... Ah, so they wanted to have her recognized as my official wife before more marriage discussions started coming up, huh?


      “But we are still merely a child.”


      “Your Majesty, it is traditional in the Empire to notify the neighboring nations of a marriage roughly a year before the ceremony. Next spring may be too soon, but what of the year after next? Around April would be appropriate, I suppose.”


      My birthday fell at the end of March, so he was saying the ceremony would come right after I turned fifteen. And wait, things started moving way too smoothly once we entered into this topic. They must’ve arranged all this in advance.


      “We cannot help but recall the day we departed from the capital...”


      “This is a matter between man and woman, ultimately, Your Majesty. So why not discuss it with Lady Rosaria?”


      That was the one and only thing Timona had said during today’s meeting, and boy was it ever a stiff delivery. So he was on their side too, huh? And from what I could tell, Rosaria must’ve been as well.


      It would seem there was no escaping at this point.


      ＊＊＊


      It wasn’t like I hated the idea of marrying Rosaria or anything. I was the one who proposed it in the first place, and I had no issues with her as a partner either. But fifteen was just way too young, wasn’t it? And it was pretty unpleasant having those adults all telling me to propose too.


      Rosaria’s lady attendant led me to her room. I had granted it to her, which was treatment I hadn’t offered to any other woman. So honestly, I didn’t really see such a need to rush.


      “It has been some time, Your Majesty.”


      It seemed that Rosaria had just been attending a party; she was wearing a dress with a different sort of brilliance to it compared to what she generally wore. Well, either that, or she had known I was coming.


      Now then, how to broach the topic...?


      “Rosaria, would you prefer to marry sooner than later?” I asked as I took a sip of the herb tea that had been served.


      A few moments later, though, Rosaria replied, “No, I leave that matter to you, Your Majesty.”


      “Huh?”


      Wait, that was totally different from what I had been told. I even ended up freezing in place without thinking, so Rosaria continued on. “That is what I would like to say. My uncle Salomon has been saying I should use my charms to urge you to marry as soon as possible.”


      So it really did come down to that guy, huh?


      “It would seem he wishes us to marry as soon as we turn fifteen. That is what we were suddenly told.”


      “Apparently, he fears impending danger due to the way you fight, Your Majesty.”


      Ah, that whole thing about me heading to the front lines during the Battle of Chelán Hill.


      “No one reprimanded us for doing as such, however.” Well, to be more precise, Timona did scold me some. But I didn’t face any criticism from my commanding officers.


      “You showed the utmost leadership as a ruler, so no one was able to say anything. But speaking honestly, they surely wish for you to choose safer methods of battle for as long as you do not have an heir.”


      That was it, huh? In other words, hurry up and have some kids so you can die in battle whenever.


      “I was scared as well,” Rosaria quietly let slip.


      “Our apologies.”


      “No, I am just glad you are all right.”


      Oh yeah, I worried her... I’d been so desperate to act like a proper emperor that at times I’d forgotten I was only human.


      “Very well, we have decided. Once we turn fifteen, marry us.”


      Honestly, the whole thing still didn’t feel real to me. I had no intention of taking anyone other than Rosaria as my proper wife, but it seemed the people around me didn’t see it that way. I didn’t know how Rosaria herself felt, but at the very least, it wouldn’t do to worry her... Actually, I got the feeling I was worrying her in a way entirely unrelated to marriage. Still, I had no intention of remaining solely in the court and behaving myself.


      “So you are able to like me as I am now?” Rosaria asked a bit bashfully. That took me back... Right, I had said something like that to her back when we first met.


      “Looking back, we were rather lacking in decorum.”


      I mean, I went and told someone I was meeting for the first time to be my wife. It was on pure impetus, but that was way too pompous of me.


      “At the time, I was prepared to offer up my body if it meant support for my kingdom...whether that was to the Chancellor or the Minister of Ceremony, or perhaps their children. Looking back, such a plan would have been impossible from the very start, with the figure I possessed then.” Rosaria was just seven years old back then. Had she really been that lacking in terms of appearance...? I couldn’t remember at all, but that dress definitely had suited her. “And so, it was like a dream for a princess of a declining nation such as myself to catch the eye of the emperor himself. I was happy—so much so I could dance.” Rosaria’s eyes wavered with worry, just like they had on the day we first met. “Later, though, I realized that was part of your strategy against the Chancellor and Minister of Ceremony. Your Majesty, are you truly fond of me now?”


      Ah, it seemed there was something of a misconception here.


      “Uh, we asked you to marry us because we found you beautiful and cute.”


      “Cute...?!” Oh, she reacted more to that than me praising her beauty? That was a new discovery...


      “It is true that we wished to see the reaction of the chancellor’s faction and the regency at the time, but that was simply a bonus. No, we asked you to become our wife because you were cute enough for us to wish to marry you.” I mean, I never would’ve said that to someone I didn’t want to marry. Still, at the time it might have been more like What a chance to get close to such a beauty! as opposed to a firm desire to marry. After all, I hadn’t yet firmed up my resolve to live as emperor back then. “And so, our answer to your question is that we have always been fond of you, both then and now.”


      The color of Rosaria’s face shifted so much at that that I found it downright amusing. And even with her face so bright red, she still had such beautiful blue eyes.


      “Ah, so you are the type that has a surprisingly difficult time picking up on things not said aloud, Rosaria?”


      I couldn’t stop myself from saying that after she’d seen through so much. It would have been better to state my feelings openly, I supposed... Ah, but that wasn’t exactly something that noblemen did in this country. Customs stated that it was more of a virtue to show that through your actions than your words.


      But so be it. There was certainly no need for me to act so stereotypically.


      “I-I am simply not used to such things...” Rosaria uttered, her voice growing all the more restless. How could one person contain so much cuteness?


      “Allow us to ask again... Shall you be our wife?”


      “Yes.”


      Rosaria’s usual dignified self was great, and so was this side of her. Still, I was glad we didn’t get married before clearing up that whole misunderstanding.


      Rosaria was red all the way to the tips of her ears, so she was still pretty shaken up. And when I saw that, a question suddenly came to mind.


      “But you have been just fine during social events, have you not?”


      Certainly, we hadn’t had much time to relax and chat since my coronation. But still, during parties and the like I had praised her beauty, and she had remained perfectly composed.


      “I believed you were simply speaking diplomatically...”


      “We wrote a fair bit in letters as well.”


      After I left the capital to head for Chelán Hill, we had exchanged numerous letters. And when we did, I did my best to include lines that would normally be embarrassing to say out loud. If we had been in my old world, I’d likely consider that a dark part of my past I wished to forget.


      “I believed those to be mere formalities as well.”


      Oh, so if she thought it was just lip service, she was fine? Sure enough, it made sense for her to be accustomed to such matters as a princess. It was totally embarrassing for me to write those letters, though. And I was a whole lot more nervous at social events with people all around than I was when it was just the two of us.


      “We look forward to continuing to stand alongside you,” I stated, my words filled with my intent moving forward.


      “Of course...”


      Did this mean I’d get to see Rosaria all flustered at social events from here on out? No, no, she’d probably be able to skillfully navigate such situations.


      “Well then, Your Majesty, on the matter of concubines, why not begin with Lady Nadine and Lady Vera-Sylvie?”


      I... I just cleared up the misunderstanding smoothly and asked her to marry me, right?


      “We are discussing such matters now?”


      “That was one thing, and this is another, Your Majesty.”


      I just pretty much proposed to her, didn’t I?


      “We do not especially have a need for concubines...”


      “That will not do.”


      Frankly, I was baffled.
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      ＊＊＊


      “Listen, Your Majesty: It will cause me trouble if you do not take any concubines. At present, hardly any men remain in the imperial line. Your vassals wish for as many new members in the lineage as possible to be born, so what would they think were you to direct all of your love toward a singular woman? And I come from a foreign nation to boot...”


      “Right...”


      Wait, why was I getting a lecture here?


      Sure, I understood the political necessity for concubines, and I knew Rosaria had been considering those two for such a position since my departure for Chelán Hill. Still, I could at least spend the first few years with only a proper wife, couldn’t I?


      “If such leeway existed, Your Majesty, you never would have been made emperor upon your birth in the first place, correct?”


      “Yes, it is as you say.”


      The few relatives I had, I had slaughtered. I supposed I had brought this on myself. Still, what was this feeling? It seemed as if my vassals and Rosaria were, in a roundabout manner, calling me a stud horse. Was that why I felt that unbidden urge to flee when I was told to marry, perhaps? In my old life, I had most likely died without ever getting wed. With that in mind, it was only natural that I’d feel hesitant after being told to take three brides right off the bat.


      “Rosaria, have you perhaps already completed negotiations with Duke Warren and Count Chamneau?”


      “Naturally. And I have already laid the groundwork with all of your chief vassals, not just the two of them.”


      Ah, so she had already finished that much before having me sent here to this room? But wait, at that point Rosaria still hadn’t realized how I actually felt.


      “If you were to have a change of heart between then and now...”


      “It seems you do not understand.”


      That day, I saw Rosaria truly angry for the first time; all the while, her logic remained steely and unyielding.


      To sum things up, this wasn’t a matter of emotion. The current state of the Empire was precarious, and so I needed to start out by marrying those two. If I didn’t, it could well lead to another civil war. On top of that, if I did not have children in the first few years, I would have to steadily increase my number of wives. Apparently, that had already been decided, much to my considerable chagrin.


      Rosaria had strong reasons of her own to single out Nadine and Vera-Sylvie, beyond just consideration toward their fathers’ strength as nobles. In regard to Nadine, Rosaria regarded her highly, as she was never timid about expressing her opinions. To paraphrase her, if I truly became a fool of an emperor, misgoverning and slaughtering my people out of greed, Nadine wouldn’t give up on me without setting things right. I needed a wife with the wherewithal to criticize me directly when she thought I was in the wrong. As for Vera-Sylvie, she’d endure years confined in that tower—a sign of considerable fortitude—had the ability to see through to the true nature of people, and was also highly respected, even more so than I was. Normally you would expect objections at the thought of me marrying a woman who had been one of my father’s concubines; Vera-Sylvie was popular enough that it simply didn’t raise a fuss.


      The two of them were women of rare caliber; I had, I was told, no choice but to marry them. Oh, and I was supposed to go ask them to marry me personally too.


      She wasn’t wrong. If I was going to have them become my concubines, then it wouldn’t be right to be passive about it. By this point, I couldn’t even say I wouldn’t take concubines. That was just how frightening she was.


      “Now that that has been decided, you should see to it within the day,” Rosaria told me, finally settling back down as her lecture came to a close.


      “Right; we shall.”


      It wasn’t like I was just obeying out of fear, though... No, I felt there was sound, prudent reasoning behind Rosaria’s words. Oh, and I had also been threatened with the fact that if I wasn’t on board, I’d end up having to take some noblewomen I didn’t even know as concubines instead. Still, it really did feel unheard of, having a wife threaten her husband into taking concubines.


      This would’ve been easy enough if I was the type to be happy at the thought of a harem... But when I pictured the faces of their parents, I couldn’t feel that way at all. No, I was sure to end up with a whole lot more worries, if anything.


      “Ah, yes, that Lady Valenriehl you brought back with you recently and Lady Hilaire Fechner could also serve as fitting candidates.”


      “My apologies, but please, anyone but those two. That truly would leave us with a hole in our stomach.”


      If those two became my concubines, they’d surely devour the whole Empire.

    

  

  
    
      Will You Be Our Concubine?


      I decided to visit Nadine first.


      Nadine de Van-Warren... Duke Warren’s daughter, the Thorn Princess, as she’d come to be called. She was said to have inherited her father’s nature more so than any of her siblings, and at present, she was waiting around in the sort of poofy dress she rarely wore, looking terribly uncomfortable.


      “What is it...?”


      What had Rosaria said, again...? It was hard to figure out how to react when she was all dressed up and glaring up at me.


      “You look quite cute. It suits you.”


      “Are you making fun of me?!”


      Hmm, perhaps it was best to avoid such direct praise in Nadine’s case.


      “Our apologies, we got carried away... Your usual lighthearted attire is fine as well, but today, we felt as if a fairy had wandered in.”


      “You still have a ways to go. Devote yourself to improving,” she said, but that didn’t feel like a half-bad response. So stuff like that was better with Nadine, huh? “So, you already went to see my elder sister?”


      “Indeed.”


      Nadine was calling Rosaria her older sister. It was certainly a lot better than them fighting one another, and if they were both going to be my wives in the future, such smooth communication between the two of them was something to be grateful for... And yet, it was downright frightening just how thoroughly the groundwork had been laid out here.


      Looking at Nadine again, she really had grown in the last few years. Not just physically, but mentally as well. Oh, and as she was a year younger than me, Nadine really was in the midst of her growth period. It felt as if each time I saw her, she had grown taller. Still, that went for me too, so I didn’t really see her surpassing me in terms of height.


      At any rate, though, I wasn’t just being polite. The outfit really did look good on her. Sure, the armor she wore on the battlefield suited her too, but that dress had its own sort of appeal... Ah, looking closer, she was wearing lipstick. Well, she was the right age for that now.


      “What is it...?” It seemed I had stared a bit too long, as Nadine was now glaring back my way.


      Since I had known her for so long now, I had come to see her as something akin to a little sister. Like a troublesome kid I had to keep a careful watch on. But now that I had come this far, I found that I was able to draw a proper line there in my mind. Though I had thought of Nadine as like a little sister, I never actually considered her one. That was why I was able to consider the idea of taking her as my bride at all.


      “Nadine, have you prepared yourself to become our imperial concubine?”


      The real issue here, honestly, was that I was a bit hesitant about the idea of moving forward on that front. I mean, I had no experience being married, much less taking a concubine. There were surely plenty of points where I’d prove lacking and cause her a ton of trouble. If she accepted, I was certain she would suffer a great deal in the process.


      “Such an irresponsible attitude to take. As the emperor, you should order me to become your concubine,” Nadine stated with her hands on her hips, perhaps a touch angry from sensing my hesitation.


      Oh, I was being irresponsible?


      “We are the emperor. It is possible we will prove unable to bring you happiness.”


      I had been emperor since birth, and emperor I would remain until I entrusted the role to a successor. And if I had to say so, I knew I would prioritize that duty above my personal life. Furthermore, a concubine would be granted even less priority than my legal wife.


      Obviously, that was the right way to handle matters as a head of state. There were countless examples of foolish emperors indulging in women to the point of bringing their country to ruin, after all. But personally, I couldn’t help but wonder if the wife of a man who prioritized his work would be doomed to suffer. And to go beyond that and consider a concubine...


      “What are you going on about? I’ll make myself happy even if you don’t,” Nadine bluntly stated, like it was only obvious.


      Right. If she could find her own happiness, then maybe she really would do fine as a concubine.


      “Then as the eighth emperor of the Bundarte Emperor, Carmine, we order you to become our concubine, Nadine.”


      “Very well. I resolved as much long ago,” Nadine replied with a smile that positively sparkled. It made sense that a noble’s daughter would hold such values, sure enough. Was it tactless to see that as an unhappy life based on the standards of my previous life? After all, she had been raised that way from birth.


      Still, I would certainly give my all to avoid making her unhappy.


      “Now then, is my role solely to act as a mediator between you and my father? Or perhaps with all imperial nobles instead?” Suddenly, her vigor from before was replaced with unease. She was being deadly serious about the matter, and maybe trying a little too hard.


      “You misunderstand, it seems. Even were Duke Warren to rebel, you would remain our concubine as long as you were not a part of it, Nadine.”


      Nadine was raised as a noble’s daughter, and by Duke Warren at that. Her tongue was unusually harsh for a noblewoman, but her thinking was very much that of a noble.


      “Huh...?”


      “Those around us will be the ones who find political meaning in our marriage. But you needn’t flatter or exercise caution around us. Rather, we wish for you to continue acting as you have until now.”


      This was my personal decision, and one that didn’t apply just to Nadine. Sure enough, there were examples of past emperors divorcing or imprisoning their wives when their family became enemies. In times, such cases even ended in forced suicide. As I saw it, though, the woman herself and her family were separate entities. I’d feel bad for her if her life after marriage was based on the whims of her family, after all.


      That of course wasn’t how things were generally done in this era, so it was possible I would face criticism if such a time came. But if she was going to marry me, I at least wanted to offer that minimal bit of protection.


      “Ah yes, there is one other order we do wish to give. If it seems we shall become an enemy to the people of our empire, stop us before that can occur. That is your most important duty, Nadine—to stop us before we become a devil.”


      I said it like a bit of a joke, but it’s not like I wasn’t asking Nadine to do precisely that. Obviously I intended to keep myself in line and ensure she’d never have to, but authority had a tendency to corrupt. And the terror of going mad with power and changing was one that had gripped me ever since I reincarnated.


      It appeared my request had come across properly in spite of my sardonic tone.


      “I’m confident that I am more skilled with a sword than you are.”


      After all, would she have answered with such grim determination in her voice otherwise?


      Yeah, I couldn’t exactly deny that... I trained with a blade too, but I just wasn’t getting any better. Even during the Battle of Chelán Hill, I’d mostly just waved a flag around.


      ＊＊＊


      To finish things off, I paid a visit to Vera-Sylvie. Contrary to how I had found Nadine, she was dressed as she usually preferred and reading a book. However, she seemed to have been expecting me; she didn’t appear especially flustered. When I sat down in front of her, though, she cast her gaze downward, looking faintly sad.


      “Vera-Sylvie, will you be our concubine?” I asked, getting straight to the point.


      She shrunk in on herself and just kept on silently hanging her head for a bit. Eventually, though, she started talking in a quivering voice. “Um, well...”


      Trying to help calm her, I wrapped my hands around her clenched fist and said, “Yes?”


      “I don’t want...to be like a caged bird again...”


      Ah. Right, it only made sense for her to be hesitant. She had become my father’s concubine shortly before he died, leading to her imprisonment at the hands of his official wife.


      The most painful period of her entire life had been the result of becoming a concubine.


      “Vera, that didn’t happen because you became a concubine. It was because our father died. That was what led to your imprisonment.” The fact that she didn’t refuse outright meant there was still a possibility. “And because the Empire possesses a convenient magical tool for investigating the parentage of a child. Thanks to that, we became emperor despite having an unfaithful mother.”


      “Huh?” Vera questioned, tilting her head.


      “It isn’t as if there is a rule that wives cannot leave the imperial court, though children are a different matter. What is it that you wish to do, Vera?”


      Well, there were actually supposedly some emperors who wouldn’t let their wives leave, but I trusted Vera-Sylvie. And besides, I wasn’t exactly into bondage anyway. I wasn’t trying to restrain these women. I was asking them to marry because I wanted their support for the foreseeable future.


      “I want to see the outside world, at least a bit more.”


      That was doable. If I gave her some sort of job or role, it wouldn’t be hard in the least to permit outings. She would need bodyguards, but considering the count palatine’s high assessment of Vera-Sylvie, I could trust his agents to keep an eye on her.


      “Of course. And besides, now that you are capable of magic, things are different. Even if someone were to attempt to confine you in that tower, you could easily escape on your own.”


      She was no longer the same woman who sang sadly in that tower. Now, she had leverage.


      That said, Vera-Sylvie had lived quite the sheltered life—though I of all people was in no position to cast aspersions in this regard. Still, the thought of sending her out into the world was honestly a bit unnerving. When you figured in her experience or lack thereof with social relations... Well, it was still doable, right? Probably.


      “Thank you. But are you really fine with me? I’m so old now,” Vera-Sylvie asked with a tilt of her head. Sure, she would soon turn thirty, but in spite of that, she looked just as youthful as always. Frankly, she was downright dazzling.


      If she actually looked her age, I might have felt a bit more comfortable sending her out on trips.


      “You look younger than we do, though.”


      I had already surpassed her in terms of height. Still, she was doing a lot better now. When I first met her, she had looked youthful due to how sickly she was. Now, though, it would be no exaggeration to call it the result of how healthy she had become. There of course weren’t any wrinkles or spots on her face, and she looked like she was in her early teens. That was exactly why I worried about sending her out into the world. Still, I was sure it’d make women over the age of twenty the world over weep to hear her called old.


      “Really?”


      “Yes, sincerely.”


      Vera-Sylvie broke out in a joyful expression. Did she not realize I was effectively saying she looked childlike? Well, whatever. She really did have a charming smile. And from what I could tell, she had grown rather used to speaking with me. That said, she still ended up mumbling when dealing with men she didn’t know well.


      “Allow us to say once more, Vera, be our concubine.”


      “Yes, of course!” The budding flowers in a nearby vase all bloomed at once. It seemed she had not only given her ready and deeply earnest consent.


      Hey, wait, I thought, this room is a part of the imperial court, so it’s under magic-sealing wards, right? So did she just force a spell out using frozen mana without even needing to sing?


      Now I was feeling uneasy about letting her head out on her own for entirely different reasons.

    

  

  
    
      Preparing for Marriage


      The new year rolled around. It had been decided that I was to be wed in the spring of the following year, and so all sorts of preparations were under way in advance of that.


      That said, the idea of marriages in this country—correction: In this world—differed greatly from the notion I was used to from my previous life. In my old world it was a matter between two people, but for nobles, marriage was a matter of alliances between two houses. The decision of the heads of their families took priority over the will of the people actually being wed.


      As such, according to all the typical aristocratic values of my time and place, if I reached an agreement with Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, my marriages to Nadine and Vera-Sylvie would already be set in stone. In the world of nobles, it wasn’t personal will that determined a marriage, but the judgment of one’s parents. That would make sense of why the regent had openly taken a lover.


      That said, I felt it would be unjust to the two of them to handle things in that manner, which is why I asked the girls personally if they wished to be my concubines.


      Additionally, Rotahlian and Bundartian aristocratic marriages apparently operated on pretty distinct principles. In the Rotahlian style, it was a strictly structured sequence of events bound by rules of propriety. First came the engagement pact, in which the heads of both houses exchanged a flag and glove bearing their emblems, as well as jewelry, serving as a pledge to not betray one another. Supposedly, those valuables were placed in the other party’s care. Oh, and the jewelry was originally meant to be drawn from one’s family heirlooms generally as well. That said, you couldn’t just keep entrusting the same heirlooms to others again and again, so this simplified version arose over the long course of history. As for the lower-ranking nobility who couldn’t prepare such jewelry, they would apparently place gold or silver coins in the other party’s care instead.


      Then on the day before the wedding (though strictly speaking it was seen as better to do so immediately before the ceremony) the heads of both houses would meet and return what had been entrusted to one another.


      Everything up until that point was just the pre-ceremony.


      The main ceremony of the wedding itself involved an oath before God (in a church) and a signature. After that point a banquet was held, and everything was finally concluded two days later.


      Officially, there were all sorts of other fine etiquette and protocols and the like involved in the affair. However, that lengthy process was enough of a pain that the simplified Bundartian version arose. Thanks to the respect the Bundartian people held for the Rotahl, there were many such examples of “reformed” versions of old ceremonies. I figured the first emperor Cardinal must have chafed under all that procedure.


      At any rate, the Bundarte version cut out pretty much everything from the engagement right up to the start of the ceremony. The engagement could be handled on paper alone; at most you would just hold talks immediately before the ceremony.


      And so, in order to discuss which style to use, the schedule, and all the other little details, I was meeting today with Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, as well as several others.


      “Firstly, allow us to begin by stating that we wish to take your daughters as concubines, Duke Warren and Count Chamneau. You have no objections, correct?”


      “I respectfully accept.”


      “Naturally, I have no issues.”


      With that out of the way, we got right into exchanging documentation. And with that, I was now engaged not only to Rosaria, but to Nadine and Vera-Sylvie as well.


      “Now then, we believe you are already aware of this, but we wish to handle the pre-ceremony in the Bundartian style. This was established with our official wife.”


      “We understand that, of course.”


      Think back carefully, now. When I got engaged to Rosaria, there wasn’t any exchange of flags, gloves, or jewelry. Sure, the Chancellor and Minister of Ceremony offered support for her country, but there wasn’t any interchange of anything. And besides, I had been emperor since birth... In other words, I had always been the head of my house too. I didn’t exchange anything, and the regent acknowledged the proposal in my stead, so it was undoubtedly a Bundarte-style proposal.


      If I went with the simplified version for my official wife and then went with the more storied tradition for my concubines, it would cause all sorts of problems.


      “As for all matters relating to the ceremonies, we wish to entrust those to the lord chamberlain,” I said, glancing over toward Marquess Nunvalle.


      “It is a true honor to be entrusted with such a task... I humbly accept.”


      Lately, Marquess Nunvalle had looked even more haggard than ever before. In my defense, that owed a lot more to our recent massive territorial expansion and the work of managing the relevant handovers than the fact that I’d thrust the role of lord chamberlain upon him. It was just a temporary hiccup, y’know? I definitely wasn’t exploiting the man.


      “Moving swiftly along, this is the proposed schedule I have drafted,” Marquess Nunvalle stated. According to the document he had indicated, the celebration of my fifteenth birthday would be a grandiose affair, taking place over the course of three days; then I would marry Rosaria, after which she would be crowned queen as a separate occasion, and I would then take a day each to marry Nadine, followed by Vera-Sylvie, with a rest day between each event, making for a ten day affair in total. In other words, it would be a party here in the capital for pretty much two weeks straight, huh? That certainly was elaborate.


      “However, the ceremonies themselves shall be held in the Rotahlian style, correct?”


      “Yes, though it pains me to say so as minister of finance, the more formal Rotahlian style should be used as long as there is no special reason to do otherwise.”


      There was some logic there. When I got engaged to Rosaria, the Kingdom of Belvére was in a state of emergency, what with the war and all. But presently, even if I had not completed my subjugation of the nation, there was value in making a show of the Empire’s prosperity, unity, and strength. It was undoubtedly better to go with the more costly method if it sent the message that we had the leeway to flex that hard.


      “Still, our birthday shall be celebrated for three days?”


      “You Majesty, the age of fifteen is the point at which one is acknowledged as an adult in this nation, and so it is a turning point of great significance. Above all else, the previous chancellor held a grandiose celebration over the course of two days, so it is essential to surpass that.”


      A matter of honor, huh? Well, I couldn’t do anything about that. Though personally having my birthday celebrated by a whole nation embarrassed me more than it pleased me.


      “We shall leave the fine details to you. But Lord Chamberlain, you are to properly inquire as to the opinions of all three brides, not just the two men gathered here.”


      The trend in noble marriages was to prioritize the heads of houses, but I wished to make it easy for my brides to at least offer input on the nature of the ceremony.


      “Understood.”


      I nodded in response, then moved on to discussing one last crucial appointment. “As emperor, we place Prelate Officium Daniel de Piers in charge of the rites held within the church. Daniel shall also serve in the role of witness.”


      “It serves as little surprise that I was summoned here for such a reason.” The old elf from Ein’s Storytellers was a member of the Western Orthodoxy, but was not a believer in the First Faith. However, I understood how the man thought and behaved. And even with that in mind, I chose him for this role. “You understand what sort of person I am, correct?”


      “A clergyman who wishes to avoid troublesome matters and relax in safety.”


      I didn’t see the Western Orthodoxy as my enemy, but I didn’t regard them as an absolute authority either. As long as this man remained the prelate officium, I would treat him as such. If he became archprelate and held absolute power within the faith, I would treat him accordingly as well. And if it became known that he was not an adherent of the First Faith, I would abandon him and insist that I had been unaware.


      None of that mattered now, though. It also wasn’t especially important right now that not even transmigrators could fully trust him, or the fact that it had led Valenriehl to hate the man. There was just one element of Daniel de Piers that I could not stand, in fact. That in spite of his capability, he would not give his all for my sake.


      “Perhaps you believe yourself suited to pulling strings from behind the scenes, but we shall not permit that.” He’d used transmigrators plenty, so it was time for him to get used back. “You are to take center stage. That shall result in you being dragged into a three-way struggle with the prelate liturgia and prelate scriba regardless of your intent, surely...but you simply need to survive.”


      Being placed in charge of the emperor’s wedding would make it clear that I favored him, and he would get wrapped up in the factional battle for the seat of archprelate regardless of his own will.


      That was just fine by me, though. I didn’t care in the least if an apostate ended up in charge of the Western Orthodoxy. I just needed him to be of use to the Empire. With that in mind, it was quite convenient that he served as an intermediary with transmigrators while also being a skilled elf in and of himself.


      “Allow us to use you, Daniel de Piers. That would only be fair, wouldn’t it?” I was aware of the amused grin on my face as I said that, but I made no attempt to restrain it.


      The old elf gave a grandiose sigh of exhaustion. “If that is your order.”


      “We look forward to your service.”


      Still, as long as he was working for my sake, I wouldn’t treat him poorly.


      Duke Warren and Count Chamneau had read the room and remained silent up until this point, but now I addressed them. “Now then, Duke Warren, Count Chamneau...”


      For a while after that, those two Imperial Grand Marshals and I discussed what was to come next.

    

  

  
    
      Fourteen Years Old


      Spring rolled around, and I turned fourteen. As I would officially be getting married around this time next year, invitations were sent out to the neighboring countries. It was natural to fear someone using that as an opportunity to attack, but the First Faith technically denounced the idea of invading alongside times of celebration.


      Of course, there were certainly past examples of that custom being broken. Ultimately, though, I was riding high right now—I was a new emperor, I’d broken the Raul separatists, and I’d nearly finished unifying my nation. I wanted to project and build on that reputation, which meant it was best to openly send out official notification, even if it posed a degree of risk.


      As I was finalizing the announcement of that national celebration, most of my vassals had returned home to their own territory. Most of them actually headed back right before the thawing of the snow. It was difficult to run wagons along muddy roads right after the thaw, after all. And yeah, trying to get a muddy wagon moving sounded like an absolute mess.


      Ugh, that imagery reminded me...our battle with the Agincarl would be resuming after a temporary break for winter. And boy was it ever bogged down.


      I couldn’t see the surrounding vassals turning on us, and thanks to family quarrels, even the Agincarl themselves would remain at each other’s throats. I intended to take my time thoroughly crushing them.


      Meanwhile, my planned reforms were beginning one after another throughout the Empire. There was some strong opposition to a portion of the laws, but most of it was progressing smoothly.


      That said, though, I figured there was a lot of animosity boiling where I couldn’t see it. The mid- and low-ranking nobles in particular weren’t able to openly criticize the emperor, after all. Even so, if that discontent continued to smolder without some sort of release, it would probably turn into a real pain. We were so inundated with low-ranking aristocrats that the phrase “The Empire’s only rich in grain and petty nobility” had become a well-worn idiom.


      Oh, and to touch on a matter of personal importance, Valenriehl had begun her investigation into the underground ruins.


      There was a certain church on Founder’s Hill sitting on top of some ruins and one artificial sacred sword in particular, and Ein’s Storytellers and I sorely wanted the whole affair mapped out, disarmed, and stripped for parts. That was why I had brought Valenriehl there, but unfortunately, she’d concluded it would make for a long-term project.


      Firstly, regarding the artificial sacred sword Vastat, conflict between Ein’s Storytellers and Valenriehl had forced us to put off handling it. The sword’s capabilities were just far too fiendish. As I hadn’t used the blade, I wasn’t familiar with the specifics of how it was activated, but from what I was told, it would elicit absolute obedience in those in the presence of the wielder.


      With all that in mind, even though Daniel de Piers wanted it destroyed, he didn’t trust Valenriehl and absolutely refused to let her touch it. Meanwhile, Valenriehl claimed she wouldn’t know how to handle it without touching it, and insisted on doing so.


      As such, we had no choice but to put it off. It wasn’t like I trusted Valenriehl just yet myself, anyway.


      Then you had the dismantling of the ruins themselves. This one couldn’t kick off right away for a simpler yet all the more serious reason: logistics. You see, you needed to descend into the ruins using an elevator, which drew its motive power from the ruins’ own mana circuits.


      In other words, if we had Valenriehl kill the complex, she’d have no way back to the surface. We’d brainstormed a few potential solutions, of course, like destroying the elevator after the facility was stopped and lowering a rope to pull Valenriehl back up. But in that case, if we failed, Valenriehl would die. According to our measurements, the facility was located quite deep underground—deep enough that there had to be some sort of system for providing oxygen throughout the ruins. With the sheer level of risk involved, forcing our way through to a desirable solution didn’t seem plausible.


      A magical solution was also out of the question. Almost spitefully, the elevator had mana-sealing wards deployed at intervals down the shaft. It had likely been a security measure, but thanks to that, it wouldn’t be possible to raise the elevator up the shaft using magic.


      We’d also considered digging a separate hole into the ruins from the outside, but that would take so many years that I didn’t even really want to think about it.


      As such, Valenriehl was currently carrying out a number of investigations into the magic and equipment throughout the ruin. According to her, it was a particularly old specimen, so she would probably be able to disable its security measures to some degree. As such, she was testing whether she could overwrite the ruin systems such that only the elevator would remain functional.


      According to Valenriehl’s own words, the construction and magical principles underpinning older ruins was within the realm of her understanding, unlike that of others. But old ruins also tended to be unorganized. Sorting out all the complex, interweaving magic and structural interdependencies that sustained the facility would take time.


      Newer ruins were more systematically designed, which made it easier to tell what to break to neutralize them, but harder to figure out why it worked. With older ruins it was hard to tell what to break, but the logic could be understood given time. In other words, she was telling me “I’ve got at least some understanding here, but I want time to parse it.”


      It felt dizzying watching her work, but as long as she was enjoying herself, I wasn’t about to complain. For the time being I was moving ahead with a pair who got along abysmally, with Valenriehl analyzing the ruins while Daniel de Piers kept watch over her. I had come along with them just the once, but the mood between them was so awful that I swore to never do so again. After all, they refused to talk directly to one another, just using me to throw biting comments back and forth.


      ＊＊＊


      On a certain day in the leadup to spring, I found myself abruptly summoned by Marquess Nunvalle. When I came to the designated room, though, the man was nowhere to be seen, and when I attempted to return to my own quarters, for some reason I was stopped by Timona.


      “We felt it odd being told to take a walk as a break from work and followed along to see what this was about, but this truly is unusual.” There was a large mirror there in the room, and I was sat in a chair and provided with a drink and teacakes. Was I supposed to have a tea party with someone? “Timona, we believe it is about time we are offered an explanation,” I said, only to get a sigh back for some reason.


      “This was done under Marquess Nunvalle’s instructions, not mine. Yet another of the baffling customs of the Empire.”


      Baffling customs...? Yeah, the Empire really did seem to have a lot of these. Considering the mirror, was I going to be trying on an outfit? But the wedding wasn’t for another year, and I had other clothing that’d just been made.


      Just when I was about to confirm with Timona, though, he stated, “Well then, I’ll be waiting outside of the room. Countess Nunmeidt shall handle the rest.”


      I turned in surprise, only to find two women entering the room in Timona’s place.


      “I am Countess Nunmeidt, Charlotte de Darrieux. It has been some time, Your Majesty.”


      Normally Countess Nunmeidt would wear armor even in the imperial court, but she was currently clad in ordinary attire, though it was of the sort meant for men. That was unusual enough, but then something even odder occurred.


      “Rosaria?” Yes, the other woman who’d entered alongside Countess Nunmeidt was my bride-to-be herself. What made that all the more strange, though, was that even though our eyes had met, she hadn’t said so much as a single word.


      It almost felt as if she were ignoring me, pretending she couldn’t even see me... No, but our eyes definitely did meet. Did I do something to upset her, perhaps?


      “What is going on here, exactly?” I questioned.


      “We shall now carry out the fitting for next spring’s ceremonial dress,” Countess Nunmeidt replied.


      No seriously, what was going on here?


      From then on, Rosaria tried on a number of dresses. Apparently, this was effectively a case of her selecting her wedding dress.


      Timona had left because she was changing here, I had to figure. Sure enough, I was the only man present in the room. Ah, and Countess Nunmeidt was also serving as a guard, due to her skill with a sword.


      Wait, they called a busy noble here just for that?


      Meanwhile, for my first break in a while I was just sitting here watching the sight unfold in front of me. It was a bit interesting, though, like a fashion show in which one dress was rapidly swapped out for the next. Oh, and the dresses were all sample offerings that were easier to don and doff than completed outfits.


      Rosaria kept on trying on different dresses, but it seemed she was not allowed to talk all the while. She was quite thorough when it came to etiquette, and presently, she was giving silent instructions with just her fingers alone.
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      At that, Countess Nunmeidt asked for my impression.


      “What do you think of this one?”


      “It suits her.” Rosaria was a beauty after all, so anything would look good on her.


      “And this one?”


      “Yes, that suits her as well.”


      “Your Majesty, you mustn’t give identical impressions each time.”


      Ah, from the tone of her voice, I was messing up there. Still, I’d say it wasn’t my fault, considering I didn’t even receive an explanation in advance. Eventually, though, Rosaria seemed to narrow it down to three choices. I thought they were all quite fine... Ah, was she trying to pick one out that I liked?


      “Which is the most to your tastes?”


      “They all suit her well.”


      It truly was difficult to choose between the three that remained. Still, it was rather nice getting to see the woman who would become my wife in all sorts of dresses, mysterious as the tradition might have been.


      “Your Majesty, please speak more specifically...”


      By the way, Rosaria was hardly glancing my way at all. She must have been feeling embarrassed.


      “We lack the vocabulary needed for such topics...” That was pretty normal, though. I mean, I was watching her change. I wanted to see a bit more of a reaction from her. “That said, with the first one you looked as pure and brilliant as a flower fairy from a story. The neat and clean look might fit well for the feel of a wedding. With the second we were shocked by your beauty and grace, akin to a heavenly messenger out of scriptures. Such a sacred feel seemed fitting for a ceremony being performed before God. The last was simple, but brought out your natural cuteness, Rosaria. Any jewelry would seem dull before you, so we believe the last to be the best at drawing that out.”


      In summary, they all suited her.


      “Your Majesty, I asked which was your preference... Normally, noblemen would not offer such excessive praise.”


      “We are aware.”


      But when I praised Rosaria like that, she got all bashful. In particular, that reaction was all the more clear when I called her cute. Ah, and it was quite enjoyable, being able to launch such a one-sided assault without any retorts coming back my way. It certainly appealed to my sense of sadism.


      “All three look good on her, and it is difficult to choose between them. That said, we certainly believe it would be best to discuss with her in deciding which one to go with.”


      That said, my opinion was thoroughly ignored. Rosaria remained silent as she chose the third dress and then practically fled from the room.


      Oh, but I was still here, though...


      I glanced Countess Nunmeidt’s way, and it was clear that she understood what I wanted to say. “Your Majesty, you will next view Lady Nadine’s dresses, followed by Lady Vera-Sylvie’s. After that shall come Lady Rosaria’s accessories; then the same shall be chosen for Lady Nadine and Lady Vera-Sylvie as well.”


      Ah, I just needed to handle things in the same way, huh? It was easy enough offering verbal teasing...er, impressions, and it was fun too.


      “Still, what a strange custom, to just one-sidedly state our impressions...”


      “Yes, agreed.” Oh, Countess Nunmeidt was of the same opinion? I shouldn’t have been surprised—it was objectively just weird, after all.

    

  

  
    
      The Wine Rebellion


      The day after I viewed the dresses and accessories of the three girls, I had the chance to chat with Reiz Krommler. Countess Nunmeidt had come to visit the imperial court the day before, and her attendant naturally accompanied her.


      It really was amusing watching over the two of them. It was difficult to tell if things were going smoothly or not, to be honest. Their relationship seemed like it could be profoundly awkward under the surface. Still, if the opportunity arose, I intended to help deal somewhat with the vast gap in rank between them. Not that I was plotting to meddle, mind, but if necessary, I would lend them my aid.


      Setting all that aside, I had come to speak rather casually with Reiz. I mean, it just felt off to worry about formalities and the like when we were both transmigrators. We just spoke naturally to one another, at least outside of official functions.


      Oh yeah, and Timona didn’t seem to chide the guy for the tone he used either. For some reason, though, Rosaria seemed to be cautious around Reiz. Reiz also claimed that she had scary eyes, which if nothing else told me he had just awful goddamn taste. I mean, had he looked at her?


      I talked with him a lot, but it wasn’t like we spoke about our memories from our past lives. In fact, after hearing what Valenriehl said, I realized that I hardly had any such memory to begin with. So maybe it was more that I had nothing to discuss on that front in the first place.


      Reiz Krommler, though, clearly remembered not only his own name, but that of his family. Even that of one of his acquaintances too, supposedly. Was that his girlfriend or his ex, maybe? Well, even though I had that thought, I wasn’t exactly about to go and voice it.


      Being honest, I was jealous of the fact that he remembered his name. I couldn’t even remember my own, so from time to time I got worried that maybe my memories from my own world didn’t actually belong to me. I was even thinking more often that I might just have had somebody’s memories thrust on to me and mistakenly assumed that I had been reincarnated.


      Still, at that point, it came down to a matter of self-awareness, and how I defined myself. I had at least physically reincarnated, so you could say the me from my old world wasn’t Carmine from that alone. That said, as emperor, none of that really mattered.


      Getting back to the topic at hand, amid my more frequent chats with Reiz of late, a casual comment from him snowballed into an unbelievable incident.


      “Did you already ban wine with lead in it?”


      I really had no idea whatsoever what he was getting at. “What are you talking about?”


      “I warned you back when we first met, right? To be cautious of wine.”


      I thought back to my first encounter with the man. As I recalled he went and attacked me, we fought, I let him simmer a bit, and we negotiated...


      “Ah, right, you did mention at the end that I shouldn’t drink wine.”


      “Wait, did I not say wine with lead in it?”


      I mean, I was well aware that lead was harmful to ingest. So if he had said that, it definitely would’ve left an impression...


      “I don’t believe you did.”


      “Oh yeah? Then you haven’t banned it?”


      Naturally, I hadn’t. Though I got the feeling I had heard something similar in my old world, sure enough. “I think that was one of the reasons ancient Rome fell.”


      “Yeah? As for me, I heard it as one of the theories as to why that famous composer whose name I forget lost his hearing.”


      Ah, lead poisoning could lead to hearing loss?


      “If that’s the case, then it certainly is dangerous. Where’s that sort of wine being distributed?”


      “I’ve got no clue,” Reiz bluntly replied. Still, it made sense for people to not speak on such dangerous topics.


      “But it seems like plenty of people know of the dangers of lead.” Count Palatine Vodedt seemed to recognize it as poison. So that must have at least been knowledge that spies possessed.


      “It could be moonshine... I’ve never drank any myself so I don’t know the taste, and I’m not sure how it’s manufactured either.”


      No surprise there. Still, wine that was prepared properly wouldn’t have any lead added. And since I lacked the specialized knowledge, I wouldn’t be able to tell what was safe or not. That said, it wasn’t exactly a problem I could just leave be.


      “If we can’t tell the difference, then it would be quickest to just ban moonshine unilaterally...”


      And so, I asked my vassals’ opinion on banning moonshine, and since there weren’t any particular objections, I went ahead with enacting such a law.


      ＊＊＊


      That was how it was supposed to go. But somehow, it ended in rebellion.


      “Your Majesty, this rebellion is centered upon the Duchy of Aphoroa, which falls under direct imperial control, and is spreading rapidly.”


      “We do not understand the meaning of this...”


      On top of all that, the ones rebelling were the peasants who had supported me up until this point.


      “Uprisings in the Marquessate of Ramitead and the areas surrounding the capital have been suppressed,” Timona reported with a composed look on his face.


      “The circumstances vary from place to place in regard to this situation,” Count Palatine Vodedt added. “The rebellion in the Duchy of Aphoroa is a large-scale one led by the merchants who were producing the most copious amounts of moonshine.”


      The count palatine started adding color over the places where uprisings were occurring to the map of the Empire spread atop the desk.


      Hey, I thought, stop adding red all over the place! It just feels malicious!


      “Regarding the incidents on the outskirts of the capital, they seem to be more interested in protesting than raising an army. But when the protestors began drinking wine, some of them turned violent and could not be stopped.” Utterly ridiculous! Why was such a thing happening? “Additionally, though we’ve been cracking down on this matter within the capital, prices have risen at the market, perhaps due to fears of the amount of wine in circulation dwindling. The Golden Sheep had a proposal on this front: The Empire could purchase imported wine and distribute it to the townsfolk, as an act of kindness from Your Majesty.”


      Why should I go and hand out wine right after the stuff caused people to run wild just nearby...? But it was a good plan, and cheap too, so I could at least pay that much.


      “Fund it using our personal finances.”


      “That said, the County of Mehimrahl seems to be greatly welcoming all of this, as a region famous for its wine production. After all, moonshine has long damaged their profits. Though it is perhaps a bit of a diversion in topic, I have here a letter from Count Mehimrahl.”


      As for the contents of the letter, it said that he was so grateful that he wanted to have the harvest festival use my name from here on out.


      That’d just agitate things further. And so, I just silently tore it up and tossed it aside.


      “Shall I take that as a refusal?”


      “Tell him to do as he pleases.”


      Why was this happening? The other laws and reforms had been smoothly accepted, but had opposition been steadily building under the surface? In that case, I should have seen the outcry come from the petty nobles first. So why were the peasants suddenly rebelling so intensely?


      Wait, was I in the wrong here...?


      “Was there truly so much moonshine in circulation? Did we perhaps pass a law that did not fit the current state of affairs within the Empire?”


      “It is true that the illicit production of wine has run relatively rampant. However, it is not as if one cannot live without moonshine. And we have indeed exposed the sort of wine with lead that you were targeting originally, so your methods could be called successful.”


      As Count Palatine Vodedt said, we had indeed found wine with lead in it. Supposedly, the use of it in place of honey, which was in low supply and thus costly, had run rampant. Thanks to dealings with the Golden Sheep, though, sugar had become obtainable in recent years, which had led to its use in wine and the stabilization of the price of honey. Ultimately, it was no longer worth the risk accompanying the use of lead. And so, only a small handful of the especially corrupt produced such goods at present.


      With that in mind, I asked the count palatine, “In that case, how have we ended up at the current state of affairs?”


      “One issue is that the contents of the law have not been properly understood.”


      This law only targeted the production and illicit sale of moonshine. However, wine made for personal use, such as what was made for a village festival, was not banned in the least.


      “It seems those who do not belong to artisan guilds believe they will all be exposed and have started running wild. Such things happen often among the common people.”


      Wait, so there was a good chance the commoners didn’t properly understand the laws and reforms I had passed up until this point? Obviously, plenty of them must have got it just fine. Though the literacy rate was low, it wasn’t like they were idiots. They could hear from those who could read and pass it along. But that wasn’t the case for all people, and small differences in interpretation could accumulate bit by bit until the message became unrecognizable.


      I really did need to raise the literacy rate, it seemed. An educational system, perhaps? But how many years would it take to create such a thing from scratch and get it properly on track? I definitely needed to come up with some sort of plan.


      “Also, it is a matter of letting off steam.” In other words, small grievances had been building up, and they just came bursting forth during this incident. “To the people, this is something akin to a festival. It happens relatively often among the commoners, who have little in the way of entertainment. It would be best to think of it as a convenient means for them to let out their discontent.”


      “Count Palatine, did you perhaps utilize this incident to your advantage? You felt it would be a good opportunity without any further instigation, and simply watched as the people let their frustrations out. Or are we somehow incorrect?”


      At that accusation, he readily replied, “Indeed. But this displeasure is more a manifestation of the accumulated frustration with the rule of the chancellor and minister of ceremony than any sort of dissatisfaction with Your Majesty in particular. It would be troublesome to have such aimless discontent co-opted by the remnants of the Raul and Agincarl; I merely created an avenue for it to express itself before any such advantage could be taken. After all, it is far easier to pacify the people when they are enraged for a ridiculous reason.”


      I knew it... I thought. The spread of the commotion and how easily it was calmed just felt odd. So you were pulling the strings the whole time, were you?


      “You have a bad habit of acting upon your own judgment from time to time, you know.”


      “My apologies. However, I believed if I were to raise the idea, you would tell me to stop, as you would find a rebellion over such an incident embarrassing.”


      Yeah, I couldn’t deny that. But if this had resulted in a full-scale peasant uprising, I would have had no choice but to subdue them by force. I didn’t even want to imagine the idea of fighting my own common citizens. Perhaps the count palatine and the other nobles weren’t quite as opposed to the idea, though.


      “Be at ease, Your Majesty. This is the sort of thing that occurs once every few years. Even without any blunders, natural disasters and the like can cause displeasure to build up among the commoners to the point that it is unleashed as such. It happens often enough that in a decade or so, it shall be forgotten in the place of the next uproar.”


      I decided to trust in the count palatine’s words, believing this incident would soon be forgotten. To cut to the conclusion, though, this matter would be passed down in the annals of history as “The Wine Rebellion.”

    

  

  
    
      Departure for Teyanave


      As we moved from spring into summer, I passionately threw myself into diplomatic negotiations with our neighbors. That said, I had taken on such duties ever since I dismissed the minister of foreign affairs. Oh, and representatives from all sorts of nations would be visiting the capital for my wedding next year. That meant I was going forward with all sorts of negotiations about things like forming pacts and alliances with that timing in mind.


      At present, seven nations bordered the Empire, assuming you included the Teyanave. Out of that number, we had warred with six of them in the last fifty years. That was one of the reasons the Empire had declined so greatly. I was trying to enact positive changes in order to improve the situation.


      To begin with, I opened up diplomatic relations with the Imperium for the first time in over a decade. Of course, since they were a rival to the Empire, it wasn’t as if we would ever have a friendly relationship. Really, this just meant that communications were no longer fully severed.


      That said, the Imperium was dealing with political strife on a large scale at the hands of its leading nobility right now, much akin to what the Empire had faced up until the year before last. An invasion anytime soon didn’t seem especially likely. I was actually actively sending envoys now too, to figure out how that strife was developing.


      Then you had the three nations to the south: the kingdoms of Apraada, Benima, and Rocourt. The three had a long-standing alliance and always assisted one another in fighting against the Empire. During the last war, Apraada and Rocourt in particular had managed to snatch away vast swaths of land from my nation. Meanwhile, the Kingdom of Benima was sandwiched between the other two countries and had to contend with the overwhelming might of Duke Warren’s resistance, so it hadn’t claimed any land at all.


      Thanks to those circumstances, what had previously been a sturdy alliance between equals had shifted such that Benima was subservient to Apraada and Rocourt.


      Now that I was handling diplomatic relations, I had reached out to Apraada and Rocourt behind the scenes, asking for our land to be returned through peaceful negotiations. As an emperor who still didn’t have much in the way of accomplishments to go on, I wanted to reclaim any sliver of territory I could, or so my proposal went.


      Of course, it wasn’t as if they’d give me the land back just because I said please. That was why I made a proposal to split up Benima. Our three nations would join together and launch an assault on that kingdom, which was the smallest and weakest. Then, according to my plan, the Empire would exchange the Benima land it occupied for a portion of its former territory. Since Apraada and Rocourt both had a great many soldiers to their name, that would prove a far less wasteful plan for reclaiming imperial territory. Plus, it would allow those two nations to gain land with less sacrifice than fighting the Empire directly.


      That said, such a storied alliance couldn’t be broken so easily, so the three southern nations still remained united. Apraada and Rocourt had come to the negotiation table several times rather than immediately cutting off talks, though, so they clearly had interest in the plan. Oh, and things had grown extremely tense with Benima at the moment, as they had picked up on that secret maneuvering.


      Of course, the plan to split up Benima was a total bluff. Naturally, I’d be snatching back all of the stolen land. A sliver of it wouldn’t be enough to satisfy me in the least. And eventually I’d thoroughly crush Apraada and Rocourt too. But for now, that alliance between the three nations was a problem. This whole plan was built on using sweet talk to drive a wedge between them, and it also bought me time. If they found out I hadn’t given up on reclaiming the stolen land, after all, they’d probably propose launching another strike on the Empire sooner rather than later. This was just the prep work for shaking things up enough to open up a webbing of deep hairline cracks in their alliance.


      I was making various other moves too, and negotiations were going smoothly for now. The one unknown was the Garfure Republic. The nation was governed by a parliament of nobles, so its attitude toward the Empire would often shift based on which political bloc was in charge at the moment. At the same time, though, that meant that they didn’t really cohere as a nation. They were able to mobilize powerful cavalry to be sure, but the risk of them launching a large-scale invasion all at once was low. I couldn’t let my guard down with them, but I also didn’t have to worry about all-out war either.


      As for other matters, I was having my former regency vassals attack the Agincarl territory as a sort of loyalty test, leaving the treasonous region at death’s door. Things had been going smoothly on that front, to be sure, but a bit of trouble had cropped up lately.


      I had handed out land to the nobles who had made distinguished contributions toward taking down the self-proclaimed Duke Raul. If I postponed that too long, I worried that it might foment opinion that I was trying to monopolize the profits from the whole affair. That was pretty much done now, though, and the nobles who hadn’t gotten anything (in other words, the ones who’d decided to hang back and watch at the start of the civil war, or even took the enemy side) were seeking a place to distinguish themselves. Or, put more simply, they were saying, “Give us land.”


      That was why I had ordered the subjugation of Agincarl, but there weren’t any easy enemies left to defeat on that front. Even Agincarl’s own opposition forces had started to realize there was no future left to them, so they were resisting desperately. Fighting an enemy like that would just exhaust more resources.


      Not fond of that fact, the nobles had proposed the subjugation of the Teyanave Confederation. That land had unilaterally declared independence from the Empire back when I was still nothing but a puppet ruler. Of course, that secession had been driven by the Golden Sheep Trading Company behind the scenes, and they were already on our side.


      That just left the nobles who had been spurred on to declare independence. Since the Teyanave Confederation was ultimately just a loosely affiliated gang of nobles, they lacked a strong central military. And now that I’d formed ties to the Golden Sheep myself, that sad lot couldn’t even come crawling back. With all that in mind, it was certainly a juicy target for nobles looking for ways to easily distinguish themselves. Plus, as emperor I couldn’t exactly go and let them off the hook after they seceded like that, leaving me with no choice but to agree that they should be dealt with. My authority as emperor wasn’t exactly absolute enough for me to shut the door in their faces in the first place anyway.


      With all that in mind, I signed off on a campaign to bring the Teyanave Confederation to heel.


      ＊＊＊


      The formation we were deploying for this campaign was as firm and unshakable as a boulder. To start with, after hearing tell of the endeavor, the Golden Sheep offered to provide military backup. But, well, they were the reason the Teyanave Confederation had seceded in the first place, so that felt more like an apology of sorts. And with concerns over food and finances gone, our nobles had managed to amass a great many troops.


      As this campaign was being undertaken at the request of the nobles who hadn’t proven their mettle during the civil war, Duke Warren, Count Chamneau, and Marquess Mardrusa would not be taking part. The nobles sending troops to attack the Agincarl forces weren’t involved either. That said, the majority of the nobles had volunteered to take on the rabble that was the Teyanave Confederation rather than deal with the fierce Agincarl resistance. And so only a small portion of nobles were left to the latter task, such as Marquess Dozran and Count Kushad.


      Ten thousand troops fell directly under my command. When you added on familiar names from the Battle of Chelán Hill such as the Gotiroir, Atúr, and Belvérian mage unit with the forces led by the trustworthy Countess Nunmeidt, my main force amounted to twenty thousand. Then there were the forces of my vassals and reinforcements from allied nations, which meant we were invading the Teyanave Confederation with an overwhelming force of seventy thousand soldiers.


      There was no way we could lose this battle.


      The Teyanave Confederation desperately gathered up mercenaries, of course. But faced with the overwhelmingly greater strength of the imperial army, the Teyanavi forces were annihilated in a mere three hours when we clashed at a place known as Ollieres-la-Sainte-Lejayes. It was an overwhelming victory, so much so that the battle had ended before I even made it to the battlefield from my position in the rear.


      Through some twist of fate, I received that report near a nostalgic site: Carmine Hill. Back when I was still a puppet, I had given that perfectly ordinary hill that name. In fact, it was of so little note that we were passing by without even giving it a look when the report came in.


      “Thus concludes the overview of the Battle of Ollieres-la-Sainte-Lejayes. At present, our units have moved on to mopping up the enemy. Our forces have split into three, with Marquess Ramitead commanding the right flank, Marquess Mardrusa taking the left flank, and Viscount Bocuse leading at the center.”


      Thanks to leading a unit at Chelán Hill, Count Ethaiq’s vassal, the Baron Bocuse, had been raised to the rank of viscount already. Not that I especially cared, mind...


      “The central forces, you say? They were supposed to join up with us, were they not?”


      “It would seem they were spurred on by nobles wishing to earn further achievements.”


      So they were acting on their own authority? Well, that wasn’t a big deal, considering we were already winning.


      “At this rate, it seems we shall be able to hold talks with King Belvére and his people within the month.”


      “Once the Teyanave Confederation falls, shall we meet up with them by way of the Kingdom of Aeri? That shall take a touch longer.”


      Looking back, I was getting ahead of myself, convinced that I had already won.


      It was supposed to be a done deal. The Teyanave Confederation wasn’t an opponent we should have ever lost to.
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      Fleeing Forward


      “Ah, you’re awake?”


      I sat up atop the sofa where I had been laying, my thoughts steadily growing clearer. “There may have been more omens than I thought.”


      “What are you going on about right after getting up?”


      Looking back, there had totally been a ton of red flags. I had decided to move out under pressure from the nobles, discussed what would happen after we won before the battle was over, and allowed my forces to act on their own authority, convinced of our victory before the clash had fully resolved.


      Actually, I should’ve been more suspicious just from the fact that Marquess Dozran wasn’t participating. I totally went and let my guard down...


      And then there was the matter of Carmine Hill. I’d been ambushed by Garfure cavalry right after naming it in the first place, yeah? That place had to be cursed, surely.


      Mind, I naturally wasn’t serious about that omen stuff. But I had the state of affairs sorted now, so it was time to decide on my next moves.


      “Timona, Count Palatine, how are matters looking?”


      “Our unit has not suffered any harm. Even now, we can deploy twenty thousand troops.”


      Our main force of twenty thousand had been at the very back. If the rebel forces to the rear had moved to attack us, we could easily have found ourselves captured already. Since that hadn’t happened, the insurrection forces must have only just revolted.


      “What else?” I asked, prompting the count palatine and Timona to provide me with the rest of their report.


      Starting out, the left flank was composed of a ton of former regency nobility, so a lot of them decided to up and retreat as soon as they received the report of insurrection. Marquess Mardrusa and a portion of the nobles seemed to be reorganizing their forces on the spot, though.


      Next up was the center, and that was the worst news of all. After rushing forward, they were attacked by enemy forces in the dead of night, and at present they were fleeing. Viscount Bocuse himself was supposedly still engaged in combat, though.


      Finally, the right flank was under the command of Marquess Ramitead, Fabio. He had already encountered the Garfure Republic forces and was on the run—eastward.


      “To think that he would turn around and invade the Garfure Republic.”


      The right flank had been tasked with capturing the eastern portion of the Teyanave Confederation, only to be attacked by Garfurian cavalry from the north. At that, Fabio brought the whole of the right flank together to push into the Garfure Republic to the east. His intent was to return to the Empire by cutting through Garfurian territory.


      “We have also learned quite a bit through messages he has sent us. Firstly, though Gaeweigh had been our ally, a coup d’état was carried out with the assistance of Garfurian soldiers, so it is best that we view them as our enemy. Unfortunately, it would seem that the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh is already lost.”


      “Additionally, the Garfurian troops didn’t seem to have anticipated that retreat to the east. He wrote that he was proving successful in drawing them along and fighting while retreating. It seems unlikely that the Garfurian army shall approach our main unit for the next several days.”


      Reiz had taken charge of the report, and at that I asked him, “What is written there?”


      “It’s a code. After we put it into use for the imperial army, he asked me to teach it to him personally, and I obliged him. He sent out a lot of messengers, but only one made it through. And I’m the only one who knows the keyword, so the enemy shouldn’t have broken it.”


      Ah, so the code was already coming in handy?


      “He always seemed such an unlucky man, but it would appear he has grown.”


      With that, we’d more or less gathered all of the vital information. The rebel forces to the rear weren’t at a distance to engage right away, but retreat would still prove difficult. Meanwhile, an unknown enemy to our front was currently facing off with our central forces, and plenty of time was being bought for us to the east. It was impossible to know when the Garfurian army might turn back, though, so retreat that way would also be tough.


      “We should retreat west, shouldn’t we?”


      “That’s how you would normally see matters, yes.”


      Sure enough, our west was wide open. If we just went that way, retreat would be simple. But was that truly the case...? If so, had our left flank fled?


      If I were in the enemy’s shoes, the mastermind behind this string of attacks, then I would obviously drive the emperor into a trap and assassinate him.


      “The west is a trap,” Péter Pál declared before I could so much as open my mouth.


      “You think so as well?”


      “Indeed. I cannot help but see it as an attempt to lure us in.”


      I found it strange too. In fact, I found it unlikely that the Teyanave Confederation were responsible for this state of affairs in the first place.


      In the past, while under Golden Sheep command, the Teyanave Confederation had pulled back into their lands, retreating without even fighting the imperial army. At the time, though, the nobles in charge of the territory had been fiercely opposed to the strategy, which is what had led to the Teyanave Confederation driving out the Golden Sheep. Would that lot really utilize a strategy they had hated that badly now? Plus, this whole affair had involved their main forces losing terribly on top of all that.


      If I were the Teyanavi leadership, I clearly would have kicked off the insurrection before that battle. The Empire’s paths to retreat were already cut off by then, after all.


      “Then where shall we move?”


      Assuming the west was a trap, it was out of the question. And without knowing the goals of the rebellious counts to the south or what they were plotting, that way was even more dangerous still. To the east, you were looking at all-out war with the Garfurian army at worst. As their forces were considered among the greatest on the whole of the continent, I really didn’t want to go up against them without being properly prepared.


      That only left us with one other direction.


      I glanced around at the people here with me. Péter Pál, Salomon, Countess Nunmeidt...they were all experienced warriors. We could make this work.


      “We head forward, to the north.”


      Charging forward and cutting a path through. That was the plan.
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      The Battle of Envé River


      Our twenty-thousand-strong unit moved north from there, and managed the bloodless capture of a place called Jereau City. From there, we moved to intercept the approaching enemy forces along the Envé River. As for how we took the city without a fight, the crushing defeat of the enemy at Ollieres-la-Sainte-Lejayes truly had dealt them a fatal blow. The Teyanave Confederation had been so utterly demolished in that battle that they didn’t have the forces left to mount a resistance.


      By this point, I had already shifted the objective for this campaign. No matter how much the military might of the Teyanave might have collapsed, it just wouldn’t be possible to conquer the whole of the land with twenty thousand soldiers. With that in mind, it was better to consider the campaign a failure and switch over to a different goal—or two, as I had in mind here. The first was finding a way to lose while making it look like we won. In other words, rather than fleeing back to the capital after being defeated in battle with nothing to show for it, I was aiming for an orderly retreat after winning a field battle or conquering a city or the like. The other objective, naturally, was to make preparations so our next campaign to conquer the Teyanave Confederation would succeed. I wanted to at least seize a city to act as a base from which to launch our next attempt if this one wasn’t going to work out.


      In other words, I was changing this campaign’s goals from subjugating the land to merely launching an offensive.




      “So, we’re dealing with mercenaries rather than the Teyanavi forces proper, are we?”


      When the enemy unit that gave chase when we moved north were within eyesight, we moved our troops into battle formation. It was then that we joined back up with a certain man.


      “Indeed. And this is the military unit that put up fierce resistance when taking charge in place of the self-proclaimed Duke Raul at Chelán Hill.”


      That statement had come from none other than the blind former clergyman Deflotte le Moissan. Apparently, he had been with Count Ethaiq’s forces under Viscount Bocuse’s command, the remnants of our central forces. Just as he was treating the viscount, who had been grievously injured in battle, he noticed us approaching.


      “What is the state of Viscount Bocuse?”


      “For the time being, he has narrowly escaped the specter of death, and his pulse has stabilized.”


      At present, we were leading fifteen thousand soldiers, with the remaining five thousand staying back in Jereau City. The unit’s immediate objective was to defeat the enemy before us now.


      “Understood. Have them fall back to the city.”


      His unit had rushed forward, only to be crushed by the enemy assault. Though you could say they’d brought it on themselves, they had also fought with their lives on the line. And besides, the soldiers weren’t at fault at all. I figured they deserved to head to the city and at least catch a bit of sack time.


      “Your Majesty, it is true that the viscount made a grave enough mistake to cause his unit’s defeat, but in the process we have acquired suitably worthwhile intelligence.”


      “Intelligence.”


      “Please summon Reiz Krommler, Your Majesty.”


      Apparently, the enemy had a transmigrator.


      “They call themselves the White Dragon Mercenaries, and their vice-leader is the transmigrator.”


      “Their vice-leader? Not the man in charge?”


      Deflotte replied with enough confidence to make it clear that he had done his homework. “The man is a magic user by the name of Augustinus von Walcke.”


      “Hold on, you even know his name?”


      “Indeed. He challenged Viscount Bocuse to single combat last night. His wounds came from that fight.”


      Oh right, the culture in the Empire was to give your name when you engaged in a duel like that. It made sense we’d know that information, then.


      “Will Ein’s Storytellers accept us killing him?”


      “Their instructions were to give top priority to Your Majesty’s commands.”


      I hadn’t seen Deflotte for quite a while, and that was apparently because he had been looking into why enemy morale had maintained for so long after the death of the self-proclaimed Duke Raul at Chelán Hill.


      “So that was the doing of a transmigrator?”


      “Most likely,” Deflotte replied. Then he pointed out toward the enemy forces.


      “Ah, you’re right, there’s a single guy out there in front of the rest of them. So that’s the transmigrator?” Reiz asked.


      Just as he said, there was one enemy alone out in front of the other troops, making it abundantly clear that he desired single combat.


      “His specialty is barrier magic. He uses that thin, sharp magic like knives, deploying it in the form of invisible slashes.”


      “Wait, what don’t you know about this man?!” I shouted in shock unwittingly, only for Deflotte to point toward his closed eye.


      “My false eye can see such things, but it is exhausting to employ, so I cannot utilize it for long periods of time.”


      Another artifact, huh? I thought.


      “So, you’re telling me to take that guy down one-on-one?”


      “Indeed... I shall teach you all I have obtained to the best of my capability.”


      As he was catching me up, Péter Pál came rushing over on a horse.


      “Well?”


      We were facing down the enemy atop gently sloping plains, so it wasn’t possible to tell how many of them there were or what formation they took. With that in mind, I sent the Atúr to a nearby plateau to do some reconnaissance.


      “I’ll draw it out now,” he replied, pulling out a single arrow and using it to sketch the terrain and enemy formation out on the ground. “The river is semicircular in shape, and surrounds the enemy on both sides and to the rear. Additionally, the water level has swelled thanks to the other day’s rain, making it impossible to cross. However, the enemy went and destroyed the only bridge by their own hand.”


      “So the enemy plans to fight like crazy in a last stand, do they? I’m surprised mercenaries would have such guts,” Reiz remarked, but something about those words felt off to me.


      I couldn’t grasp why that was, though, so I instead asked Péter Pál, “What are the enemy’s numbers?”


      “Somewhere between five to eight thousand, I would say. And the core of the group is made up of mercenaries, but there also seem to be a fair number of Teyanavi survivors in the mix.”


      “It makes sense that it’d be easy to get everyone on the same page in a mixed unit like that with their backs up against the wall.”


      Reiz wasn’t wrong. With nowhere to retreat and no options but to fight, you didn’t even need a chain of command.


      “Deflotte! How many enemy troops were there last night?”


      “It felt close to ten thousand, but it could have been eight thousand.”


      So there was a chance the enemy in front of us wasn’t their full force. Was this a diversion? That would make some sense.


      Damn... I thought. Since we were already deployed for battle, none of our commanders could move from this place. Countess Nunmeidt commanded the greatest force aside from the imperial army, and she was already tied up with the enemy’s front line. I wanted to keep Deflotte here to err on the side of caution, so maybe Péter Pál...? No, he needed to stay close by in order to lead a commando unit.


      “Timona, you are to lead three thousand of our reserve troops to Jereau City. Intercept the detached enemy forces, and do not allow them inside the city no matter what.”


      He really was my only choice here. The imperial guard and Salomon would play defense just fine, and Timona would never act out of turn thanks to his desire to distinguish himself. And if the enemy was after my head more than the city, the Atúr cavalry would remain to provide cover.


      Even after waiting a moment, though, I received no response. “Timona...?” I figured there was no way he hadn’t heard my order so I turned his way to look, only to find him shooting me a chilly glare.


      “Your Majesty, I cannot help but be reminded of what happened at Chelán Hill.”


      “Huh...? Are you still holding that grudge even now?”


      Sure enough, he had told me it was okay to be reckless as long as he was by my side before the night raid, only for me to go and charge at the Battle of Chelán Hill when he wasn’t around... Was he seriously still hanging on to that?


      “Petty men are never popular, Timona.”


      “I don’t wish to be told that by a liar.”


      T-T-Timona’s pushing back?! I thought. Is he in his rebellious phase?!


      “What are you getting so worked up about?” Reiz interjected. No surprise he’d feel that way, since he didn’t know how incredibly rare an objection from Timona truly was.


      Still, I really did need Timona here, since I couldn’t let any of my trusted commanders handle the task. And so I shot him a smile and said, “Think back, Timona. At the time, I neither denied nor affirmed that statement.”


      After a long bit of silence, Timona gave a small nod. “Very well. Then I shall go.”


      “I’m counting on you.”


      Apparently Timona remembered properly too. Well, it was a serious conversation and everything. Still, I hadn’t been expecting that little rhetorical dodge to work.


      “A detached enemy force?” Péter Pál questioned, and I nodded.


      “Indeed. When the tactic of placing one’s back to water in such a formation is used in real battle, it is generally accompanied with a detached force to conquer a rear enemy stronghold.”


      The distinguished general Han Xin had employed this strategy in the Battle of Jingxing. Despite having fewer troops than the enemy and less training to boot, Han Xin positioned his main force with their back to a river so they would fight desperately with nowhere to retreat, then used the opportunity that created to take the enemy castle with a detached force. So I get to remember that one particular skirmish, but not my own name? I thought.


      At any rate, though, if we were up against a transmigrator it wouldn’t be strange at all for them to pull something like that.


      And as Timona pulled away from the main force, Reiz uttered, “You really are the worst.”


      “And you speak with too little respect, Krommler, servant of Countess Nunmeidt. As punishment, deal with that enemy magic user practically begging for a duel,” I said, pointing out toward the distant transmigrator who seemed to have thrown down the proverbial gauntlet. “Defeat that foe and bring us victory.”


      “By your command.”


      ＊＊＊


      That one-on-one duel proved to be quite the impressive clash. One side used spatial magic to both defend and summon swords to attack, while the other utilized conjured walls as both a means to guard and assault. Neither side yielded in the least in the dazzling display of offense and defense.


      “Incredible,” I heard Salomon utter beside me. It seemed he had been moved.


      Their battle was perhaps too intense, however, as the surrounding soldiers were simply watching rather than engaging one another. Obviously it would be possible to launch an attack using riflemen or archers, but if I did, it was sure to lower the morale of my own troops. The enemy was surely aiming to win this duel and boost the morale of their soldiers fighting with their backs to the wall even further. On my end, though, I wanted to show the enemy fighting like mad that if they clashed with us, they would suffer painful losses.


      “Which of the two do you judge to be stronger, Your Majesty?” Salomon asked as if we were spectating on some sort of sport, earning a strained grin on my part. Still, he was the sort of man to step up when he needed to, so that wasn’t especially an issue.


      “We cannot tell as of yet. Reiz Krommler is not fighting at his full strength, and the enemy has yet to reveal his trump card.”


      Neither side had shown off all they had just yet. Transmigrators really did have a tendency to keep an ace up their sleeves, myself naturally included.


      “Ah, so the two of them still have strength to spare?!”


      Their flashy clash wore on, and oh wow, the enemy’s attacks were even carving deep into the earth. Honestly, the guy’s magic seemed a lot more suited toward mowing down a crowd rather than dealing with a single opponent. There was just way too much waste to his moves for trying to kill just one person.


      “We are uncertain as to why the enemy feels the need to end this as soon as possible, but Reiz Krommler seems to be taking our circumstances into consideration,” I uttered, just in time for a sudden shift in the enemy’s magic. And with that, Reiz was injured.


      “Will he be all right?” Salomon asked. Apparently even when he was in spectator mode, he still showed concern for an injured ally.


      “There is no need to worry. In fact, now we can tell full well that Reiz Krommler shall emerge victorious.” The enemy had used their trump card and Reiz had dealt with it without needing to use his own. He was bound to win. “We do not believe he needed to suffer such an injury, though. He allowed himself to grow a touch conceited.” Still, it felt somehow nostalgic, him letting his guard down in the middle of battle only to be injured.


      Reiji Kuromura... That name didn’t especially ring a bell to me, and it wasn’t like I remembered his face either. No matter how hard I tried to remember, it felt as if everything had been painted over. There was just that sense of nostalgia. Yes, now that I was aware of it, I really could tell that my memory had been tampered with. It wasn’t that I couldn’t recall, no. Those memories weren’t even there in the first place.


      But that guy who was probably my friend, he got along well with this girl from the neighborhood, and...


      “Your Majesty, we have received a message,” the count palatine declared, yanking me right back to reality.


      “From Timona?”


      “Yes. He has engaged a detached enemy force two thousand strong in battle.”


      Two thousand, huh? Would that be tough to manage with three thousand troops?


      No, it’d be fine. Timona knew that he didn’t need to win. He’d put up a solid fight, which was all that I needed. Besides, it wasn’t as if the enemy was as frighteningly strong as the Garfure cavalry or anything.


      Hmm? Ah, that sensation... “It shall be over soon,” Salomon remarked, and I was in agreement.


      “Yes, the mana has been exhausted.”


      A single ray of light dashed through the air, signaling the end of the battle. The enemy transmigrator slowly collapsed to the ground.


      That final attack just now, that was my Flamma Lux, wasn’t it? When did he learn how to use that?


      At any rate, the soldiers all erupted in cheers, their morale greatly boosted by our side winning the duel. The other side’s troops, though... I thought. That seemed like a pretty weak reaction, yeah? No wait, something is wrong here!


      “Deflotte! Observe the enemy!” I shouted, at which the man opened both eyes wide.
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      His eyes shone in numerous dazzling colors. And as Deflotte’s face distorted with pain from the strain, he shouted out, “Something is connected to them! Countless strands, to their heads!”


      Damn, they got the better of me! How many times was I going to let this enemy pull the rug out from under me?!


      “All forces, charge!”


      Even after the mana in the area had been exhausted, he and his uncanny eyes could still see some lingering magical effect. That was undoubtedly the work of a magical tool.


      I finally realized what felt so out of place. Back at Chelán Hill, I had leaped to the conclusion that the enemy’s mercenaries possessed incredible spirit, causing their leadership to be mistaken for that of the self-proclaimed Duke Raul. But a magician was only limited by the breadth of their imagination.


      You could’ve given me a warning there, Valenriehl! A strong mental image is key for magic, so there had to be a ton of artifacts out there for pressing the same image onto someone’s mind—in other words, brainwashing!


      ＊＊＊


      “Your Majesty, half of the enemy forces have retreated!”


      I was currently standing before a river that had risen enough that you probably couldn’t swim across it.


      “In all likelihood, the enemy...”


      “They used magic to repair the bridge during the duel. Then they destroyed it again before we could follow.”


      There existed two types of magic. One variety lifted once mana ran out, while the other did not. In all likelihood they had repaired the bridge with the latter while convincing their own soldiers that it was still broken.


      “An artifact... Sorry, I didn’t pick up on that at all,” Reiz apologized.


      “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty. My attention was fixed on the transmigrator, so I did not notice,” Deflotte added.


      However, I just told them not to worry about it.


      The artificial sacred sword Vastat forced absolute obedience upon those around the wielder... In other words, it brainwashed people. Reiz had no idea that thing existed, though. Meanwhile, Deflotte wasn’t aware of the conversation we’d had with Valenriehl underground in the Raul territories.


      I knew both of those, though, so I should have realized.


      Still, that artifact was one hell of a cheat, wasn’t it? “It feels like I got beat by someone leaning hard on the pay-to-win options or something here...”


      It was no good at all if someone had popped up who saw such a brainwashing device as a handy, daily-use tool. It’d be a negative influence over mankind in general. And besides, mass brainwashing like that was just plain inhumane to begin with.


      Any future artifacts we found that worked on the brain were to be destroyed immediately. Every last one of them, no matter what.

    

  

  
    
      The Sturdy Fortress, Di Rado City


      The Battle of Envé River had been a bitter experience for me.


      Our troops marched west after that point. The idea of crossing the river when it had risen so high in order to retreat felt risky, whereas the Garfure troops might have been approaching from the east, and we would just be surrounded by the enemy if we headed back south. So by process of elimination, west was our only choice.


      Besides, according to Péter Pál, he no longer sensed a trap awaiting us by this point.


      At any rate, we succeeded in occupying the northwestern portion of the Teyanave coastline. And so we had secured a supply line via the Golden Sheep. That meant if worse came to worst, I would at least be able to return home by sea alone. That was sure to absolutely tank my reputation if I did it, though—I’d inevitably be seen as having abandoned all of my troops to save my own skin. In other words, for now, I needed to show that I could overcome this crisis in a way that made a retreat seem almost a triumphant return, in order to maintain the image of a master tactician I had earned at Chelán Hill.


      That said, now that we had secured a sea route, we could inform the capital that I was all right. I was incredibly grateful for that, as I was certain I had caused no shortage of worry up until this point. Oh, and I also sent out letters to the kings of Belvére and Aeri apologizing for being unable to meet in Teyanave land, while also informing them that we would meet next year in the capital.


      It was also around this point that the situation became clear.


      Firstly, Count Kushad, Count Baylor-Torei, and Count Baylor-Novei all unsurprisingly remained in their territory after rebelling. They really did just rebel and then stop at that. At present, they were being dealt with by Marquess Mardrusa and the others who had successfully fled from Teyanave territory.


      Next up was the state of the capital. Things were relatively calm on that front. Still, the three great nobles of Duke Warren, Count Chamneau, and Marquess Nunvalle had all remained in the Empire, so that was hardly a surprise. Though they might have worried for their emperor, the citizens of the capital weren’t exactly afraid for their own safety, so they remained calm. Oh, and Marquess Ramitead, Fabio, had also succeeded in his retreat. I was just glad to hear he remained among the living.


      As for affairs in the Agincarl territories, despite the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity they had been served up on a golden platter, their forces had still failed to rally. The forces of Marquess Dozran had successfully repelled their counteroffensive. That said, Marquess Dozran always seemed to be plotting to overthrow me. After all, he was supposed to fight against the Agincarl forces alongside Count Kushad originally. That meant that he had overlooked the count’s secession and didn’t even so much as send me notice, which was clearly suspicious.


      Of course, if I tried to point that out, he was sure to have some sort of suitable excuse ready to go.


      Then you had the Garfure Republic. There had supposedly been yet another change in administration, allowing the anti-imperial faction to launch this invasion... And yes, it was an invasion, beyond a doubt. At present, the Garfure Republic was occupying a portion of the eastern Teyanave Confederation, from which they were assailing the imperial County of Peckscher, while also attacking the Marquessate of Arndal from their main territory. Though both nobles were just barely managing to hold on, they were fully on the defensive.


      In the case of Marquess Arndal, his predecessor had died in battle, and he himself was quite young. He must have been suffering a great deal.


      The same also had to be true of Marquess Nunvalle, who had ended up with land on the front lines in the battle with Garfure during the big exchange at the end of the subjugation of House Raul. As it still hadn’t been long since he had moved there, his only option had been to bunker down. Of particular note: His forces were also still lacking, seeing as he had been a count until fairly recently. Out of the forces my vassals could employ, the portion of the army under direct imperial control still in the capital was being sent out as reinforcements. And so, even though the Marquessate of Nunvalle had still not yet been attacked, he didn’t possess the leeway needed to support Marquess Arndal.


      The Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh, meanwhile, needed no explanation. Their capital had fallen due to a royal coup d’état. The grand dukes were all murdered, and the nation was fully mobilizing at the beck and call of Garfure.


      That was the state of things on the outside at the moment.


      Turning our gaze inside of the Teyanave Confederation territory, the eastern portion was occupied by the Garfure and Gaeweigh troops, who were acting like they owned the place, while all other regions were firming up their defenses. In particular, the southern portion bordering imperial territory had been especially firmly fortified with Teyanavi troops. That was probably at least partially an attempt to guard against a counterinvasion from the Empire, but it also served the purpose of blocking our escape.


      That said, with the Teyanave Confederation forces concentrated in the south, we were able to easily capture the northwestern coastal region.


      That completed the overview of the current state of affairs we found ourselves tangled up in.


      ＊＊＊


      The goal of our imperial forces was to enact an orderly retreat while also securing a base in Teyanave Confederation territory that could be used to launch a second campaign. And as it so happened, a perfect target for that second objective sat right before us: the harbor city Di Rado. Located in the southwest of the Teyanave Confederation, it was the foremost harbor in all of their territory, and as such it was an impregnable fortress of a city equipped with countless cutting-edge defensive measures. Moving south from there, once you passed two more cities, you reached the northwest tip of imperial territory, the County of Calx.


      Of course, it wasn’t as if we could simply ignore those two cities in actuality, so we weren’t able to expect any reinforcements from Count Calx. That said, if we could just take Di Rado, it would become possible to secure a land route for our retreat. And on top of that, it would provide us with a base on the front line for our next invasion to boot. I wanted to capture the city at any cost. In fact, if I could pull that off, I would have fully accomplished both my goals, allowing me to return to the capital victoriously. On the other hand, if we failed to capture the city, even a secure escape route became questionable.


      Naturally the enemy understood that as well, and was moving to concentrate all Teyanavi forces into the city. They numbered ten thousand strong, and we only had twenty thousand to oppose them.


      “To be blunt, we stand at an impasse,” I stated before my vassals in our temporary headquarters.


      Roughly a month had passed since we set siege to Di Rado City. During that time the enemy had remained thoroughly unshakable, mounting a perfect defense. On our end, meanwhile, once winter rolled around we would be out of time. Once snow accumulated, we would no longer be able to move our troops. It was still November, but once next month rolled around, winter would arrive and the snow would start falling any day now.


      “To start with, it’s said you need three times the amount of soldiers for such a siege, yet we only have twice their number,” Countess Nunmeidt, who was clad in full plate armor, remarked, and I nodded in agreement.


      “Their defenses are so tight that I would question our success even if we had as many as was doctrinally appropriate. The enemy is led by a superb commander.”


      Actually, the city planner must’ve been frighteningly skilled to begin with. I mean, we couldn’t even get anywhere near the place.


      “We hardly have anything in terms of siege weapons either—just ten small field cannons,” Péter Pál added, summing up our situation.


      That said, I did have one correction to make. “That number just dropped to nine. And there is no chance that we shall be able to penetrate those city walls at this rate.”


      “I suppose it would prove difficult to have Golden Sheep vessels mount an attack by sea as well...”


      In fact, it had been none other than the Golden Sheep’s own ingenuity and capital that had built the city in the first place. It practically carried their seal of approval—a guaranteed bulletproof fortress. Plus, it had carefully positioned anti-naval cannons to boot.


      “That said, if we turn our backs to them and flee, they will undoubtedly hunt us down.”


      In addition to defending, the enemy also made periodic, borderline reckless charges, so we could never let our guards down.


      To top it all off, though, I had hardly been able to do anything at all during the whole affair. I had numerous experiences with field battles to be sure, but I was practically an amateur when it came to sieges. And this was no ordinary city. There really was no role for a novice like me to play. I was only able to sit and watch as my allies struggled on. Perhaps that was the normal role of an emperor, sure, but I personally found it terribly vexing.


      According to my commanders, there were no moves available to us at present, and I agreed. The city’s defenses were just too impregnable, leaving us helpless. If only the enemy would just come out and fight us rather than holing up... Our Atúr cavalry and magic unit couldn’t utilize their strengths at all during such a siege.


      While I was agonizing over the matter, though, Count Palatine Vodedt handed me a piece of paper. “This is the information gleaned through the investigations of our agents. Perhaps it shall enliven you somewhat.”


      The intel really did seem like it could become a shining light for our side, but how could we actually utilize it? We couldn’t even get anywhere near the city walls at present.


      As I stared up at the sky, I pondered what to do. And then, suddenly I felt a cold sensation there on my cheek. “Rain...?” No, I thought, this is...snow? Oh come on, of all times, you had to make an early appearance this year!


      “It seems we are out of time. Our only option is to retreat and make peace with our losses,” Péter Pál remarked.


      Just then, though, a voice called out, “Wait... Is this not instead our first and final chance?” That had come from Salomon de Barbetorte, former general of a snowy kingdom.

    

  

  
    
      Early Winter, Late Spring, and Our Return Even So


      Two days later, we had no choice but to accept the fact that the snow wasn’t going to stop falling. Winter truly had come sooner than usual.


      The imperial forces began retreating under the cover of darkness that night, desperately wanting to return to the capital before the snow accumulated and made movement even more difficult... At least, that was how the Teyanave forces that were holed up in Di Rado City saw things.


      The following morning, countless Teyanavi corpses littered the ground where the imperial forces had been encamped.


      On that day, Di Rado City swiftly surrendered.


      ＊＊＊


      The strategy was a truly simple one: pretend to flee in the night due to panic at the arrival of winter, then meet the enemy’s nighttime raid.


      There were three key points to the plan, the first of which being Salomon’s reframing of our resignation. “Even if we try to return now, we won’t make it before winter, as winter has already arrived.” He had given a comprehensive judgment that winter had arrived based on the texture and temperature of the snow, as well as by looking at the sky.


      In other words, even if we hurried back toward the capital right then and there, we would end up mired in snow along the way. There was no point in rushing now, so it was better to think of this as our starting point.


      “No worries. Snow won’t accumulate much in this region in a mere two or three days.” In other words, for these next few days until it did, we could fight the enemy with all our might.


      The next point of note came from the intel obtained by the count palatine’s spies who had infiltrated the city. “In order to oppose us, the enemy gathered soldiers from throughout the surrounding area... As a result, there are serious fissures in the enemy’s chain of command.” There was a large gap between the commanders fighting to protect this city and the nobles gathered from other cities. I had thought those sudden charges had seemed reckless, and it appeared they were more the result of the enemy running wild than any sort of strategy.


      Then we came to the final point: our magical firepower. “Your Majesty, we still have yet to show the enemy our full magical might.” We had attacked with field artillery and rifle volleys, but we hadn’t launched a magical assault even once. We didn’t want to lose precious manpower getting too close to the enemy walls. Besides, those walls were made of material resistant to magic in the first place.


      However, we had a large number of capable mages—the Belvérian mage unit and a portion of the imperial guard—and the Atúr could use simple magic. Just counting the generals, you had Salomon first and foremost, Reiz, Countess Nunmeidt, Péter Pál, Balthazar, Timona, Count Palatine Vodedt, Deflotte...and me. Ah, that was all of us, huh?


      Through some twist of fate, we had pretty much all of the greatest magical firepower in the Empire gathered here, Vera-Sylvie aside. And we had ultimately made it through the Battle of Envé River without showing it off.


      We would feign a retreat, having the soldiers with no magical ability head toward the Empire while everyone else lay in wait for the enemy. And since we’d be operating at night, I could feel free to run wild without worrying about who was around to see.


      In this way, we formed a small yet formidable unit specialized in magical warfare. As for what occurred that night... Let’s just describe it as magnificent and leave it at that.


      With the great majority of their forces slaughtered over the course of a single night, the enemy chose surrender. If they had continued to mount a defense instead, we would have had no choice but to retreat. But apparently, we had put on enough of a show to frighten those inside of the city terribly.


      ＊＊＊


      “Close one!” I couldn’t help but utter without thinking while passing through the gates to the capital.


      “Winter did not just come early; the thaw took longer than average to arrive.”


      “And by a great deal at that... We almost failed to make it in time for the ceremony.”


      Having successfully captured Di Rado City, I’d thought that I could return to the capital alone at any point by way of the County of Calx in imperial territory. But then I considered what the citizens of the capital might think of their emperor departing on a campaign with a grand army, only to return alone. I felt I had no choice but to wait for the snow to thaw, even if it delayed matters. In actuality, news of the three counts’ rebellion had already reached the capital, and there were even rumors that I had perished for a time. Though they must have received numerous reports of our victories after that point, returning alone could easily lead to the mistaken assumption that I had fled.


      So I’d ended up waiting for the snow to melt. However, the dates for the wedding festivities had been set for “soon after the start of April.” Those plans could not be pushed back, so after waiting for winter to finally peter out, I led my forces and hurried on back to the capital.


      That said, the Teyanave Confederation was located to the northwest of the Empire and thawed a touch later than the capital, and we had to detour around the territories that had rebelled for our return. Thanks to such circumstances piling up upon one another, our return only grew more and more delayed.


      Still, just as planned, it didn’t make for a bad showing for the citizenry. I had properly returned with an army in tow, after all, and it wasn’t like they could tell the difference between seventy thousand and just ten thousand.


      We were met with cheers as if our expedition had been a success, and I waved out at the crowd like I was returning triumphant. In actuality, our campaign had been a strategic failure. After all, we hadn’t completely carried out our initial goal of subjugating the Teyanave Confederation, despite bringing along a force plenty capable of doing so.


      Ultimately, we had only succeeded in taking control of the western portion of the Teyanave Confederation. It definitely made sense to call that a failure. The campaign had been filled with plenty of personal failures too. I’d failed at my initial goal of subjugating Teyanave, and had let the enemy artifact user escape. During the siege all I could do was watch, and even during the battle in the night that followed, the strategy and command were all handled by others. It was a bitter campaign that taught me full well my inexperience.


      Still, it wasn’t as if we’d made no gains from the affair. I had earned a number of victories along the way, and succeeded at retreating while maintaining order among our forces. And thanks to the efforts of our spies, I had preserved my reputation as a martially successful leader with an unbroken streak. It wasn’t exactly a lie, really. Still, victories on the tactical level were hardly enough to overturn the strategic failure here.


      The one other positive point was that my authority had been relatively strengthened, and I had continued to centralize rule. The nobles who had desired this campaign had largely been nobility that once belonged to the Chancellor’s faction or the regency. Despite it being a war they had asked for, those nobles had been the first to flee. Naturally, that was because of the Three Counts’ Rebellion, and so my vassals who’d fled were not punished for their crimes. But at the very least, they had undoubtedly lost a great deal of face. Bailing out right from the jump from the military boondoggle you demanded made for pretty terrible optics.


      Thanks to that, the influence of their voices had taken a serious hit. Duke Warren and Count Chamneau had hardly mobilized any forces at all, so there wasn’t any change on their front. At least within the Empire, it was seen as my victory alone as the one who’d taken charge. That said, it was all way, way too close. In fact, all sorts of plans fell apart thanks to this royal screwup, so you could easily say my efforts hadn’t been enough.


      At any rate, I had finally returned to the imperial court for the first time in half a year. And when I did, I was greeted by many eminent figures. Those included my chief vassals, such as Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, the three women who would become my wives, and even the king of Belvére. Apparently, he had safely made it to the capital without issue too.


      Originally, I was supposed to meet up with him in the Teyanave Confederation’s lands after conquering them. But by the point I judged that task no longer possible, I shifted our meeting place here to the capital.


      Looking at it as such, it almost seemed like a proper triumphant return. But by the time they gathered, according to our initial plans, the wedding festivities should have already begun.


      “Welcome back, Your Majesty,” I heard Rosaria whisper as she stood at the head of the group greeting me.


      “Our apologies.” I had surely made her worry once again. Even if I was acting like I had won on the surface, we both knew how it had really played out. It was only natural that Rosaria would have felt uneasy.


      “Your Majesty, that was where you should have said, ‘We have returned,’” Rosaria uttered, seeming just the same as always. Seeing her act so undaunted, as if she hadn’t worried at all, I couldn’t help but break out in a small smile.


      “Indeed. We have returned.”


      “Right! I am simply glad to see you well. Naturally, I didn’t worry in the least.”


      As if that were true. It was obvious just from looking in her eyes. Why, they were still trembling with anxiety even now. Even so, she smiled as if she weren’t concerned at all. I certainly appreciated that, as we were currently in the presence of my vassals. I was sure to repeat this again and again. And each time, she would greet me this way...though in the future, it would be as my wife.


      I really was just glad to have survived. As long as I returned alive, she would surely welcome me back like this, no matter how great my failure might be.


      “Ah, and though I’m late in saying so, happy birthday, Your Majesty.”


      Oh, right... My birthday was March 31st, and we were in April now, so it had naturally passed. In fact, the weddings were scheduled for soon after the thaw because it had been decided they should occur soon after celebrating my birthday.


      “Thank you, Rosaria.”


      I had turned fifteen. In this world, that was the age at which one was seen as an adult. Without even realizing it, I had entered my second adulthood.

    

  

  
    
      The Bride with the Blue Eyes


      On the day of my marriage, I awoke earlier than usual. To be honest, it wasn’t as if all that much would change once I was officially married. For many noble weddings the pair would not even meet for their engagement, only seeing one another for the first time on the day of the marriage itself. That was often the case, but our circumstances were unique.


      Still, I might just have woken up so early because I was surprisingly nervous.


      “Ah, you’re up already?”


      “Timona? Our throat feels dry.”


      I had almost commented that he had woken up early too, but then I realized he might well have kept watch without sleeping, so I chose to ask for something to drink instead. Just like always, he tended to overwork himself. I was scared he might up and die of exhaustion, so I really did wish he would get some proper rest.


      “Here you are. It’s hot, so please drink it slowly. Also, I have prepared a bath for you. Once you have cleansed yourself, you are to eat breakfast and then change into your formal attire.”


      Wait, he was fully prepared for me to wake up early? That side of him scared the bejeezus out of me sometimes.


      After that point, I carried out all sorts of preparations for the wedding ceremony. Er, more accurately, I suppose I should say they were carried out for me. Normally I would put on my own clothes, but for formalwear that was all left up to others.


      Once all that prep work was finished, I found myself with time on my hands.


      “Thinking on it, when are we to make our appearance?” I was only just now realizing that I had heard when I should do what, but I never heard a concrete schedule.


      “After lunch, Marquess Nunvalle shall arrive. The ceremony shall be in the afternoon...but there is nothing until then.”


      So I was just waiting around, huh? “We had no idea there would be so much free time.” Actually, I was one of the people getting married here, so wasn’t it bad that I didn’t know those details?


      “Your Majesty has been meeting with envoys from our neighboring nations for several consecutive days. In fact, Marquess Nunvalle has rather appreciated your stance of passing off command and then not intervening further.”


      That was just me off-loading all the responsibility because I had no faith in my own sensibilities. Supposedly one of my predecessors had held a ceremony based purely on his own preferences, only to earn ridicule for his lack of taste. I didn’t exactly want to follow in his footsteps. As such, I left all of that up to Rosaria. My order was for Marquess Nunvalle to prioritize her preferences and make arrangements with her. She had had such matters driven into her at the Belvérian royal palace, and besides, she was likely to incorporate my own tastes to some degree.


      “That all aside, it seems we shall have quite a bit of time to spare.” I figured maybe I could use this free time to handle some remaining governmental affairs, but Timona got in the way of that.


      “Today shall be a time-consuming affair, so please refrain from doing work. Why not visit Lady Rosaria instead?”


      “At this time? Would we not get in the way?”


      “I checked just a bit ago, and it shouldn’t be an issue,” Timona replied. After summoning a maid to guide me, he picked up where he left off. “I have arrangements to handle myself, so it would be helpful if you left.”


      “We see...” Yeah, I guessed it’d probably be rough looking after me while making his own preparations.


      And so, Timona drove me out and sent me off toward my bride’s room.


      ＊＊＊


      When I arrived at Rosaria’s, she was already wearing her wedding dress.


      “Thank you for coming, Your Majesty,” Rosaria said with a smile brimming with hospitality.


      Ah, I see... The wedding dresses in this world seemed to be easier to move about in compared to the sort I knew from my old one because of stuff like this. Even the train of her dress wasn’t long enough to drag along the floor.


      “We had not expected you to be finished changing already.” I mean, the ceremony was in the afternoon, right? It was way too early to get changed at this point in the morning.


      “From what I have been told, the earlier the better for such matters.”


      “Is that so?”


      According to Rosaria, there was a story regarding this custom from the Rotahl Empire. Originally the groom did not see the bride’s dress until the day of, and the bride did not get changed early. However, one Rotahlian emperor got too excited about his wedding and peeked in on his bride’s dress several days in advance, then got up far too early on the day of and changed, rushing over to his bride. Of course, it turned out the bride had felt the same way and already changed as well. The harmonious couple was beloved by the people, bringing great prosperity to the nation.


      Ever since, it was seen as more favorable and joyous the earlier you got changed, and it had become something of a custom. It couldn’t be that they’d just made it a custom to cover up for the youthful impetuousness of that emperor, right?


      “Ah, so that is why nobody said anything back then?” When Rosaria and the others were trying on sample wedding dresses and I was asked for my opinion, I was simply told it was that sort of tradition. But I was playing the role of a peeping tom, huh? Seriously, what a weird custom. “We believe it would most certainly be best to look forward to the day of instead.”


      I wanted to experience that restless excitement leading up to the day, personally.


      “I was quite embarrassed as well. You went and made all sorts of remarks, after all.”


      Huh?! Had I gone and said something rude? I just gave my earnest impressions when asked what dresses were good, and which accessories would pair well—or something like that, at least. I mean, her reactions were just so cute that I couldn’t help but want to tease her. By the way, Nadine had a habit of reflexively replying, which was amusing in a whole different way. Vera-Sylvie, meanwhile, was in the highest spirits, as she apparently hadn’t been able to do that with my father. She even struck poses throughout.


      “Well...what do you think?”


      “Yes, it suits you well.” It was chosen to reflect the groom’s tastes and everything, so of course I thought it looked good on her.


      “That was before your departure, though...”


      Even so, I felt more relieved than ever before looking at Rosaria dressed as a bride now.


      “We truly are glad to have made it in time.”


      “Hee hee! It would have been interesting in its own way to have a ceremony with all four of us, though.” Doing that in front of the king of Belvére...? Oof, the stress would probably have ulcerated my guts until I felt daylight on my insides under those conditions.


      Originally, the plan was to carry out the chain of events in the Rotahlian style. On top of that, the wedding ceremony and Rosaria’s crowning as queen had been scheduled separately. Combined with my weddings to Nadine and Vera-Sylvie, it was supposed to be a ten day affair, all told.


      When the revolt and everything threw me off schedule, though, an abrupt shift was made to the Bundartian style. In other words, it was the version that cut down on the tedious ceremony of it all. As such, I would get married to Rosaria on the same day she was to be crowned.


      Then, if I failed to arrive in time, I would get married to all three of them on the same day, which felt incredibly rude to them. But since we had invited guests from other nations, it wasn’t like we could just delay it to next month or next year.


      I really, truly was glad I had made it in time. Sure, the plans were truncated compared to their former glory, but I made it back soon enough for the Empire to maintain face.


      Though the scope of the ceremonies had been minimized, there was no change to the scale of the dinner party the royalty and envoys from other nations had been invited to. For high society, that was the main event, and I got the feeling it was a lot like the wedding ceremony and reception setup from my old world anyway, so it didn’t feel especially strange.


      “By the way, did you already meet with the king of Belvére?”


      “Yes. Before you returned, Your Majesty. Hee hee. It was quite amusing.”


      I was glad to hear it. It was the first reunion between father and daughter in quite some time, but since we were talking about Rosaria I worried she might have acted solely as the fiancée to the emperor. Judging from her reaction, though, they must have spoken properly as family.


      For a while after that, I kept on talking with Rosaria. Though the two of us were about to get married, it was a perfectly ordinary chat.


      ＊＊＊


      The wedding ceremony itself was held in the church upon Founder’s Hill. There was still an active ruin under our feet, but according to Valenriehl, we would probably be able to decommission it for good sometime this year.


      Of course, according to the initial plans, the wedding ceremonies were to be held in the temple in front of the capital’s plaza, while the queen’s inauguration would occur in the church within the imperial court, and the coronation of the queen was to be here in the church on Founder’s Hill. The temple in front of the plaza was the largest-scale of those. Our original intentions were to have a great many nobles enter in a grandiose display, but since it was occurring here in this church instead, we could really only fit so many guests. To be blunt, the place was seriously small.


      Thinking back, when that was decided, Marquess Nunvalle had rejoiced about how we could reduce the budget... I was frankly amazed by his real, earnest, palpable joy at that prospect.


      At any rate, my wedding ceremony was playing out right in front of me, but it differed hugely compared to what I knew from my previous world. To start with, the ceremony itself was pretty simple. There was no exchange of rings and no kiss either. So it was really more of a marriage ritual than a wedding. Supposedly the sort of wedding I knew from my old world was popular among the common citizens, but for the time being, that wasn’t the case for nobles.


      The reason for that probably came down to the question of if it was a marriage for love or not. For nobles, even people who had never met and didn’t want to marry had to do so if their families came to an agreement. I could certainly understand questioning if folks like that would be able to bring themselves to kiss in the first place. And besides, nobles tended to stick to unified etiquette.


      Also, the bride and groom entered at the same time. Since a noble wedding represented an alliance between houses, they had to be equal, at least on paper, so there was no order in terms of who entered when. Surprisingly enough, there seemed to be a reason behind every little detail.


      In other words, Rosaria and I ended up standing there together on the steps to the church, waiting to be called. The vassals and royal guests from other nations had already finished entering. Standing there together like that, it finally hit me that I had fully surpassed Rosaria in terms of height at some point. It struck me a bit emotionally, realizing how much time had passed since we’d first met.


      When I glanced to my side, I spied Rosaria’s hands lightly trembling. Her expression looked tense, and her beautiful eyes were darting all about.


      “Are you nervous?”


      That worried expression seemed somehow nostalgic to me, though. Ah, right... It was similar to the day that we had first met.


      “Yes. Are you not nervous, Your Majesty?”


      “Now that you mention it...”


      Nervousness, huh? I didn’t especially feel it, sure enough. Since I hadn’t really participated in planning meetings and the like, it might just not have sunk in that I was getting married in the first place. Plus, well, it just didn’t feel as worrying as charging the enemy. I mean, if I messed up here, the worst punishment I’d face was getting laughed at. And even then I could find the person who laughed and make sure they never laughed again. That was extreme, sure, but I was the emperor.


      Additionally, after my marriage ceremony to Rosaria, we would flow into her coronation as queen, and that one required an oath from her. On my end, though, I just had to stand next to her and place a crown on her head when the time came.


      I wouldn’t quite say I was deeply moved either. I mean, maybe I’d feel more moved if I had family I cared about. But I didn’t have a father to begin with, and I had killed most of my relatives. And of course, that hag of a former regent wasn’t invited.


      By the way, the title Rosaria was being granted was queen rather than empress. Perhaps it seemed strange to have a queen despite this being an empire, but it was a fixed rule that only one person could call themselves emperor. An empress would be the term used for a woman who became emperor, and an emperor would not exist alongside her. The title of queen was one granted to the spouse of an emperor. And so officially she would be referred to as the queen of Bundarte rather than Queen Bundarte...not that anyone would bother with such matters outside of official functions, though.


      Instruments began to play inside the church, so soon enough the doors would swing open and we would enter. I could hear a pipe organ and wind instruments, as well as some strings... Honestly, it felt more like a march than the sort of wedding songs you’d hear in my old world.


      “Rosaria, relax your shoulders,” I whispered into her ear, so that I wouldn’t be drowned out by the music. The nobles were all on the other side of the doors, so the guards had stepped away. It would presumably be fine for me to speak as I pleased to some degree.


      “My deepest apologies, I...”


      “You don’t especially need to worry. You can do anything and everything well, after all.” There wasn’t really anything here to make me nervous, but I felt being nervous was probably a pretty normal reaction. Still, it wasn’t like I was perfectly calm either. If anything, I’d say I was in especially high spirits.


      “Ah, I see...” I uttered quietly after a bit of thinking. “My happiness comes before my nervousness, as I can finally marry the woman I love.” Thinking about it, that was only natural. It was no surprise I’d be over the moon. This was probably my first time ever getting married, my old world included. And it was to a beauty I fully trusted, so it was hardly a surprise a fifteen-year-old boy like me would feel elated. I had sensed for a while that my mental age was being influenced by my physical one.


      As that thought passed through my head I glanced over at Rosaria, and for some reason she was looking down and her ears had gone a bit red. “Did you perhaps hear what I said...?” There was no response, but that was an answer in and of itself.


      Still, had I really said something worth being that embarrassed over? I was just about to offer some sort of explanation, but just then the doors before us slowly swung open.


      Well, that’s awkward...


      ＊＊＊


      Rosaria and I walked there beside the attendees, slowly advancing side by side. And rather than a solemn tune, the musical performance that continued all the while moved at a pretty brisk clip. Still, it actually felt surprisingly okay in the context. It was the sort of music that would feel fitting for a festival, or perhaps a formal event.


      Once we passed the king of Belvére in the front row and advanced a touch further, we finally came to a stop. It was then that I passed the not-quite-sacred sword I wore to Timona, who was waiting there. The imperial style was apparently to wear a blade to show you weren’t letting your guard down in front of the nobles, but then to remove it before a clergyman in front of the altar. They really could get weirdly detailed with this stuff...


      “Well then, will the two who are to be wed give their oaths?”


      The clergyman swiftly launching into the ceremony was none other than Daniel of Ein’s Storytellers. He had been trying to take a step back from center stage and take it easy, but I had dragged him back out by appointing him to handle these ceremonies.


      Still, it was a rather unusual setup. Even though the ceremony had started, the band still played. With things like this, surely those in the back would struggle to make out what we were saying, right?


      “You stand before God. By the Prime Tenets, you may speak only truth here, regardless of any motive to the contrary. Mind, however, that the wording of your oaths is not written in stone. Please, state them in your own words. I stand as your sole witness, and I shall remain silent no matter what may come to pass.”


      One of the Prime Tenets of Western Orthodoxy was total honesty. Of course, I was certain that nobody stuck to that all the time, but it made sense that you’d have to when standing before God like this. Still, strategic marriages were the norm for nobles, so if you were getting married to someone you didn’t really know and couldn’t lie, you’d probably say something like, “I’ll marry them, but I don’t love them.” Oh, was that why the music kept playing? No matter how awful of an oath you made, you and your partner’s families and the other attendees wouldn’t hear it. You wouldn’t have to lie, and you wouldn’t have to worry about troubling your house either.


      I struggled to say whether that was rational or totally illogical, to be honest... Still, it was possible that I was the only one who felt the custom was odd, thanks to the memories I had from my own world.


      In turn, Daniel prompted Rosaria to give her oath. “Rosaria Van-Chalongé-Cruveillier, you are to become the wife of Carmine de la Garde-Bundarte. State your oath of marriage here before God.”


      “Of course. I, Rosaria Van-Chalongé-Cruveillier, swear to love only Carmine for my whole life long, to support him, and to strive my hardest to be worthy of standing by his side.”


      I was pretty sure that was the first time she’d called me Carmine... Still, I figured it was best not to focus on that at the moment.


      “Did you not mean to say that we shall love one another?”


      “Then will you love only me, Your Majesty?”


      Ah, that was what she was getting at.


      “That is hardly fair, as you are the one who brought up the idea of concubines...”


      “Yes, but that is why it is fine. One mustn’t lie before God, after all,” Rosaria said. Her expression read like she’d just pulled off the prank of the century. What was with that look here and now? From time to time, I really just didn’t get what she was thinking.


      “I have heard that oath. Now, Carmine de la Garde-Bundarte,” I heard Daniel say as I racked my brain on what to swear. I mean, I hadn’t thought that through in advance, and I’d never seen anybody else get married either. “You are to become the husband of Rosaria Van-Chalongé-Cruveillier. State your oath of marriage here before God.”


      Why didn’t anybody tell me in advance...? Ah, so that was it. Sure enough, Rosaria got me good.


      “Rosaria, we cannot pledge to love you and you alone, as it has already been decided that we shall take concubines. However, we have no intention of ever loving anyone more than you.” Yeah, I thought, that’s way too reserved... Couldn’t I come up with a bit of a better line?


      “Hold on, allow us to think a little further.”


      “I have heard your oath. With your pledges offered...”


      “Hey!”


      I tried to stop Daniel from trying to put an end to this, but all I got back was a sigh.
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      “A past emperor simply said that they swear nothing, while another promised to love only his wife only to fool around with a mistress the very next day. Besides, what is truly important for this ceremony is the signing of the certificate, which shall come next,” Daniel uttered, his eyes half closed for some reason.


      “I was very happy with your oath, Your Majesty,” Rosaria chimed in from beside me. Glancing her way, that seemed to be no lie—she looked plainly joyful. Maybe she would have been happy regardless of what I had said...


      “As witness to those two oaths, I, Daniel de Piers, swear here and now that I shall not speak of their contents.” Daniel then raised both hands, and the music instantly came to a stop. “As witness to your oaths, I hereby acknowledge you as bound in matrimony. Please sign this certificate.”


      This seriously was an odd wedding ceremony... Still, in this world it was taken as only natural.


      “We feel truly glad to have you by our side now.”


      “Hee hee! I feel much the same, Your Majesty.”


      As soon as we finished signing, the mood throughout the church instantly shifted. From this point on, this was no longer a wedding—it was a coronation. Now that Rosaria had become the wife of the emperor, I would grant her the title of Queen of Bundarte and place a crown atop her head. In other words, I had to stand aside so Rosaria could stand in the spotlight alone.


      Actually, this ceremony was the more important of the two politically. That was the reason for the palpable change in attitude.


      To start with, in order to prove that she was worthy of being queen, Rosaria was made to recite a portion of First Faith’s scripture in both Bundartian and Rotahlian. After that, Daniel recited the guidelines placed upon the queen, and Rosaria repeated them. Following that, Daniel told the story of some great saint.


      It might sound overly strict, but supposedly this was the proper rite of initiation to allow a foreigner such as Rosaria to be accepted as proper imperial nobility. Naturally, Rosaria cleared this challenge with ease, making it hard to believe she had been nervous at first. And all the while, I just stood there beside her.


      Seriously, I had nothing to do. Still, that often happened when you weren’t the focus of a ceremony. By the way, the guidelines for an emperor were supposedly recited back when I was crowned. That said, I had only just been born, so naturally I hadn’t picked up on any of that.


      At any rate, Daniel wrapped up his sermon, and it was finally my time. Daniel held out the crown to me, and then there was a sudden shout of surprise from the attendees in the rear. Still, that made perfect sense. After all, custom stated that the clergyman was supposed to be the one to place the crown.


      Nobody had crowned me. I had placed it atop my head with my own hands as it dripped with blood.


      And so, as Rosaria was my wife, I would be the one to place the crown on her head. No one else would restrain me or give me orders, and now the world would know it. And truly, Rosaria was the proper partner to walk this path alongside me.


      ＊＊＊


      Soon after completing the marriage and coronation ceremonies, we boarded the emperor’s carriage, affectionately called the miniature fortress. As was customary, only Rosaria and I rode inside. After this, we would have an official unveiling to the citizenry of the capital at the temple in the central plaza. After all, all of the ceremonies up until now solely involved high-ranking nobility. So for the common folks, this event was something akin to an announcement of our marriage. That said, there wasn’t much to worry about, as Rosaria was incredibly popular among the citizenry.


      Above all else, though, with nobody else watching, I didn’t have to act all formally anymore.


      “Still, how nostalgic...”


      “It’s been five years now, hasn’t it?”


      “Indeed.”


      It had been just Rosaria and I back when I’d made my tour of the country, just like this. At the time the carriage interior had felt quite spacious; now it was, to put it diplomatically, cozy. Rosaria and I had grown since then. In the eyes of our cultures, we were both adults now.


      “It’s all been a bit of a mess, but it was fun, wasn’t it?”


      “Yes!”


      But I couldn’t linger in all this warm and fuzzy reminiscence for long. I had things to do still.


      “Rosaria, there is something we wish to give you,” I said, pulling out a small box I had prepared. I had secretly ordered the contents before heading out to subjugate the Teyanave Confederation.


      “What is it?”


      “Supposedly, it has become popular of late among the commoners for a husband to gift his wife a ring.” That wasn’t a custom that originated from the First Faith, though. In all likelihood, it was a trend created by some transmigrator merchant. The only reason it hadn’t taken off in the familiar mutual-exchange format was that in this world, not a lot of women were paid for their labor yet.


      Rosaria opened the box and took out the ring—a simple silver piece. Originally I wanted to add gemstones too, but that was rejected for being too gaudy. Reluctantly, I’d made it a simple magic tool containing defensive wall magic, but it was small enough that it’d just be for peace of mind.


      “A ring...for me?”


      “Indeed. All that remains is our unveiling to the citizens, which has no particular procedure we have to observe.”


      Well, the dinner party to follow was technically an official function, but there were no set rules about accessories. Surely nobody would get angry at her for wearing such a ring.


      “As we were dealing with a ceremony involving the First Faith, we refrained from anything too flashy...but perhaps it ended up overly plain.”


      A marriage between royals was given less importance than the crowning of the queen, and once we said our oaths and signed it was just, “Wedding complete, you’re now husband and wife,” which felt far too dull to me. And so, I took Rosaria’s left hand and slipped it onto her ring finger. “We may not treat you as special...but you’re special to me, Rosaria.”


      “Huh?!”
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      If Rosaria had not come to the capital and I had never met her, I might never have come to exist as I was. If Rosaria had been the type to pursue the benefit of her homeland to the exclusion of all else, I likely would have seen through the charade soon enough and maybe even had the chancellor get rid of her.


      But for the longest time, I had felt incredibly glad that Rosaria was my fiancée. As the emperor I wasn’t allowed to give her special treatment, but well, surely this much would be allowed.


      The ring was a perfect fit on her finger. Though I had it made based on proper measurements, for some reason I couldn’t help but feel relieved.


      “What do you think...?” I asked, only to find Rosaria’s expression still frozen in shock. “Um, Mrs. Rosaria...? When you go all silent like that, it makes me terribly nervous.”


      Did I not do a proper job of giving her the ring? I figured if I’d suddenly whispered words of love, she might have found it strange and gotten suspicious, but maybe I could’ve stood to give it more thought...


      But then, Rosaria gently and lovingly stroked the ring with her right hand. Thank goodness... Seems like she likes it.


      “I ask that you not pamper me too much,” she quietly uttered, then she looked up and smiled. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will treasure it my whole life long.”


      Pamper her...? Was it really all that much? Personally, I felt sorry that I couldn’t do any more.


      The carriage came to a stop shortly thereafter. There was a knock on the door, and Timona opened it. We had arrived at the plaza, it seemed. We would be notifying the citizenry of our marriage and unveiling their new queen imminently.


      As soon as we stepped down from the carriage, it was back to official duty. Rosaria and I needed to play our roles to the hilt.


      “Please lend us your hand, our queen.”


      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


      Even so, the smile on Rosaria’s face wasn’t a polite one meant for social interactions. No, it was a brilliant expression, somehow brimming with an innocence that felt fitting for her age.

    

  

  
    
      An Urgent Report at Early Dawn


      “Please awaken, Your Majesty.” The day after my wedding... Was it still just early dawn? At any rate, Count Palatine Vodedt woke me. What a truly awful way to wake up.


      “You wouldn’t budge when I tried, but the spymaster’s voice rouses you on the first try?” Rosaria complained.


      Feeling just as displeased, I replied, “The count palatine never wakes me with good tidings in tow... He only interrupts my sleep when urgent business demands it.”


      Much as I hated it, I would shake off my slumber whether I liked it or not as soon as I heard this man’s voice, based on plenty of past experience.


      “I have good news and bad news.”


      Was he going to ask me which I wanted to hear first? Still, urgent news delivered in such a nonchalant manner...it gave me a bad feeling. This was how it felt when I learned of the Teyanave Confederation declaring independence. Personally, I wanted to hear the good news first, but...


      “I shall begin with the bad news.” Ah, he wasn’t asking me, huh? “The three nations to the south have begun to mobilize their forces.”


      The three nations to the south... That referred to the kingdoms of Apraada, Benima, and Rocourt.


      “Envoys from Apraada and Rocourt participated in yesterday’s dinner party, didn’t they? Where are they now?”


      “Still sleeping soundly. It would seem they were not informed of any of this.”


      Ah, I see... Our spies were just so good that they’d managed to pick up on the actual timing of the mobilization, huh? In all likelihood, the envoys from Apraada and Rocourt would receive the information in the near future too and make their own moves.


      “Whyever for?”


      “It seems the contents of our diplomatic negotiations were leaked. The former imperial nobles in territory occupied by the Kingdom of Rocourt raised an army in response. They seem to be attempting to return to the Empire, and the three nations have begun mobilizing, having decided this is our doing.”


      They felt they were going to be abandoned by the Empire at this rate, so they created a situation where we had to move before that could happen.


      “The Kingdom of Rocourt seems to have intentionally leaked this information, either to make those nobles give up or perhaps to incite rash action.”


      Sure enough, I had said that I would be satisfied with just recovering a portion of the stolen land rather than the whole, and was negotiating as if I were fine abandoning the rest—solely to buy time. And I had wanted the proper pretext of the other side moving first, but things would probably end up muddled instead here. Those nobles really did act out of turn...


      After all, in actuality I wasn’t planning on giving up at all, and that was part of a plot to throw a wrench into the alliance between the three southern kingdoms.


      “So, what is the good news?”


      “The Kingdom of Apraada’s movements have been exceedingly slow. It seems likely that Rocourt and Benima will declare war first, rather than all three doing so simultaneously.” Though it hadn’t gone all the way, it appeared my plan to sow discord was having some impact after all. “Furthermore, though the Kingdom of Rocourt appears to be breaking off negotiations, the Kingdom of Apraada is continuing with them.”


      Ooh, maybe my schemes had achieved more than I thought... Up until now the three southern kingdoms had remained perfectly in sync, but now they were falling apart for the first time. Such a gap was sure to be more than enough for my generals to work with to start.


      “Your Majesty, what of the ceremonies to be held tomorrow onward? This issue is not any fault of the Empire’s, so it would not be a problem to cancel them, but still...”


      Originally, I was still scheduled to marry Nadine and Vera-Sylvie. If I finished all of that properly, I would be able to make a move next week. With a defensive war such as this, initial responses were absolutely crucial.


      “To confirm, they are still only mobilizing, correct?”


      “Indeed. We have not received reports of any borders being crossed, but... Your Majesty?”


      Ah, in that case it would be fine.


      “In order to express our composure to our neighboring countries, we should instead continue on with the ceremonies as planned. Moving forward with them under the circumstances shall also put the troops and the citizenry at ease. We’ll politely return their diplomats as well.”


      Hectic movements could lead to unease, even if the situation itself was not especially precarious. And we had already sunk a lot of preparation into the celebrations to come. If we canceled things now, it would cause all sorts of issues figuring out how far out to delay matters.


      “Are you certain? General logic dictates that in a defensive battle, how quickly one acts is half of what determines who emerges victorious.” Those words came from the princess of the Kingdom of Belvére, which had endured countless such defensive wars, so they certainly held weight. However...


      “There is no need to worry.”




      Firstly, you had the discussion from back when I was invited into the Gotiroir tent.


      “There is one more matter we wish to ask of you, Gernadieffe. Were the Kingdom of Rocourt to declare war, how long could you endure as a general, looking at the current state of affairs?”


      “Three months, I suppose. Past that, I could only protect our own territory.”


      “Three months? That is more than sufficient. Well then, prepare as such for the next three years.”




      Then there was the wedding planning meeting.


      “Furthermore, Duke Warren, Count Chamneau... If we were to face an invasion by the three southern nations, how well would each of you be able to endure?”


      “House Warren’s lands maintain a perennial defensive line against invasion from three directions. At any rate, half a year should be easy enough.”


      “We would be a step behind and suffer a difficult battle... If I am not present, I would estimate one month, and it would be three months were I to put my life on the line. But if it is not necessary to protect the Agincarl territories, I could use baiting tactics and last for four months in either case.”


      “Treating Agincarl as a sacrifice...? We shall give the matter thought.”




      “We have already taken measures.”


      I appointed Gernadieffe general in order to face off with Rocourt, while Benima was left to the Warren forces, which were at full strength thanks to their having sat out the Teyanave subjugation or the suppression of civil war. The one point of concern was Apraada, as Agincarl still hadn’t been fully swept away, but they went and fell terribly out of step with us regardless. Unlike with Teyanave, this was something I had already predicted two years prior. Still, you could say that I had been overly cautious, having two imperial marshals and one general devote excessive forces to the southern border, which had put us on the back foot with our battles to the north against the insurrectionists and Teyanave.


      Sure enough, the Teyanave campaign had been a failure, and at Envé River I had absolutely allowed an enemy I should have defeated slip away. With the Battle of Di Rado City, I hardly did anything at all, leaving everything up to others. For the past year, I had failed again and again.


      However, such failures had come to an end.


      “With this battle, we shall recover the territory we lost to the south.”


      The Empire wasn’t going to keep getting whupped forever. No, we were going to reclaim the land that had been stolen from us, here and now.

    

  

  
    
      Interlude: A Duel to Buy Time


      “Defeat that foe and bring us victory.” So said Emperor Carmine, the guy who might just have been my friend back in our old lives.


      Transmigrators like him and I were all stuck walking around with holes in our memories big enough to spit through and only the faintest hope they’d ever get filled back in. I recalled that I used to be a man named Reiji Kuromura, but I can only remember about half of that life. I had no way to confirm that we’d really been buds back in that other life. I just had a definite feeling of nostalgia when the two of us were together. Sure, it was odd to feel nostalgic without any memories attached to it, but it didn’t feel half bad, so that was fine by me. Besides, the emperor was the most suitable lord for my lady to work under at present anyway. As a transmigrator, he lacked this world’s prejudice against female heads of noble houses. So even setting aside my personal feelings, I had no objection to the idea of following him for the sake of my lady.


      So I’d taken the order in stride. My lady, however, seemed to have thoughts on the matter. “Sir Krommler, I have heard of the matter from His Majesty.”


      “Yes, my lady. By His Majesty’s orders and my hand, the enemy transmigrator falls.”


      The enemy with their backs to the swelling Envé River were a combined force of the surviving Teyanave soldiers and mercenaries. Standing there on the front line facing them were the forces of my mistress, Countess Nunmeidt. Normally, the unit at the tip of the emperor’s main forces as such would be seen as either essentially disposable or else well trusted. In this case, it seemed to be the latter.


      “The enemy has cut off their own path of retreat. Avoid close combat as best you can.”


      “His Majesty gave me the same orders. Though he added it would be fine to engage if necessary.”


      The interests of both the emperor and my lady were in alignment. My lady found the emperor’s recognition and the air of legitimacy it conferred upon her convenient, and the emperor found some respite in knowing that so long as he was still something of an outlier in his respect for women in power, she posed very little risk of betrayal. Compared to other nobles, that made her vastly more valuable.


      She had been born a noblewoman, and in this world, that generally meant being fated to a political marriage you would remain in your whole life long. Though she was hardly a cultural iconoclast, she had no interest in living on such terms, especially when they were thrust upon her by others. And since I had been reincarnated and all, I made up my mind not to give up this time around... That was my promise to my lady, after all.


      “I do not know what has inspired you, but please, do not act recklessly.”


      Normally, female heads of house were only meant to be acknowledged temporarily. And so, my lady took a wager on earnestly admitting that she wished to earn a firm standing as a noble herself, not as the daughter or wife of someone else. My lady continued making preparations without allowing her two brothers to notice, then seized the opportunity provided by the chaos in the wake of the coronation to raise troops and defeat her siblings to seize control of her house and join the imperial faction. Getting to that point was never easy, and neither were the battles after either.


      Still, my lady had won her bet and earned the acknowledgment of the emperor. It just took a long, long time to get there. And then when they’d let their guards down just a little, it ended up like this, with their allied troops collapsed. Now, they were dealing with an enemy transmigrator and forces with their backs to the water... Seriously, transmigrators were such a pain.


      Still, thinking about it as a fight to deal with a potential threat to my lady, suddenly I couldn’t help but feel fired up.


      “Don’t worry, my lady. Call it a moment of patriotic fervor.”


      That guy, the emperor, had gone and called me the servant of Countess Nunmeidt. I couldn’t go out there with my lady’s name riding on my actions and look like a schmuck, and I sure as hell couldn’t lose. Still, I knew that on some level he’d played me like a damn fiddle, wording it like that... That felt pretty familiar to me too.


      “Make certain you return to me, all right?”


      “My lady, this is a public place... Still, I understand. I am your servant, after all.”


      ＊＊＊


      Both armies faced off at a distance where rifles would not reach. In the middle ground, I stood head to head with the enemy transmigrator.


      “You certainly took your time,” he said, all in First Faith cant. “Still—allow me to first apologize for instigating matters by claiming the Empire had no proper soldiers.”


      Apparently he’d been trash-talking our infantry in the hopes of provoking some kind of wrong move out of us. Not that anyone would have been able to parse what he’d been saying at this distance. What a waste of effort.


      “I am the Imperium knight Augustinus von Walcke, also known as Walcke the Thousand-Strong.”


      Before fighting, I was best off getting everything organized in my head. We could assume the enemy had a detached force in play which we were already moving to crush. Additionally, the enemy before us had cut off their own escape route, meaning they would fight like mad. Meanwhile, we were in enemy territory and wanted to do all that we could to minimize our troops’ exhaustion.


      “Oh wise God, bear witness!”


      In other words, the best option was to crush the detached unit and use that information to shake up and steamroll the enemy’s main forces. With that in mind, it made sense to exhaust the ambient mana and leave the enemy with less means to resist.


      “Now then, give your name,” Walcke prompted, but I just bluntly replied, “Nah, that’s too much of a pain.” I didn’t know the specifics of imperial dueling etiquette in the first place, and besides...


      “Ah, yes... You may desire a duel, but my charge is merely to break you.” The emperor’s orders were to kill the transmigrator in front of me, then conquer the enemy forces. He was fine with me using any dirty, unfair method I liked, as long as it wouldn’t damage the morale of our troops.


      I knew how I was going to win. I’d take him on in this duel, but I didn’t give a damn about personal glory. “Come on, merc. Let’s rumble.”




      “Stultus Labynthus.” With my magic I opened up a warp hole in the sky, and a torrent of swords fell upon my foe. To deal with them, the enemy deployed a defensive wall. “I feel like I’ve seen that attack somewhere before!”


      The emperor had called my spatial magic unfair plenty of times. However, it wasn’t actually quite that flexible. I had two types of spatial magic I could employ. Stultus Labynthus could connect a warp hole to a location I had marked in advance, while Sapiens Carcere opened a warp hole to a nonsense space off in some corner of creation I had no way of recognizing. Those were the only two variants I could use.


      To be more accurate, though, if I didn’t reference a marked location, then Stultus Labynthus turned into Sapiens Carcere. To be blunt, it was a flawed form of magic that was mostly good at shuttling things around. Worse still, I could only use magic on a marked position for a limited duration, and if I stepped through a warp hole myself, I couldn’t maintain it any longer and it’d vanish, and on top of all of that it expended a crazy amount of mana to maintain for any length of time... My magic had a heap of downsides.


      It’d taken a lot of pondering to figure out how to weaponize it. But ultimately, it wasn’t really much of an attack.


      “They aren’t especially swift, and the swords are cheap. Is this all you have to offer?”


      Duh, man. If I’d had the money to buy a ton of expensive swords, I’d use it to strengthen my lady’s armor and weapons instead. And it wasn’t like I could make them fall any faster than terminal velocity.


      “Still, it gave me a look at your magic. Barrier magic with physical resistance, huh?” I uttered as if I’d only just figured it out.


      “Indeed. Walcke the Thousand-Strong possesses the Iron Fortress and the Invisible Slash... I feel it only natural that you would have known as much if you dared to challenge me in the first place, however.”


      This guy seemed way more confident in the reach of his rep than it seemed like he deserved. I only knew about his magic in advance because of that Storyteller lapdog Deflotte. Though he spoke like he had two different types of magical specialties, it was all barrier magic.


      For mages, barriers were about as basic as spells got, but they had a million and one uses. Any given caster’s suite of barrier spells was full of minute differences unique to their repertoire. Some made invisible walls, while others made walls that looked like actual shields. Some could only guard against magic, while others could defend to some degree against physical attacks from swords and the like. And some people would divide those into different types based on their characteristics, but such definitions were vague. The only thing that held them all together taxonomically was that they drew a line between point A and point B that one hazard or another couldn’t cross. Stuff like color, thickness, size, material...they pretty much never all matched up.


      Magic was based on mental imagery, so it was easy enough to tell what the caster immediately thought a barrier should be, to the point that it was said that you could read the character of a mage’s repertoire in the kind of barrier they’d throw up on reflex. That meant that it was real rare to find a weirdo who could switch up their barrier spells on the fly. And sure enough, the enemy before me now didn’t seem to be one of them.


      “Nah, in all my time on the battlefield, I can’t say I’ve heard mention of you. Have you been taking a break for the last ten years or so, maybe?”


      I had dirt on the enemy, sure, but I pretended I didn’t. And sure enough, Walcke took my bait and launched that Invisible Slash he had mentioned. “Then let my prowess be known here today! To all but you, of course!”


      “Sapiens Carcere,” I uttered, unleashing my other little trick to neutralize his attack, whisking it off to who-knew-where. I had no control over what was on the other side, that space with no air, no magic... I’d poked and prodded at it in my own fashion, but I really had no details to go on. Still, no matter what magic I threw in there, the space on the other side didn’t seem to take any damage, and as for the size of the place, I honestly couldn’t help but think that it might just be infinite. Oh, and since there was no mana in there, any magic I let through would fizzle out real quick.


      On top of all that, apparently the warp hole didn’t open in the same spot on the other side each time. At the very least, I’d never encountered anything I’d tossed into the space again so far.


      “Because that was going to kill me, you meant? Sorry for not reading the room. Let me make sure I’ve got this figured out right—you make real thin, sharp barriers and huck ’em like throwing knives? Is that all you’ve got?”


      Once again, my barb got an immediate response out of Walcke. This time around, he launched his barriers along a curved trajectory to avoid my Sapiens Carcere. What’d they call a curveball that moved like that again...?


      “If you have to sacrifice speed to curve them, what’s the point? I can dodge those, no problem.” Of course, that was something I’d been informed of in advance too. I didn’t really get the specifics of how Deflotte’s artificial eyes worked, but he could probably figure out the nature and scope of a spell just by looking at the raw magic and the traces it left behind. Thanks to the information gleaned from his duel with Viscount Bocuse, I felt like we’d kinda strip-searched the guy for everything worth knowing.


      Of course, that made me want to snap back that Deflotte should’ve just fought him personally, but, well, that was the sort of guy he was. You could always count on Ein’s Storytellers to pick a nice safe spot to watch the rest of us struggle.


      Anyway, based on that intel and my own experience, I couldn’t see Walcke as anything but a rank amateur. When he changed up the trajectory of his strikes, their speed fell, and the starting positions for all his attack vectors were always close to his own body... Actually, it looked more like he could only deploy them in your default defensive position in the first place. Even when he fired them straight, it was still slow enough that you could dodge if you watched carefully. Oh yeah, and he called them invisible, but a keen eye could still pick up on the faint way they reflected and bent the light around them. His whole approach was riddled with holes, arguably because he’d tried to force a square peg into a round hole weaponizing such a naturally defensive spell.


      “You say that, but is dropping cheap swords all you can manage? I wouldn’t even call that a proper attack,” Walcke uttered, sounding plenty composed this time around.


      But while he was barely more than a nuisance on the offense, he was kind of a beast running his own defense. His barriers could soak both magical and physical attacks, and he could maintain a whole battery of them at once... Supposedly they could even guard against a gunshot or a slash at point-blank range. Put bluntly, slipping past those defenses was going to be backbreaking.


      “That’s because it isn’t an attack. Stultus Labynthus.”


      “How often do you intend to attempt the same... What?!”


      At the same time as swords fell directly overhead, I started manipulating the countless blades strewn about the ground. You might recall that I’d said magic varies from person to person based on the strength of their imagination. As a result, there wasn’t a direct link between a mage’s skill and what magic they favored or struggled with. The emperor had said he always had a rough time of it with magic that manipulated objects with mana, aside from his own techniques. He supposedly couldn’t even handle simple techniques like lifting objects and moving them about. On the other hand, that Vera-Sylvie woman who would soon become his concubine had no trouble at all hoisting up a massive cannon.


      Personally, I fell somewhere between the two of them. I was better than the emperor, but I didn’t measure up to Vera-Sylvie at all. To be more precise, if I touched something once and understood its structure, I didn’t have trouble manipulating it. And those swords were all my personal belongings, given to me by my lady and stored in the manor.


      Perhaps because he was distracted by the attack from above, the swords slithering along the ground managed to stab deep into the barriers Walcke had deployed around himself. No, wait, there’s another layer past that, huh? Man, does he ever run out?


      “What’s with that look on your face? What, was that enough to make you sweat?”


      That additional jab made the look in Walcke’s eyes shift, and he pressed the attack once again.


      ＊＊＊


      Past that point he just didn’t let up with his fusillade of barrier projectiles. I went ahead and guarded or dodged, whichever was more suitable in the moment, and I struck back now and again. Sure enough, considering how he could block, parry, and strike all at once, the guy could clearly sustain a ton of barriers at the same time; in that regard, at least, he was quite the skilled mage. He just didn’t seem like he had another trick in his tool kit. Sure, he could hone his barriers to a razor-sharp edge, but I hadn’t seen him alter their size. And when they were all that same size, it made them easy to read and dodge.


      Here in this world, scaling a spell up or down required magical control. Not many people could change that up on the fly. In other words, he didn’t really have much leeway to work with. Seeing the extent of what he had, I wasn’t scared at all.


      That said, it didn’t seem like either of us would manage to strike a decisive blow. Looking at his expression, though, my opponent was seriously trying to kill me, and I was really not making remotely the same effort. A lot of transmigrators tended to be excellent mages, but this was all he could manage, huh?


      “Sure enough, it’s less that I’m weak, and more that that guy is just plain abnormal, huh?” In the past, I had tried to kill the emperor, only to have the tables thoroughly turned on me. But that guy had been attacking to intimidate right from the start, waiting for his opportunity to win me over...and he managed to shut me down entirely. I couldn’t see his limits at all. In all likelihood, that guy hadn’t used magic with all his might ever since he’d reincarnated, at least not really.


      That man’s skill with magic didn’t have anything to do with his previous life. It wasn’t a matter of his soul or spirit, but rather a latent talent deep in his bones. You just needed to look into this world’s history a bit in order to understand that.


      Since the days when rulers were just as much warriors and mages as they were statesmen, magical talent had stood as a symbol of power and authority. To reign over mages, the lords of the land needed to possess stronger magic still. On top of that, a mage’s talent was genetic. And so those lords married excellent mages, so that their children could gain even stronger magic. By the same token, children of the lower classes with obvious martial and magical talent were circulated into the aristocratic gene pool through the institution of knighthood, elevating them to the level of skilled soldiers and quasi-nobles in their own right.


      So consider this: The Imperium’s reigning bloodline had been cut short and replaced over and over again. The Empire’s reigning bloodline stretched unbroken all the way back to the days of the Rotahl Empire. So Emperor Carmine? My boss? The guy was born with a genetic inheritance that the entire machinery of state had been built to optimize for spellcasting for centuries. The line of Garde-Bundarte had all been earthshaking mages waiting to happen; it was just that in recent generations most of them had never gotten the chance to exploit that potential.


      The current emperor, though, was a transmigrator. And if a transmigrator could perceive magic, they would recognize the difference compared to the sensations of their old world and realize mana existed. That was likely why virtually all transmigrators ended up as at least passable mages.


      If he had been born before the introduction of the First Faith, he could have ruled the country on magical talent alone. But warriors were replaced with nobles, and “exalted” bloodlines came to be valued over magical skill, meaning that power alone was no longer enough to rule. In that way, he really had been born into the wrong era.


      “Are you making light of me, losing yourself in thought in the midst of a duel?”


      “Yeah? What of it?” That wasn’t actually the case, but hey, it was a chance to stoke his anger further. I mean, he always fell for it. From what I could sense, this Walcke transmigrator’s cumulative mental age had to be pretty low. His attacks felt like a child throwing a temper tantrum... Maybe he had died young in our old world. Even if he did, though, it didn’t change the fact that I was going to kill him here and now.


      “All you do is dodge!” Normally, magic was fueled by the mana in the air. As such, the biggest difference in skill level between mages showed through in their output and control. Their output impacted what sort of magic they could use. Still, it was hard to compare, since magic specialties varied from person to person. On the other hand, the difference in terms of control was readily apparent. It impacted things like the time it took to activate a spell, and how well you could manipulate it... And Walcke here? His control was downright shoddy.


      Rather than activating his barrier spells when they were needed, he maintained them constantly, likely because he lacked confidence in how fast he could summon them and how precisely he could direct them. What’s more, he only had eight different attack vectors he could pull off with any consistency. Plus, when he was banking his shots and launching several barriers at once, periodically he would misaim and knock his own projectiles off course in midair. Perhaps because he was desperate to look like he wasn’t a complete disaster, he’d only flip out and double down on his offensive the worse off he got, giving away all his moves.


      “You’re real clumsy, aren’t you?” I uttered without thinking, which was apparently a real sore spot for my opponent.


      “Die.” His next volley of slashing barriers split midway along their course into a profusion of shards. “I hit you with that, didn’t I?” Split down so fine, his barriers could no longer cut, but they hammered me all the same. Still, so far none of them had left any sort of serious damage. Nobody had bothered to warn me he had that trick up his sleeve. “You couldn’t dodge that, could you, huh?”


      “Such shallow wounds are enough to make you happy? Must be nice.” Yeah, that was a fine bit of magic, sure enough. A bleeding enemy’s performance was bound to suffer. Keeping them on their feet and fighting as you pile on the cuts was a great way to leave them exsanguinated. This was a top-tier trick for crowd control—you could suppress and break whole formations with it, driving them into a retreat. What it couldn’t do was kill anyone in one shot. I wasn’t about to call it the ace up his sleeve...


      “Once more!”


      The guy was a ton of trouble, and his defenses were brutal, sure. But that was all there was to him. I’d already seen much weirder stuff done with miniature barrier spells; this guy was a long way away from using his barriers to redirect weaponized light. So it was hard to see this guy as a threat.


      “Sapiens Carcere!”


      Actually, his magic clearly wasn’t suited to duels in the first place. Low-profile attacks like that were best suited to ambush tactics. And I’d already mentioned that he’d be useful in actual mass combat. There was also a real good chance his projectile storm trick wouldn’t work on the heavily armored cavalry of bygone combat doctrine. It was a type of magic that could only show its stuff because armor had become lighter to support the kind of troop mobility that warfare in an age of firearms required.


      Oh yeah, he said he had the “strength of thousands,” didn’t he? Yeah, I could see him forcing a thousand or so regular soldiers with no means of resisting to retire with that magic. Still, what was he doing here in a duel, then? Hopefully it was just a case of his bosses picking the wrong guy for the job...


      ＊＊＊


      “Oh? Have we manaburnt the field already?” After I fended off his attacks for a while, he seemed to finally notice that the mana was drying up. “Really, at some point you moved to defending and nothing else.”


      “It’s because I kept on maintaining Sapiens Carcere.” By nature, mana maintained a uniform concentration. When a space with lots of mana and another with little were connected, it would swiftly flow from the former to the latter. As mentioned earlier, the space Sapiens Carcere connected to didn’t even have mana in the first place. In other words, it sucked in a ton of mana just by being open, which then immediately dispersed. That space was just far too vast, so the concentration dropped so low it was impossible to perceive. Since I couldn’t make use of that mana again myself, it was a quirk that rarely ever proved useful...but it sure was handy when I wanted to manaburn a staging ground for a fight quickly.


      “Stultus Labynthus!” With the last of the mana, I opened a small warp hole by my hand and pulled out an active magical device.


      “It seems you were mistaken. All this time, I have been attacking while guarding, so I have not been able to launch a proper offensive. But if I don’t need to defend...!” I stepped way back, instantly distancing myself from Walcke. “You shall not escape! I’ll hit you with all I have!”


      If the mana ran dry, spells couldn’t be maintained. In that case, he couldn’t keep up his barriers. And if they were going to vanish anyway, he’d move them all to offense... What an ordinary way of thinking.


      “I’m glad I was up against a normal opponent... Release ward.” I really was fortunate. If I was up against somebody who could use his own internal mana even when the atmospheric stuff ran out, I never would’ve had a chance.


      “This is my all!” He could put up with my attacks all day if I wanted to take him all the way out, but I could certainly force him into a retreat to nurse his wounds. But the emperor had ordered me to take him down. And so, to kill him without fail, I had to wait for the moment his defenses were fully down. “Launch!”


      Using the mana flowing forth from the released mana-sealing ward, I weaved my magic—some real nonsense magic that would reach the opponent first, even if I fired it off second...


      The emperor himself had used it on pure intuition, so he probably didn’t know. And there was a chance that if I gave him unnecessary information and changed his imagery it could weaken, so I hadn’t said a word. But this wasn’t actually anything so simple as condensing heat energy based on the fire attribute. That might have been his intent, sure, but it looked totally different to me. No, this was the heat of raw fusion. A light speed attack imbued with the concept of melting solid objects with heat... That was the kind of nonsense it looked like to me.


      My imitation of his spell had a way, way lower destructive output. It couldn’t melt through armor in a flash...but a defenseless neck? Yeah, it could evaporate that just fine.


      “Carmine Lux!”


      “Eh?”


      The light pierced right through him, and with his control over the barriers he had sent flying gone, they vanished. Ugh... Just how many millions of times would you have to visualize it to get to that level of force?


      Cheers so loud it seemed they might crack the earth erupted at my back. I had won the duel. Sure, what I had done was effectively a sneak attack, but at that distance my allied forces had no way of telling.


      “With morale this high, I can’t imagine it falling easily.” Our commands would be effective, and the enemy would be thrown into disarray. I’d bought plenty of time, and the rest of the battle was sure to be easy. “This is our win.”

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter: You Are a Madman


      “Looks like we lost.”


      The clash that would come to be known as the Battle of Envé River would be well-known to history enthusiasts, even if it did not make it into textbooks. The general consensus would persist that the young emperor saw through the diversion presented by the enemy placing their backs to the water, and the skirmish concluded with a vicious duel between two skilled mages. Yet one point in particular would remain unclear: the name of the commander leading the Teyanave forces.


      “The duel has only just begun, Sir Volk,” a woman in knight’s garb uttered, chiding the man for his defeatism.


      “Oh, I don’t give a damn about that. Looks like he’s gonna lose too, though. No, I meant my strategy must’ve failed, since the detached force’s regular contact hasn’t come back in.” The man himself cut a bizarre figure. Though he was dressed in a knight’s clothing, rather than a sword or a knife, he brandished a pair of scissors. Even more noteworthy, though, was the fact that he wore what looked to be a filthy crown atop his head. The man sat atop an improvised chair, and from the outside looking in he likely seemed as if he was playing at king. Yet nobody looked at him as if he was out of place in the least...aside from the knight beside him, that is. “Besides, right now I’m Nahl Ketzer, leader of the White Dragon Mercenaries. You haven’t forgotten that, have you, my precious Adele?”


      “A detached force? I didn’t hear anything about that,” Adele von Ménard, knight of the Imperium, said as she fought desperately to hide the chills the man’s coaxing voice drew out of her.


      “That’s because I never mentioned it.” The man’s name was Theo von Volk. He was a noble of the Imperium, and for the sake of carrying out his current mission, he had become the leader of a mercenary group.


      “If our side had deployed a detached force, I normally would have noticed such a thing. Did you use that relic on me, Your Excellency?” In the Imperium, magical tools left behind by ancient civilizations that defied modern analysis were called relics.


      “Hmm, what do you think? Oh, and this thing’s more of a cursed item than a relic,” the man said, removing the crown from his head and placing it on his lap. He pinched at the air as if grabbing a thread and pulled upward.


      “You summoned me?” a commander with vacant eyes uttered as he approached the two of them.


      “Restore the bridge with magic. And make it so it’ll crumble again when the mana runs dry.”


      “Very well.”


      After watching the former leader of the White Dragon Mercenaries wander off like a servant given his orders, Theo von Volk rose from his chair and stretched.


      “What is it that you intend to do?”


      “You have to ask? I’m running. This battle’s already been lost,” the man calmly replied.


      The woman snapped back on pure reflex. “You couldn’t be planning to abandon our allied forces and flee, surely?”


      “Hey, it’s not like they’re my friends or anything.”


      During this war with the Empire, the overwhelming majority of the Teyanave Confederation’s forces had been wiped out at the beginning of the hostilities, and their remnants were absorbed into the White Dragon Mercenaries. For this battle, the mercenaries themselves remained in the rear, while many Teyanavi remnants were deployed on the front lines. As such, there were very few mercenaries at all up front.


      “Oh, don’t worry about the mercenaries at the front! I was just getting rid of traitors and incompetents!”


      “You’re telling me to leave our allies and flee?! I am an Imperium noble and a proud knight!”


      “Aw, shut it. Or are you saying you want to cancel your contract with me?”


      The knight’s words caught in her throat.


      “In exchange for covering up your big brother’s blunder, you became my second-in-command. During that time, I won’t lay a hand on you, but you’ll obey my orders. Oh, and you won’t talk to anyone about what you learned during the contract period on pain of death. Still, I suppose I could treat the whole contract as void instead of responding as if you’d breached our terms at this point.”


      Adele von Ménard was the daughter of an Imperium noble as well as a knight, and she had an older brother. In spite of being Imperium nobility, that man had gone against His Divinity’s orders and assisted Duke Raul’s rebellion of his own accord. If Duke Raul had proven victorious at the Battle of Chelán Hill, His Divinity would likely have given permission for that deployment of troops. Or if he had at least not failed, it could have been overlooked.


      And yet, her brother Robert von Ménard had gone and made a massive blunder. Due to his negligence, the Raul forces lost copious field artillery and a great many officers and men. Then he went and failed to break through at Chelán Hill and reclaim them...only to flee from the battlefield.


      “I spoke out of line, Your Excellency...”


      “It wasn’t just your words. Really, it must be rough having such a fool for a brother,” the man uttered with an amused sneer directed at the knight.


      “Even so, he is still my brother.”


      News of that blunder had already reached the Imperium capital. As a result, her father almost lost his noble status, and it was then that this man came offering honeyed words and promises of rescue at a time when their entire house was in jeopardy.


      “Come, let’s hurry to the other shore. We can take our time spectating after,” the man said, holding out a hand.


      In her eyes, he looked like a devil. “You are forbidden from touching me.”


      “Huh?! Even that’s too much?!”


      ＊＊＊


      With such discipline that it was hard to believe they were mercenaries, the White Dragon company crossed the bridge over the swelling Envé River. Meanwhile, the Teyanavi soldiers were all focusing on the duel between mages, so no one noticed that the bridge had even been rebuilt.


      Even when they turned that way, they didn’t notice their allies had gone AWOL. In fact, even assuming the bridge had entered their field of vision, they paid it no mind and looked back toward the duel. The knight really did find it hard to believe what she was seeing.


      “This is the power of your relic? Is that how you covered up the matter with my brother?”


      “Nah, that didn’t take anything special. All I had to do was say it was a part of my strategy, and there was no problem anymore. That’s the sort of contract I have.” Seeing that she didn’t believe his words at all, Theo von Volk shook his head and uttered, “Sure, right now I’m just a mere mercenary. But my employer sits at the top of the Imperial Faith. Even His Divinity can’t meddle with me.”


      “The Sacred Order...?! But they have no secular military force!”


      The Imperium was a great power, every bit the equivalent of the Empire. The state religion was the Imperial Faith, a splinter of the First Faith, and its creed firmly placed the Imperium above other nations. That led to the Imperium maintaining incredible authority throughout the eastern half of the Eastern Continent. Accordingly, the Sacred Order that sat atop the Imperial Faith held astounding influence in turn.


      And so, in the Imperium the Imperial line and the Sacred Order had long since stood in opposition to one another behind the scenes. Just like the Empire, they were more preoccupied with internal problems than external ones.


      “What, you buy into all that? How cute.”


      Officially, the Sacred Order possessed no military force. But as long as they stood in opposition to the imperial line, it would be unthinkable for them to go without suitable preparations in place.


      “Is that why you possess that relic, Your Excellency?”


      “I wish you’d at least call it an OOPArt. But anyway, you’ve got it backward. The Sacred Order’s holding my leash because I can use this toy.” Theo von Volk lifted the OOPArt with both hands. “You can’t see these strings, right?”


      Sure enough, Adele von Ménard couldn’t see any strings at all. And in the past, Theo von Volk had proven the only one who could, making this an OOPArt only he could use. That was precisely why the Sacred Order placed him in a position of trust.


      “Still, it’s not like I’ve got any clue if I’m using it right in the first place. The proper use, the instructions, the service life, the side effects on the user... The ancients are the only ones who knew all that. But for now, I can use this and other people can’t, so it was shoved off on me.”


      The tool was too much for mankind in the present day, but it was only natural for people to reach out toward whatever power they could grasp. In his case, the Sacred Order were the ones who reached out, and then they’d thrust it upon him.


      “I use it through these strings that reach from the brains of people to here. There are a lot this time, though, so I’ve been connecting one to fifty people at a time, commanders aside. That lets me lock the thoughts of my targets. This time around, I showed everyone the bridge falling and locked them into the idea that there was no retreat, and they had no choice but to keep on fighting. That’s why they think that even now.”


      “Wait, even the ones crossing the bridge now...?” she asked with a shudder.


      As if it were only natural, the man replied, “Right, they’re crossing a bridge they can’t even recognize exists. Amusing, isn’t it?” Those words were so confident and devoid of hesitation that Adele von Ménard was long past merely afraid; she had to hold herself back from throwing up.


      “How are you able to do such things so nonchalantly?”


      “Eh? Because it’s needed to complete my duty this time around.”


      “Your duty?” she asked, and Theo von Volk replied readily, as if he had just been asked what he had for breakfast this morning.


      “The Empire’s got a poisonous spider lurking in it. From the emperor’s point of view, it’d be like an insect hiding inside the body of a lion. They’re a noble of the Empire, but they’re acting out of resentment toward the nation. That’s why the spider tried to make a grand showing at the Battle of Chelán Hill. The plan was to fight hard and wriggle further toward the core of the country, but then something unexpected happened.”


      His response was so abrupt that Adele von Ménard couldn’t quite follow what he was saying, but Theo von Volk ignored her and continued on.


      “You see, the emperor turned out to be a real hero. He led his own troops, stood at the head of his army, and defeated the enemy. The emperor ended up standing out the most, so things didn’t go as planned. I tried to hold out to let the spider take us down, but it just didn’t work out.”


      Theo von Volk had participated in the Battle of Chelán Hill under the guise of the leader of the White Dragon Mercenaries, Nahl Ketzer. He had taken command after the self-proclaimed Duke Rahl got crushed by a boulder. “That’s why the spider’s working here in the Teyanave Confederation this time around. But who knows how it’s going? Was the plan to try to kill him, or force him into a real pinch and gallantly save him? But it’s all gone tits up again. I don’t know if the emperor overcame the spider’s trap through pure instinct or luck, but he sure managed it. That’s why I’m fighting now.”


      “What are you saying?”


      At that, Theo von Volk summarized the objective of the Battle of Envé River. “This battle was meant to clean up their mess and direct all the emperor’s hate my way—to convince him that the mastermind behind all this was me, not somebody in the Empire. Of course, I figured I’d actually take the city and give the emperor a real scare, but that was no good. Still, using this OOPArt so blatantly and casually retreating while making him look like a fool could still point his attention my way.”


      In other words, Theo von Volk had no issue with losing this battle. The objective was just to draw attention his way. “Why do such a thing?”


      “We’ve got a dissident there in the Empire and all, so the Imperium wants to keep them doing just fine and clear of suspicion. I got chosen to play the part of the villainous mastermind.”


      “Haven’t you done enough to play that role by this point? You should release your brainwashing and allow them to retreat,” Adele von Ménard proposed.


      Instantly, Theo von Volk shot her down. “Nah. The objective this time around is pointing his hate my way, so the key condition is that I escape alive and well. And if I’m fleeing, a small unit is better than a big army. Can’t have our movements slowed down by having everybody run.”


      In other words, the soldiers who couldn’t cross the bridge in time would be stuck with the enemy behind them and an overflowing river before them, limiting them to a single option.


      “You’re using them to buy time?”


      “That’s right. Besides, they’re Teyanavi anyway, so I’m sure they want to defend their country.”


      By this point, Adele von Ménard could no longer judge if the man before her now was rational or a complete and utter deviant. Even if he was making the proper judgment as a commander, she just couldn’t understand what he was saying and thinking.


      “Then what about the vice-leader presently engaged in a duel...? Was that a strategy to buy time for us as well?”


      “Nah, I was just disposing of him.”


      Adele doubted her own ears. Had this man’s madness finally infected her? “D-Disposing?!”


      “That’s right. He didn’t listen to me at all, and he was annoying, plus he got all arrogant just from hunting down small fry, and then on top of all that he was annoying. Still, the higher-ups thrust him on me, so it wasn’t like I could just dismiss him. That’s why I figured I’d have him die here and now.”


      In other words, he’d already been cast aside. “I don’t understand what you mean.”


      “Oh, I’ve got all sorts of reasons. He’s a hassle, and an idiot who thinks having memories of a past life makes him unique. Plus he’s held me back a ton, but he’s valuable enough that I’ll get chewed out if I just toss him aside. He’s totally replaceable, but he doesn’t know his place and he’s convinced he’s the best. Oh, and because he specializes in defense, he’s hard to kill. So getting rid of that fool and buying some time is like killing two birds with one stone, right?”


      Adele was getting a headache. She cradled her head as she composed herself and expressed her concern. “But won’t he give information to the enemy if he’s taken prisoner?”


      “Nah, no problem. He doesn’t even know ten percent of the stuff I’ve told you. I mean, there’s no point in informing an idiot.”


      Adele couldn’t help but feel bad for the vice-leader, hearing this man disparage him so. “You said he was thrust onto you by higher-ups, didn’t you? So won’t you be criticized if it’s found out that you abandoned him?”


      She was trying to lend a helping hand in her own way, only for it to be immediately slapped away.


      “Nah, they won’t get rid of me as long as I don’t obviously betray them. Or I guess they could find somebody else who can use this damn thing,” Theo von Volk replied, lifting up the OOPArt with both hands and sneering. “I’m just a guinea pig. They’ve got no clue if there are any side effects or other drawbacks to using this thing, but it’s strong, so they’re having me use it anyway. And as long as nobody else can use it, I’m their only source of data.” Suddenly, he seemed to notice something and said, “Oh, the mana’s run dry. Guess it’ll be soon, huh?” All at once, the bridge collapsed. It had been made with magic, so when the mana ran dry it vanished. It was just far too inhuman of a way to treat the soldiers that had been fighting for him up until this point. “Ooh. Bad luck, fellas.”


      The soldiers who had been in the middle of crossing fell into the rushing river and vanished from sight.


      “How awful...” Adele uttered, averting her gaze without even thinking.


      In that moment, Theo von Volk pulled out a magical tool that looked like a pair of binoculars from somewhere and glanced over at the results of the duel. “Ah, he’s dead. Lucky me!”


      Adele knew full well that he was talking about the vice-leader, not the enemy. In the short span they’d spent together, she had come to expect this sort of thing.


      “Ah, so it was an anti-mana field after all... What do they call that magical tool in the Empire? Right, a mana-sealing ward. I figured it might be when I caught a glance back at the Battle of Chelán Hill. I wonder if we can re-create that in the Imperium too. Hey, any thoughts?”


      “I have no idea. More importantly, weren’t we retreating?”


      “Oh yeah, thanks for the reminder,” Theo von Volk uttered, raising his scissors against the strings extending from his magical tool. “Hmm, if I want to make things good and hectic on the opposite shore, I should cut here, and then maybe here?”


      Adele couldn’t see the strings this man could. However, she definitely heard a sound like they had cut something. To Adele, it seemed like the sound of someone’s life ending abruptly.


      “Then let’s cut here too, and that should cause some nice chaos over there. All those folks fleeing and fighting. If they’re not working together smoothly, it’ll make them an even better obstacle.”


      Glancing at the opposite shore, Adele couldn’t help but furrow her brow. A soldier who had fallen prey to despair and collapsed to the ground was kicked into the river so he wouldn’t get in the way. One of them had tried and failed to commit suicide properly; he wailed in pain as his blood watered the riverbank. One soldier stripped his armor and tried to swim to the other shore, but unfortunately for him, he was shot with a rifle. The soldiers that had leaped into the river but lacked the strength needed to make it to the other side were swept away.


      “That satisfies your objective, does it not? Let us hurry away from this place,” Adele remarked, utterly exhausted. Above all else, she lacked any confidence that she could maintain her sanity if she stayed by this man’s side any further.


      “Hmm, I cleared the mission, but I’m not so sure about the objective.”


      “What do you mean?”


      Theo von Volk was a mercenary who acted under the Sacred Order, but he was utterly bereft of faith and loyalty.


      “That poisonous spider may well have made it all the way to the emperor’s throat,” he said. “But that lot back in the capital playing at strategy, controlling them from the outfield? They’re totally mediocre. Here’s hoping they get what’s coming to them eventually.”


      The two of them mounted their horses and started to retreat from the field of battle. Adele shot the man a truly disgusted look, wishing she could at least fall back and march alongside the troops. “I fear you overstep your bounds, saying such things...”


      “I’m nothing but a guard dog and test subject for those rotten old bastards in the capital and the transmigrators on the winning side of things. They can take my loyalty and shove it.”


      If Adele’s father or brother had heard the things this man said, what would they think? Surely they would faint on the spot.


      “May I ask one final question...?”


      “It won’t be the final one, because I’m not gonna let you go for a while yet. But what is it?”


      Adele sighed without thinking, then asked the question that was bothering her. “Why are you revealing such classified information to me? What is your objective?”


      “Huh? Because if you leak information, I get to kill you. That’s the sort of contract we have, after all,” the man said, like it was only obvious.


      With an unpleasant premonition, Adele asked, “Is that a threat, or is it perhaps what you wish to happen?”


      Theo von Volk turned and stared right at her, looking as if he was about to confess his love. The look in those eyes was far too clear. “Call it love at first sight. As soon as I saw you, I thought you were so pretty that I’d love to kill you. But you can’t just murder someone without a reason, right? That’s why I made that contract with you. If you leak information, I get to kill you. And until then, I get to talk with you. It’s the absolute best sort of contract. Totally win-win, from where I’m standing.”


      At that, Adele recalled what the man had said earlier. I’m just a guinea pig. They’ve got no clue if there are any side effects or other drawbacks to using this thing, but it’s strong, so they’re having me use it anyway. She had no way of knowing if this man had been mad to begin with, or if the relic had driven him crazy. At any rate, she simply prayed to God to be cut loose from him as soon as possible.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for purchasing volume 5 of Imperial Reincarnation. I’m the author, Masekinokatasa.


      This fifth volume covers the transitional period between the civil war and the war with external nations. Up until now the nobles of the Empire had neglected the political situation and fought among themselves, to the point that the chancellor and minister of ceremony had practically managed to turn their territories into independent nations. Through the Bloodsoaked Coronation and the Battle of Chelán Hill, though, our protagonist more or less managed to reclaim the national power of the Empire.


      Naturally, that frightened the surrounding nations. They could be at ease when the Empire was on its deathbed, divided and weak, but seeing that Emperor Carmine was returning the Empire to a place of strength, they’ve chosen to act together before that can happen. That’s what the end of this volume is supposed to tee up. Just like always, there’s a mountain of problems to handle.


      Furthermore, in this volume a lot is revealed about transmigrators, but that’s ultimately the result of me straying from my initial concept. I figured if I didn’t put restrictions on the protagonist’s knowledge, he’d overrun the whole continent, and I felt it’d be too easy to have a typical transmigrator for a protagonist, so I tweaked things to make him struggle.


      Of course, I should have realized that I’d displaced the struggle onto me, the author.


      At any rate, in the sixth volume we’ll be moving properly into the war with other nations. Since there’s going to suddenly be battles in numerous surrounding countries, it will be a true matter of life or death for the Empire. And Carmine still hasn’t dealt with the rebelling forces or the Agincarl within his own lands, so how will he deal with this siege?


      Hmm? His newlywed life? That might come up after the war settles down...if it does, of course.


      To wrap up, thank you to Kaito Shibano-sama as always for the wonderful illustrations. I very much appreciate you drawing such wonderful art for this book during such a busy time. And TO Books, I know I caused you all sorts of trouble this time around, but somehow we managed to get this fifth volume out, and it’s all thanks to you. Naturally, I deeply appreciate not only the novelization, but the manga and merchandise as well.


      And, of course, from the bottom of my heart: Thank all of you who decided to pick up this book. Thanks to you, this story seems like it will be able to continue on a bit longer.


      I hope to see you again in the next volume!


      May 2023, Masekinokatasa
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