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      Prologue


      “I wonder if His Majesty will appreciate it...” a single girl remarked as she casually rode atop her horse. She cradled a wooden box like it was worth the world and she was giving it away to the one person who deserved it. Her thoughts were racing, occupied wholly with the lord she so admired, who had become an adult just a bit before her.


      Would it please him or surprise him? Would he praise her? With such anticipation welling up inside of her, she turned toward the soldiers escorting her and asked, “Hey, what do you all think?”


      No one replied to the question. The only sound to be heard was the clopping of hooves following behind her. She puffed up her cheeks a bit and remarked, “You could at least reply, couldn’t you?”


      The outburst toward her subordinates remained essentially charming; she had not yet outgrown such things.


      “Still, there sure are a lot less of you. Maybe we should’ve trained a bit more.”


      Seeing her admonish her honor guard this way, one would struggle to imagine that she was the head of a storied imperial house.


      Posed the question of which nation on the Eastern Continent held the most prestige, anyone with their wits about them was bound to mention the Bundarte Empire in the attempt to answer. As the successor to the legacy of the Rotahl Empire, they carried on the traditions and formal trappings of their predecessor and stood at the center of culture throughout the continent.


      If you asked which was the greatest power on the continent, though, the Empire’s name wouldn’t come up at all. It had long been stuck on a course of steady decline. Its highest nobles had divided the empire with tyrannical power grabs. Its strength had diminished ever further as its highest authorities grew rich off its decay; by the time of the young emperor’s ascension to the throne, this trajectory had been fixed firmly in place. With the emperor reduced to an ornamental role, the nobles chose sides between the chancellor and the regency, leading to endless dissension over how to split the spoils of their corruption.


      For the country’s neighbors, that was very much a convenient state of affairs. The more unstable the Empire grew, the more those nations could enjoy peace and stability. Left alone, grand nations would stir up internal strife all on their own. The smaller powers were content to rest, wait, and watch, smiling in the way that all jackals smile.


      But when the emperor, who had been thought a mere puppet, purged the upper echelons of his aristocracy, the situation changed in an instant. The young emperor had been dubbed an utter fool, yet he crushed the mighty forces of Duke Raul in a single battle and seized true control over the Empire in a flash. Even when his allies fled and left him stranded in enemy territory, he ran riot through his foes and seized a city secure as a fortress, from which he could project power into the heart of his foes’ homeland before leisurely returning to his own.


      “What sort of person is His Majesty? I mean, he doesn’t even have any portraits in circulation.”


      The young upstart emperor Carmine, history’s newest dark horse, had earned the girl’s deepest respect. He possessed a stoicism and ingenuity that she herself lacked. With that amazing charisma, he cut the figure of a proper lord. As a lover of the heroic epics and chivalric romances, the girl saw him as the ideal emperor. And so, she had been exceedingly enthusiastic for the past several months at the thought of serving him.


      A bit too enthusiastic, really...


      “I’d been searching for a fitting wedding gift for His Majesty, and it looks like I found it just in time.”


      Sure enough, the girl admired Carmine. It would have been unwise, however, to mistake her fixation for anything romantic, let alone carnal. She was still only fourteen, and since she had been raised wholly isolated from the concept of romance, she would have struggled to grasp anything of love in the first place.


      And so, she earnestly celebrated the fact that her lord had gotten married, and even looked forward to meeting his partners for the first time.


      “Hmm, I suppose it’d be wrong to meet him looking like this, though. Since it’s a special occasion, I should appear in my best clothing,” the girl said, inspecting her own knightly attire with her free hand. It wasn’t the worst, but she didn’t want to meet the man she admired while looking so much like a drowned rat. “I heard there was supposed to be a fresh suit at the manor in the capital, but will Tristan have it properly prepared for me?”


      The girl didn’t own so much as a single dress. In fact, she had never worn one in her whole life. Normally, such a thing would be unthinkable for a noble girl of this era. Even so, the girl didn’t seem to pay such matters any heed as she continued racing along atop her horse.


      Just then, she seemed to notice something, bringing her nose in close to her own clothing and sniffing. Until she’d fixed her attention on it, she hadn’t noticed, but now it was inescapable. “I stink of sweat and blood. Hardly fitting for such a joyous day...” A member of the storied house of Ethaiq could not fail to show proper etiquette before her lord. Sure, her retainers called her an idiot, but she at least knew that much.


      Having overheard her worrying about such things, one of the men guarding her had the thought that she was bringing him quite the abnormal “present” to begin with.


      “You lot! I want a thorough bath, so I’m going on ahead.”


      “Ah, wait!” a different guard shouted out in desperation. However, the girl didn’t seem to hear him properly.


      “Huh? What’s that?”


      “Please, wait!”


      They were rushing after her atop horses at quite the clip, after all. Even if their steeds had not been driven into a full gallop, the situation was scarcely ideal for a casual chat. A great many of her guards had to bend close to their horses so as not to be ripped from their saddles by the drag. At the very least, none of them had the leeway to turn in their seats and maintain the other half of a conversation as she had.


      In spite of all that, though, the girl was riding at the head of the group. She was so relaxed that it seemed as if the wind didn’t touch her, and she was riding even faster than any of the cavalry appointed to guard her.


      “But I’ll be late at this pace. And if it’s too late at night, it’ll make trouble for His Majesty, won’t it?”


      She wouldn’t normally be able to meet with the emperor on the night of the banquet anyway, but she had been raised to learn everything there was to know about combat and nothing whatsoever of etiquette, or really much of anything else.


      “I’m telling you, today just won’t work!” By this point, though, her subordinates’ voices no longer reached the girl.


      She was in a great mood now that she’d got her blood running, so she gave the signal to her beloved horse and then shouted out one last message to them. “Hee hee hee, if you can keep up with me, feel free to! This is training for all of you too.”


      As their master picked up yet more speed, the guards’ reactions were divided. One group desperately attempted to follow out of a desire to fulfill their duty. The other, however, gave up right away...and a lot of them were veteran soldiers. They knew full well that no one could ever catch up to her when she rode hell-for-leather.


      “How can she chat so idly while she sustains such beastly magic?”


      Thanks to the intense winds, they hadn’t even been able to look up. Even if she asked for a reply, some things just weren’t possible. And besides, if they were careless, they could end up biting their tongues.


      Faced with the absurdity of it all, one of the young soldiers muttered bitterly, only for the most veteran of all the guards to reply.


      “Don’t even ask. It may be a touch late to say so, but it really is as if she was born to become a cavalier.”


      Her barrier spell insulated her from the ravages of aerodynamics, and she could strengthen not only her own physical capabilities, but those of her horse as well. Somehow she could maintain such magic with so little thought that she could air out her inner monologue at the same time. For a girl of only fourteen, it was more than merely frightening. Who in the world could keep up with her?


      The squad desperately following after her now would probably give up and turn back in less than an hour. When she was giving her all, nobody could hope to match her.


      “Still, a severed head as a wedding present? What is she even thinking?”


      It was an obviously macabre gift in the eyes of anyone but her. Such offerings were barbarous—the sort of thing polite society had outgrown since the end of antiquity.


      “No surprise there. She’s got no common sense at all,” the veteran soldier said indifferently. After many years serving a house known for having more than a few screws loose, he had grown accustomed to it. “Still, it’s that lack of common sense that let her take down the enemy general.”


      The Empire had been seen as a weak nation with little to speak of but its vast territory, a country on the verge of death. Yet the young emperor was trying to revive it into a great power. And sensing that, the neighboring nations had moved at once, hoping to crush the Empire before that could happen.


      As if in response to those developments, though, those who would later come to be called great heroes had begun to gather under the young emperor. And Count Ethaiq, Alumel de Sévère, this fourteen-year-old girl, was undoubtedly one of them.


      “But if she goes and shows His Majesty such a thing on his wedding night, isn’t there a chance she’ll be executed for her impertinence?”


      “No clue... Still, if it comes to that, I’m sure Viscount Fourdrain will figure something out.”


      At last, the girl who had cast aside common sense in exchange for strength would meet the emperor for the first time.

    

  

  
    
      A Banquet in Name


      The morning Nadine and I got married, we wrapped up preparations for the traditional ceremony rather quickly, after which I found myself in the room allotted to my bride-to-be. Normally at a time like this it would just be the bride and groom and at most their attendants here, but currently there were a number of nobles accompanying us. Duke Warren, Count Chamneau, and Marquess Nunvalle (the minister of finance) were joined by Count Palatine Vodedt, resulting in quite the solemn atmosphere.


      Nadine’s maid belonged to the house of Warren to begin with, so she didn’t seem especially shaken. However, we had her step away for the moment, as I wanted as few people as possible to hear the contents of this conversation.


      “Our apologies, Nadine.”


      Nadine had already changed into her wedding dress, causing her to look a touch mature at the moment. Normally I tended to see her as cute more than anything because she was younger, but in her dress, “beautiful” felt far more fitting.


      The two of us were soon to become husband and wife, so normally we’d spend such time together leisurely, but circumstances were what they were. To be honest, I was really appreciative of the opportunity to drive out the nobles I couldn’t trust that holding this unofficial meeting had afforded me.


      “I don’t especially mind. More importantly, is it all right for me to overhear?”


      “Naturally.”


      Besides, it wasn’t as if I were trying to neglect Nadine here. If anything, it was the opposite. Because she was a woman, or too young, Nadine hadn’t often been allowed to participate in such political or military meetings. So if I put the meeting off for later because this night was supposed to be for just the two of us, well, she wouldn’t exactly be fond of such “consideration.”


      I wouldn’t be able to hold this meeting here if I didn’t trust Nadine. And I figured Nadine would be pleased with such a clear indication of that trust.
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      “Now, then. Duke Warren, Count Chamneau, we are certain you are already aware, but the three southern kingdoms have begun mobilizing troops.”


      At present, the weddings between myself and my consorts were all being held at once. Envoys from neighboring countries had been invited, and for several days the capital would be one big party. News of this event had been sent out to the surrounding nations a year prior, and the accepted practices on this continent prohibited acts of war during such times. Granted, this was a world without international treaties, though... It was more a matter of manners than a firm rule. There would be no grandiose punishment for breaking it. Still, it would undoubtedly tarnish the reputation of the country responsible severely.


      Naturally, as a noble’s daughter, Nadine was aware of such matters.


      “Would this not make them a target for criticism?” she asked me.


      The other day, the three nations to the south of the Empire—the Kingdom of Apraada, the Kingdom of Benima, and the Kingdom of Rocourt—collectively known as the three southern kingdoms, began conscripting troops. In this era it would be difficult to sustain a constant standing army of active duty soldiers and reservists, so most nations did their recruitment immediately prior to a war. And since our spies had caught wind of that movement and conveyed it to me swiftly, I was able to start making moves quite early on.


      “Indeed, if they invade,” I said, then I continued on to answer Nadine’s question. “At present, they have yet to do so.”


      “I see... All they’ve done so far is mobilize troops.”


      Yes, that was the issue. If their soldiers had already crossed into our borders, we could openly criticize them. But at present, all they had done was muster a fighting force. They’d made no declaration of war either, so there was no guarantee that they were moving to invade the Empire in the first place. Still, considering they were apparently amassing troops solely along their northern borders, there was little doubt they were coming here.


      “They’re transparently marching on the Empire, but that cannot be stated absolutely. It truly is a hassle.”


      “So if we can’t criticize them, then shouldn’t we meet them head-on and show that we have leeway to spare?”


      Ah, so Nadine understood that much as well? That was a touch moving to see.


      “That’s right. In all likelihood, their declaration of war shall come after we finish all festivities.”


      Here in this world, being able to insist your declaration of war was justified was quite significant. You needed to not only notify the enemy nation, but the surrounding countries as well. In fact, you could even say that was the main point.


      Of course, as mentioned previously, there were no international treaties, so it wasn’t a huge issue to start a war without notice. Still, going without one was seen as equivalent to saying, “We’re just declaring war without any proper justification.”


      There was no guarantee that the side of justice would triumph in war. However, it was undoubtedly an advantage to have justice on your side. One of the reasons the Empire had lost one foreign war after another in the time of the sixth emperor was precisely because they were seen as battles without proper justification. That just went to show how eager the sixth emperor was to start wars he couldn’t finish.


      In this instance, the Kingdom of Rocourt was sure to declare war with the justification that the uprising of former imperial nobles within their territory was the Empire’s doing. Then the kingdoms of Benima and Apraada would join in, citing their alliances. That uprising was actually the result of those nobles running wild on their own, and the Empire wasn’t involved in the least, but nobody cared about the truth in such cases—at least until the time came for reconciliation, anyway.


      It was worth nothing that there actually were cases in which a country could start a war without a proper declaration and not face criticism. For example, take the battle surrounding Teyanave recently.


      The Teyanave Confederation had declared independence from the Empire, but I had never acknowledged that secession in my official capacity as emperor. From the Empire’s point of view it was a police action to suppress rebellion, not a dispute between nations, so there was no need for a declaration of war. Then, when the Garfure Republic joined in the fight against the Empire, that began with a coup d’état within the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh. The Republic had assisted in that coup, then insisted that the grand duchy went ahead and used those borrowed troops to fight against the Empire all on their own. Their assertion was that those troops didn’t attack the Empire, but rather that they had no choice but to enter into conflict.


      That all led to the Empire receiving a document from the Garfure Republic criticizing the grand duchy for using their troops to go to war with a third party. In addition to being ridiculous in the first place, that claim also seemed clearly questionable looking at the chronology of events. After all, we ended up in battle with the Garfure forces before learning anything of the coup d’état within the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh.


      It was completely and utterly obvious in its cynical motives, but that was just how war was waged.


      Oh, the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh? They had no cause for engaging the Empire, and they offered no declaration of war either. In fact, they were even ignoring the alliances they had with the Kingdom of Belvére and the Kingdom of Aeri. Naturally, those nations offered criticism, but that coup d’état wasn’t going to be accepted by the surrounding nations, so they were going to face criticism either way.


      In other words, the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh had been used as a sacrificial lamb to allow the Garfure Republic the chance to launch a surprise attack on the Empire. And in fact, that sudden assault had led my campaign to capture the Teyanave lands to fail. Honestly, the Republic probably lent those troops out for the coup d’état with that in mind in the first place.


      Getting back to the matter at hand, those were the circumstances under which I gave my orders to my two imperial grand marshals.


      “Once our ceremony with Nadine has concluded, you are to return to your territory, Duke Warren. The same is true for you once our marriage to Vera-Sylvie has been established, Count Chamneau. That said, the lower- and mid-ranking nobles with territory along the border may return at once.”


      As the emperor I wanted to urge them to head back immediately, but I wasn’t about to tell them not to attend the weddings of their daughters.


      “Very well.”


      “I see... So you don’t want to order them to leave?” Nadine asked, and I nodded.


      “Correct. It is important to show that the Empire is not especially shaken, and having the nobles hurry back to their lands would give the opposite impression.”


      As for Marquess Mardrusa and Count Ethaiq, who were facing the rebel forces, and Marquess Arndal and Countess Nunmeidt, who opposed the Garfure troops, they weren’t participating in these weddings. However, that was due to their own personal decisions rather than an order from the emperor to stand by in their lands.


      As for the lower- and mid-ranking nobles, those engaged in battle also remained in their territory. In their cases, they sent representatives to the capital in place of the nobles themselves.


      Duke Warren understood the meaning behind my words even more deeply. “Be at ease,” he said. “We shall personally ensure the necessary nobles’ departure before the banquet.”


      Officially, the Empire was taking the stance that they were fine to leave or not. However, the imperial grand marshals were apparently going to choose all on their own to take command and have the necessary personnel return and make sure certain preparations were fully in place. That was a huge help.


      “We would hear the state of affairs to the north as well. Count Palatine?”


      “At once. At present the Garfure Republic and rebel Teyanavi forces have ceased hostilities. In all likelihood, they will not make a move until these celebrations have concluded. The Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh, meanwhile, seems to have more pressing concerns, as intense infighting has broken out among the nation’s nobles.”


      It was proper manners for countries not to war during a wedding celebration, provided sufficient warning in advance. Naturally that applied to the Garfure Republic, as well as the Teyanave Confederation for as long as they insisted that they were a nation.


      “In other words, battle has fully come to a halt?”


      “I’ve received reports of conflict with a detachment of retreating Garfure soldiers, but those were all incidental occurrences.”


      Oh, they were in retreat? I had been thinking they had stopped in place, but that actually made matters trickier...


      “Without these movements from the three southern nations, perhaps we could have moved toward reconciliation. However, I cannot imagine them letting this opportunity slip by,” Count Chamneau stated, and I was in agreement.


      “Indeed. If anything, they shall likely use this opportunity to reorganize their troops to prepare for another invasion.”


      This ceasefire was a good opportunity for our opponents to get their preparations in order too. Sure, Gaeweigh looked like it was going to self-destruct all on its own, but Garfure Republic troops that had been placed in their charge were moving to the front lines to fight the Empire. Even going with wishful thinking and assuming the Teyanave Confederation no longer possessed the power needed to fight the Empire, that still meant we would need to wage war against four nations. Then you had the rebellious Agincarl and Counts Kushad, Baylor-Torei, and Baylor-Novei all rebelling at once to boot. Just how many fronts did that add up to, seriously?


      “How do you see matters, Duke Warren?” I asked.


      The duke calmly replied, “If we simply need to endure, I believe we will manage. The real issue is the Imperium.”


      A very dependable response, and one that I agreed with. The Empire was a grand nation, so without an especially large deficit in terms of soldiers, we would not lose so easily, as long as we avoided all-out war. At the absolute worst, we could avoid losing by resorting to scorched-earth tactics. Historically, the Empire had generally only lost in wars when they were the invaders. In the war with the three southern nations that had occurred just before I was born, the chancellor and minister of ceremony had ceded territory in order to crush political opponents, but the Empire never formally admitted defeat, even though in actuality we totally lost with how they snatched away our territory like that.


      That said, scorched-earth tactics would ruin our own lands as well, so I wanted to avoid it as much as possible. That would damage my reputation as emperor, after all.


      Nadine ended up tilting her head in confusion at her father’s words. “The Imperium? But the Heavensreach Mountains stand between us, and the exit to the corridor through them is secured, is it not?”


      The Teiwa Imperium was a grand nation that rivaled the Empire. Of course, there was a mountain range akin to the Himalayas that impeded travel between the two nations. Those were the Heavensreach Mountains, and it of course wasn’t possible to have a military force cross over them. An s-shaped valley ran through it that an army could just barely squeeze through, but it would be difficult to send a significant amassment of forces through the corridor all at once. At present the Imperium controlled the corridor, while the Empire had a fortress at the exit on our side and kept constant watch.


      “Yes, they cannot send a large army through the corridor. The real issue is the disturbance among the nobles within our nation.”


      To be more precise, the lower- and mid-ranking nobles to the east, those in the former Raul territories, could easily use this opportunity to rebel. Put bluntly, the clearest path to losing would be further internal rebellions.


      Thinking back, the timing of that commotion surrounding illicit wine certainly was fortunate... If I was dealing with a peasant uprising on top of everything else right now, that could be seriously bad. In a way, I had really just barely slid by on a paper-thin margin.


      “Our intelligence from within the Imperium has unfortunately been unable to verify any such doings to our satisfaction,” the count palatine stated.


      That earned a reaction from the minister of finance, who had remained silent up until now, since military matters were outside of his field of expertise. “Has political strife within the Imperium calmed?”


      For a long time now, the power in the Imperium had been held by the mayor of the palace, Siegbert Wendelin von Frentzen-Orengau. But when he was assassinated, political strife broke out and had continued for these past few years, which was beneficial to the Empire.


      “No, the opposite. The internal strife has grown fierce enough that it has been difficult to make a move. That is how things go with spies.”


      Ah, that made sense. If the struggle had inflamed into all-out war, the grand nobles would have started crushing one another’s spies. As a result, the Empire’s spies must have been getting wrapped up in all that and hunted down too.


      And so we came to the task in front of us.


      “At the banquet the other day, there were too many people there, so we were only able to offer greetings at most, but the Imperium also sent an envoy. We shall feel them out for information at the coming banquet. This is a crucial duty, Nadine.”


      Nadine suddenly averted her gaze.


      “If you’ll be sounding each other out, I’m sure it would be beyond me.”


      It didn’t seem like she was being contrary there... Had her confidence faltered? Well, they’d probably be on guard around me anyway, so it was best to rely upon my vassals here.


      “Duke Warren, Marquess Nunvalle, Count Chamneau, could we ask you to probe somewhat as well? We shall hear your report in the bedroom during our first night together.”


      Before any of the three of them could respond, Nadine shouted out, “Hold on a moment...!” Ah, it felt a bit nostalgic hearing her raise her voice like that. She’d grown rather mature of late, after all.


      That said, I sort of got the feeling that I knew where her objection was coming from.


      “What is it?” I asked, glancing Nadine’s way.


      Her face went red and she stared down at the ground as she replied, “At that time, well, we’re supposed to...you know...”


      Hey, I’d gone and tried to bring it up in a roundabout way, since Duke Warren was here and all, you know...


      In this country, and this era for that matter, nobles had a duty to have children. Even that hag had fulfilled her duty to have me with my dad before shutting herself away with her lover. In short, a noble wedding didn’t end with the ceremony. No, the first night together was seen as part of it all...but there were exceptions.


      “Ah, no, we won’t be doing that now, Nadine. After all, you are not yet an adult.”


      In this country, you came of age when you turned fifteen. Put in the terms of my old world, it’d be like an adult laying hands on a minor. Sure, there weren’t laws firmly forbidding that, but still.


      “That’s just the official stance, isn’t it?! So I alone am to be left out?! Are you saying you have such little interest in me?!”


      No, I just seriously didn’t want to be treated as a pedophile here. That probably wouldn’t be said with a mere one year difference in terms of age, but I had no idea what the values of future generations would be like.


      And besides, I was the emperor. Strictly holding to tradition on this note made for easy brownie points with the stodgier members of my constituency while costing me little from anyone else. On top of all that, there was a personal reason I didn’t want to do that.


      I stared straight at the flustered Nadine and stated my true feelings openly. “If there is sudden news, someone could enter even in the midst of our—ahem—act. If you’re fine with that interrupting our first time together, well...”


      Actually, someone was sure to pop up. If nothing else, the count palatine wouldn’t let that hold him back.


      “That... Yes, I suppose that could be upsetting.”


      “Right? We would not like that either.”

    

  

  
    
      A Banquet Is Work Too


      My marriage ceremony with Nadine was shorter than it had been with Rosaria. Hardly a surprise, since there was no coronation involved. And unlike with Rosaria, there was no unveiling to the public either. We had avoided that because common sense differed between nobles and commoners. Even if it was normal among nobles for one groom to take multiple brides, one of them fourteen years old, that wasn’t the case with the common citizens.


      Nadine had been rather nervous during the ceremony, but we managed to make it through everything all right. Apparently her accessories were a bit different than Rosaria’s had been, but I couldn’t exactly tell. My blindness to such fine details was probably a fault of mine that warranted correcting.


      But really, when I saw Rosaria sitting there at the front, I couldn’t pay attention to anything else. It seriously made me feel like I was doing something terribly wrong. Ah, but she was smiling and applauding. That just made it even scarier, though. It was all seriously rough on me, considering I still held so many of my old world’s values.


      That night, a banquet was held in the imperial court. The high-ranking nobles of the Empire would stand around and eat while meeting with envoys and guests from other nations. By the way, with wedding banquets celebrating an emperor’s marriage such as this, a dance was not held, despite how frequently they were seen in high-society events. It would just eat into everyone’s precious networking time.


      In this case it was a high-society event and officially a celebration of my marriage, but the hobnobbing was actually the main focus here. There’d be no dancing.


      There actually wasn’t much in the way of wine on offer either. This had less to do with us having to play stingy with our reserves in the wake of our long economic downturn and much, much more to do with the First Faith’s stern prohibitions against drunkenness; getting sloshed at a wedding was downright profligate behavior, a grotesque violation for a day spent under the direct scrutiny of the divine. In exchange, though, what we did offer was of the finest quality.


      Ah, and the musical performance kept on going the whole time. I had absolutely awful sensibilities when it came to music, so the most I could offer was that it sounded lovely. It wasn’t like I knew anything about the songs of this world in the first place anyway.


      Shifting topics a bit, these several days of banquets had originally been scheduled to be held in the Rotahlian style. That was far more solemn and formal than the abridged Bundartian style, and was honestly a bit of a pain. But I ended up stranded in Teyanave territory, and winter and the subsequent thaw both came later than usual, keeping me from returning to the capital. Thanks to all those circumstances adding up, we ended up having to change our initial plans.


      As a result, we ended up with a real hassle, conducting affairs half in the Rotahlian style and half in the Bundartian style. Managing all that fell upon the minister of finance, unsurprisingly. Right after his forced relocation of territory, he had been attacked by the powerful forces of the Garfure Republic, and he had to continue on with his duties as minister of finance too... I seriously owed the guy a massive debt. In fact, I couldn’t help but worry that he was bottling up more and more discontent. Still, we were shorthanded enough that I couldn’t exactly reduce his workload.


      Setting all that aside, this banquet was held in a hall fairly deep inside the imperial court. The court had a rather unique construction, being made up of numerous palaces, and normally high-society events generally utilized spaces close to the gate (for the sake of security, there was only one entrance to the court). All of those events for nobles during the winter were held there too.


      Meanwhile, the emperor’s living space was located farther back. Beyond even that lay the graveyard for past emperors.


      Back when I was still playing the role of a puppet, the nobles had gone and done as they pleased, but rank was actually supposed to determine where in the court you were allowed. Though high-ranking nobles could enter the palaces further in, lower-ranking nobles couldn’t. In terms of my old world, it was akin to the relationship between attendant nobility and those who ranked lower. In the Empire, counts and those above them were treated as high-ranking nobles. Still, commoners and maids would frequently come and go for work, so it was a shell of a rule to begin with.


      At any rate, that regulation came from the time of the Rotahl Empire. At the time, apparently the emperor would invite lower-ranking nobles to places they were not normally allowed for special occasions, such as his wedding. That was the Rotahlian style. Following that tradition, we were using the hall of the palace for the emperor’s daily life in order to hold this banquet. That said, I didn’t actually live here, and at most I just used the office or audience chamber.


      To be blunt, actually, the palace hardly got used at all. It cost an exorbitant sum to keep everything in working order, but it was generally just left there to sit. There were a few such useless palaces that had been erected by order of my predecessors.


      Still, I could understand the thinking. By building your own brand-new palace with cutting-edge luxuries, you made a statement of your ability to outstrip the emperors that came before you. It cost money, sure, but it was probably a far more peaceful method for establishing a pecking order than the purges and internal conflict I had used to bring my court in line.


      Back on topic, this palace “generally used by the emperor” was the oldest in the imperial court. In other words, it carried an air of status and legitimacy. It was plainly the best choice of locale for all the banquets to come.


      That said, there were definitely some negative effects from my late return. Originally this one banquet was set to be held over the course of several days. That was because a great many people were attending and the venue wasn’t all that large. It was a storied building, but it had been built so long ago that nowadays it felt cramped.


      There were groups of envoys from foreign nations, so we posted more guards than usual around too. And rather than the usual grand hall where normal high-society events were held, this banquet was held in a space a size or two smaller. We’d intended to use two days to split the number of participants for each day in half...but it was uncertain when I’d return, so the schedule was compressed down as much as possible, and each banquet was changed to a single-day affair.


      Still, how should I put it...? These banquets kept me so busy that I scarcely knew which way was up. One noble or foreign envoy after another would come up and greet me, and I’d have to talk with them. And of course, I could hardly get a break at all.


      Oh, and please don’t forget that this was a banquet. In other words, far more luxurious dishes than usual had been prepared and laid out. And yet, I hardly got a moment free to sneak a bite. Was this some new form of torture?


      The banquet held after my wedding to Rosaria had been that way too, and it was rough. Keep in mind that all these greetings weren’t limited to just a sentence or two. For example, if a noble couldn’t make it, their representative would offer a greeting and apology in their place. Those in charge of the front lines couldn’t come to the capital no matter what their intentions might have been, but apparently manners still demanded an apology for being unable to attend the celebration. Naturally I had no intention of slighting those laboring and striving on the Empire’s behalf, so I politely responded to them, which meant it was necessary to hear their apology and thank them. Still, that just left me exhausted and parched.


      And a brief greeting wouldn’t do for the nobles in attendance either. Back when I was still playing the role of a puppet, the lower-ranking nobles could meet with me as long as they amassed enough money, but nowadays I wouldn’t meet with them unless proper business was involved. As a result, those lower nobles in particular were desperate to take up as much of my time as they could get away with in the hopes that I’d remember them at least a bit. Above all else, though, there were just way too many nobles who wanted to make a good impression on my official wife, Rosaria.


      Out of the three women I was marrying, two were imperial nobility—the daughters of Count Chamneau and Duke Warren. On top of that, those two nobles had swiftly risen to prominence after I took down the chancellor and the minister of ceremony. As a result, the former nobility who fell in the chancellor’s faction and the regency had relatively few ties to them. Count Chamneau had fallen under the chancellor’s faction, but that was because his imprisoned daughter was being used to keep him on a tight leash, so he was pretty indifferent to the nobles who once belonged to that group in actuality.


      On top of that, just like me, they tended to think in terms of meritocracy. For nobles whose only real talents involved flattery, that was far from a welcome state of affairs. So for nobles that couldn’t place themselves at the heart of the imperial court, Rosaria looked like a tempting enough target that they swarmed around her like flies. Unlike the other two, who had firm backing from their families, they must have thought they could get her to rely on them.


      Of course, there was no guarantee they’d actually make a good impression. Still, Rosaria smoothly managed to handle that lot, leaving them to just carry on struggling pointlessly. She neither accepted what they had to say nor spurned them, instead maintaining an exquisite sense of distance. It would be trouble to push them away carelessly and have them run rampant, but Rosaria naturally didn’t want to awkwardly deepen her bonds with them or get wrapped up in any plots.


      Just like always, she ended up shouldering a lot of the burden, but she just said, “This is work, after all.” I really was appreciative of her.


      Moving back to the topic at hand, there were fewer nobles at the banquet following my wedding with Nadine than there had been with Rosaria. In part that was because the nobles under Duke Warren and Count Chamneau were already preparing to return to their territories, but Duke Warren’s relationship with the rest of the nobility was probably the more serious issue. To be honest, not many nobles got along well with him in the first place.


      That was because before I was born, Duke Warren had been an influential faction noble in politics at the imperial court. Of course, at that time the court hadn’t been divided into the chancellor’s faction and the regency. Instead the split was between the empire’s faction and the crown prince’s faction, with Duke Warren belonging to the latter. There was also opposition within the factions themselves, and he had gotten along worse with the minister of ceremony in his own faction than the chancellor in the enemy faction. Those were all matters I had managed to surmise in regard to what had occurred before my birth.


      After the crown prince’s death, Duke Warren distanced himself from the capital and was isolated as a member of the neutral faction. In other words, up until now, there had been a clear fissure between him and the present nobles. That was exactly why I had trouble imagining him planning any sort of wrongdoing alongside other nobles, and I had firmly trusted him ever since my coronation.


      At any rate, most imperial nobles still distanced themselves from Duke Warren, so they likely didn’t see much hope for positive communication at any event where I was accompanied by Nadine. Meanwhile, the envoys from foreign nations kept coming to greet me the same as always. That meant I could actually get in some productive conversation with them today. Actually, is that maybe what made things so ridiculously busy back during the banquet with Rosaria in the first place?


      Setting all that aside, after giving my greeting to the envoys, I swiftly went ahead and made an announcement.


      “Finally, some rather concerning information has reached our ears. It seems the three kingdoms of Apraada, Benima, and Rocourt have begun mobilizing troops.”


      As I looked out over the crowd in the venue, I confirmed the presence of envoys from those three nations in the corner of my vision. Conveniently, they were all seated at the same table. It seemed they had been informed in advance. Or perhaps they had been told that it was liable to happen, anyway. The envoy from the Kingdom of Rocourt didn’t look shaken in the least. The one from the Kingdom of Apraada seemed a touch surprised, but not badly enough to call him shaken. Finally, the envoy from the Kingdom of Benima seemed to be watching how the other two reacted... Ah, so that’s how it is, I thought.


      “We certainly do not believe they intend to launch an attack upon our Empire, but on the off chance that something may occur, those of you who wish to return to your home nations may do so. We swear that we shall not condemn you for it.”


      Naturally, I was continuing to feign ignorance, acting like this was all a surprise to me. Still, most everyone must have known without it being said that if those three nations were forming a united front, their enemy would be either the Empire or the Kingdom of Likaria.


      “As for those of you sent from those three kingdoms, we shall assign imperial guards to you. Though we certainly do not believe this to be the case, you may well face baseless censure. Under our name of Carmine, we swear you shall remain safe here in the capital.”


      In other words, I was threatening them by saying I’d have the imperial guard follow them around. On top of that, there was a clear implication that I guaranteed their safety in the capital, but not throughout the empire.


      The envoys of those three nations hardly reacted at all, though. It wasn’t that they looked unmoved, mind you; just that they were making a stellar effort to keep their reactions battened down and avoid attention.


      Unsurprisingly, the gazes of the envoys from the other nations were generally pointed toward the three of them anyway. That just made sense, as they were at the center of the conversation at hand. There was a single man out of the group who was looking my way, though. His name was Aspadana Lang, and he was the crown prince of Likaria... And right now, he was shooting a grin my way.
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      ＊＊＊


      This world was one of social hierarchy. You had peasants, nobles, and then lords, and each of those strata could be divided up even more finely. Putting the nobility under the microscope, they broke down into dukes, marquesses, counts, viscounts, and barons.


      There was a hierarchy when it came to the ruling classes as well. Though emperors and kings generally asserted that they were the most elite, even among kings they could be ranked on things such as their history or lineage.


      Of course that was all just on the surface, and there was no guarantee everything would fall into the same order as their actual strength. There were undoubtedly countless examples of merchants holding power over lower-rank nobles, after all. Even so, great importance was placed on such formalities.


      With that in mind, at this banquet that hierarchy was meant to be reflected in the order of who greeted me. And the very first guest I received was a rare case of rank and capability matching up perfectly... Yes, that man.


      “Allow this prince from a small, remote nation to offer my congratulations to you, Your Majesty, the emperor who rules over the nation at the center of our world,” Aspadana Lang said with an affected bow. The crown prince of the Kingdom of Likaria... It was almost guaranteed this man would be the next king.


      From what I could tell, he seemed to be ten years older than me. However, at least at present, I didn’t sense any scorn or jealousy from him. It was easier to deal with people who would show such things openly, though.


      Sure enough, the Kingdom of Likaria was located far to the south of the Empire and was positioned on the outskirts of the southern continent. However, in terms of scale, it was seen as the third greatest upon the continent. And in terms of power, they were martially adept and generally on the rise. A case could be made that they were one of the strongest powers on the entire continent.


      Furthermore, they took pride in that fact. With that in mind, no matter how humble a performance their representative put on, they would never call themselves weak or puny—hence his decision to tell a little white lie by calling his nation “small.” Granted, speaking in relative terms, it was still smaller than the Empire.


      Calling the Empire the center of the world was also an exquisitely crafted line. Was he claiming we were the center of the world in how we were flourishing, or talking solely in terms of location...? Ah, I supposed from how he’d downplayed his country’s size, he wasn’t trying to provoke me.


      Still, that seemed like just the right sort of point to concede to compliment the emperor while retaining pride in his own nation. From just that single sentence, I could already tell he was someone I couldn’t afford to let my guard down around.


      “If we are to call your country small, then what would we call most other nations...? At any rate, we apologize for being unable to greet you the other day.”


      Placed up against other rulers, the king of Likaria would rank rather low. After all, the Kingdom of Likaria was an emerging nation with a brief and mostly unremarkable history. In terms of lineage it was the sort of country formed by retainers overthrowing their lord, pushing that rank down further. They cited a shared descent from some major historical players, but that didn’t seem to be how other nations saw it.


      That was precisely why the Kingdom of Likaria had gone and specifically sent their crown prince here now. For the most part, the other countries had sent envoys. Even if they belonged to royal houses, they were part of branch lines, or if they were princes, they were far down the line in terms of succession. Compared to them, even if the country itself was of a lower rank, the man who would become the next king took priority.


      They had sent their prince so they wouldn’t be looked down upon for being an emergent nation... That certainly was bold. After all, it wasn’t as if the Empire and the Kingdom of Likaria were friendly nations. In fact, as they were continuing to expand, I saw them as one of my theoretical enemies. This might not have been enemy territory per se, but to think they’d send their precious heir to a nation where he wouldn’t exactly be welcomed with open arms...


      “We are truly grateful to have the crown prince himself in attendance. The kindness shown by your nation will surely serve to foster the bond between our two countries moving forward.”


      “And I appreciate the special consideration you have shown me, Your Majesty. This is our first time meeting, Lady Nadine, and I must say it’s an honor to encounter someone every bit as charming as the rumors claim.”


      Ah, by the way, the king of Belvére had already left. He was a busy man, so I was grateful just having him swing by in the first place. Their longtime enemy Tomis-Ashinaqui was still going strong, after all.


      “On behalf of my country, allow me to offer my congratulations to the beneficiaries of this joyous union.”


      Nadine was the one to respond to the crown prince’s words this time, so I used the opportunity to ruminate on how to feel this man out. To be honest, he seemed like a tough opponent. On top of that, I needed to exercise a certain degree of caution around him... Now that I was preparing to war with the three southern nations, I didn’t want to go and make an enemy of Likaria further to the south as well. That said, if Likaria continued to expand, they would surely become an obstacle in the future. As such, I didn’t want to propose a plan of joining hands with them to take down the three southern kingdoms. I also didn’t want to get carried away either. Still, at worst, things would be fine as long as I didn’t let this man extract any information from me.


      That all in mind, when Nadine’s greeting was done and they were about to start chatting, Aspadana Lang went and shifted the conversation on his end. “Still, Your Majesty, to think that those three nations would be amassing troops... Our nation did not pick up on that in the least, so your words were quite shocking.”


      Amazing he could say that, when he wasn’t shaken in the least. Besides, he surely meant something to the effect of “You know the troops are amassing to the north, not the south, don’t you?”


      “Our nation’s intelligence operatives are quite skilled, after all. Their commitment to providing naught but the facts is a great asset to us. They are one of the few things we take pride in.”


      That was me replying with a “Yeah, I know.” Still, he was just reacting to my earlier claim about their target. Likaria was to the south of those three nations, so if their troops weren’t heading north, they would be planning to fight that kingdom instead, by process of elimination. Still, I understood a bit more through his reaction. In all likelihood, the Kingdom of Likaria had no intention of actively involving themselves in this war. After all, it was like he was saying, Don’t go and say anything unnecessary. At present, the relationship between the three southern kingdoms and Likaria must not have been especially bad.


      “Naturally, we have heard tell of them as well. I must say, I’m quite envious... Ah, speaking of envy, the Empire has quite the veteran commander, does it not? Yes, how truly envious I am.” From the sound of his response, it didn’t seem like his nation was contemplating striking from behind while we were tied up with the threats to our immediate south. The line was a probe, an attempt to gauge the extent of our preparedness. As for the commander he was referring to, it was likely Duke Warren, so perhaps he was trying to shift the conversation toward the man’s daughter, Nadine.


      “Indeed. Without our imperial marshals and generals, we would surely have failed to overcome the self-proclaimed Duke Raul.” That was me telling him it wasn’t just the one. If we tried to overwhelm the three southern kingdoms, would they attempt to take advantage? If they were to make a more active move, it would either be roundabout cooperation with us, or more proactive investigation into us.


      “News of your dazzling victory made it to our country as well, Your Majesty, and the minstrels’ songs of the glory of Chelán Hill have become quite popular among the people. It is truly an unexpected joy to be able to speak with you.”


      So transparent... I wasn’t interested, so I didn’t ask, but those stories were undoubtedly embellished. I could see such tales going so far as to place Nadine there on the field of battle alongside me. After all, it felt like that would have been convenient for crafting an even grander story.


      “Ha ha, our soldiers and vassals put in a great deal of work, but we hardly did anything at all. Such stories have been exaggerated, and it was not truly such a splendid battle.” With the back half there I let my voice get a touch quieter, so that only the crown prince and Nadine would hear.


      In all likelihood, he had decided it would be easier to pull information out of Nadine than me. He wasn’t exactly wrong, but now that I knew what he was after I could guard against that.


      We spoke for a while afterward, and he really did seem to be targeting Nadine after all. I kept the conversation flowing so that it turned her way as little as possible. It wasn’t as if I expected Nadine to make any serious mistakes, but she was the type to feel weighed down and bothered when things didn’t go well. There was still a lot of time left in this banquet, so I couldn’t let her go and get dispirited this early on.


      Overall, this Aspadana Lang fellow was undoubtedly exceedingly capable. That much was clear even from this short conversation. His chosen angle to try and milk Nadine for info wasn’t bad, and even though I was interfering quite thoroughly, he didn’t let himself grow emotional and try to force the conversation in her direction.


      Still, the man was young. Ah, maybe that wasn’t something a fifteen-year-old kid should be thinking... But even now, if he was able to grab hold of a weak point, I could see myself failing to keep up with him. In fact, he wasn’t someone I could let my guard down around in the first place. To be honest, I was feeling exhausted, and he was only the first person I had spoken to. On top of that, he was liable to be my enemy in the future, so I was feeling seriously down.


      Ah, but it was cute the way that Nadine was grabbing onto my sleeve while making sure nobody could see. It seemed she understood just fine that I was protecting her.


      “Our apologies... It seems we have gone and spoken for too long,” I said, cutting off the conversation because it seemed like just about the right time to do so. I had figured out the Kingdom of Likaria’s stance, and I had managed to protect the information I wanted to as well.


      “It was quite the meaningful discussion...for both of us,” Aspadana Lang said, then stepped aside so we could continue greeting other people.


      That final comment seemed to be filled with something akin to frustration. Responding like such a poor loser was only fitting for such a young man, but still, I could tell that he was clearly focused on me now too. I really didn’t want him to see me as a rival. After all, his youth meant he had room to grow.


      Regardless of how I felt, the banquet continued on. And that’s only the first conversation? Oof...


      “We shall leave the next one to you, Nadine.”


      The next visitor was a prince of the Kingdom of Gordignon. That was a relatively friendly nation, and it was small, so even some slipups wouldn’t be a serious issue.


      If there weren’t any onlookers, I would have preferred to let her gain experience dealing with the crown prince of a large nation, but unfortunately this was a high-society event. A ton of people were around, and the majority of them were listening carefully to hear what the emperor had to say. I had to be sure not to let my guard down.


      “Understood.”


      Yes, this was fine. Nadine was still growing, after all. Today would be a good opportunity for her to build up experience regardless.

    

  

  
    
      Gentlemanly Sounding One Another Out


      “A blessing upon the union of your two houses.” That was what all the envoys from the various nations had to say, and it all amounted to “Congrats on getting hitched.” Stuff like that really made it clear just how much marriage was seen as an alliance between houses. Oh, and not one of the envoys stopped just at offering such congratulations. No, they all tried to feel out the state of the empire and my thinking, and I got a close reading of all of them too.


      For me, it was quite the haul of juicy information. That said, I was really only being greeted by these nations’ lords’ representatives. Who’d been selected for the task varied from country to country, but generally they were chosen for their status rather than their diplomatic abilities. Of course they’d come along with actual ambassadors, but at an event that prioritized social standing like this dinner, it was all envoys meeting me. The diplomats were all meeting with their counterparts from other nations outside.


      Thanks to that, I found it unexpectedly easy to read the reactions of a great many of them. The only one who was a real pain was the first guy, it seemed.


      Oh, and since I was serving concurrently as minister of foreign affairs too, I had interacted with diplomats from other nations...but they were totally different from what I was seeing now. A diplomat’s line of work in a world like mine, in this period of tremendous international aggression, required that you put your life on the line. Depending on the other party’s whims, you could easily be arrested and die in prison, and there was always the danger of your own nation treating you as a mole. As such, diplomats were quite eloquent and were naturally good at probing for information in low-risk ways, and they possessed the resolve to gamble life and limb on the outcome.


      I hadn’t understood that back when I was dealing with them, but the difference was absolutely staggering to see now. It felt as if I could vaguely sense the state of each envoy’s nation and their thinking from their reactions alone.


      Take the Imperium, for example. The envoy this time was rather old, and was likely someone hardly acquainted with politics at all. Thanks to that, I couldn’t tell what the Imperium was thinking in the least, but from how he wasn’t trying to befriend any other envoys, it seemed clear that they had nothing to spare for external affairs while they were dealing with their whole nation-shattering schism thing. The way that the envoys of nations to the east of the Heavensreach Mountains weren’t really interacting with him stood as proof of that. Normally the Imperium took a position of leadership east of the mountains, so it was certainly strange to see them this silent.


      The kingdoms of Karnaan and Samah seemed to have been cornered rather intensely by Likaria. By this point their only option left to survive was cooperation, but thanks to some dire issues in their past the relationship between their royal houses was abysmal. Whether we ought to lend them aid seemed more and more like a thorny damn question the more I thought about it. Still, it felt a bit rough, considering the Empire couldn’t expect any actual compensation for our aid. Besides, we didn’t have the strength to spare to deal with Likaria right now anyway.


      The Kingdom of Daurhod was to the south of our soon-to-be enemy Rocourt, and the Kingdom of Gordignon sat to its east. Though both were hostile with the Kingdom of Rocourt, they didn’t seem to have any strength to spare.


      That made sense for Gordignon, since it was a small nation surrounded by many other countries. Since I wanted to get along with them, I was acting friendly toward them, and I wasn’t going to try to force them to fight with the Kingdom of Rocourt.


      The real issue was the Kingdom of Daurhod. They’d just recently suffered a serious loss against the Kingdom of Rocourt, and they still hadn’t finished recovering. And as a matter of fact, my father Crown Prince Jean’s younger sister had married into the royal house of Daurhod. As such, the Empire was friendly with them, and if they were in proper condition they would be able to help launch a pincer attack against the Kingdom of Rocourt... Still, it was quite the loss, and they were down quite a few generals and the like in the process. I didn’t exactly have enough influence to compel them to mobilize troops.


      Actually, looking at the timing, was it the other way around? The Kingdom of Rocourt had won a crushing victory over Daurhod right before they’d started making trouble for the Empire. After they had defeated Daurhod with leeway to spare, the Empire must have looked like a sitting duck; we were swamped dealing with the Garfure Republic and the rebel forces, and Rocourt would no longer have an enemy to its rear to worry about if they started a war with us.


      I decided to hold another discussion with the envoys from the kingdoms of Belvére and Aeri after my marriage to Vera-Sylvie. Belvére’s envoy was Salomon... Was that really okay, seeing as he’d been here all this time? Oh, and Serge Rhewl de Van-Chalongé had also come along as a diplomat. In all likelihood, he’d show up for the meeting as well. I had a high personal opinion of him as a diplomat, so perhaps I’d try asking him again if he’d like to work for the Empire.


      The central northern nation, the Kingdom of Hismaph, was one I treated with perhaps excessive care. They were antagonistic toward the Imperium, and they had deep connections with the northern continent too. If we formed a firm alliance with them, we would be able to mount a pincer attack on the Garfure Republic from the north and south, which would be incredibly beneficial for us. They didn’t seem especially interested, though. From what I could tell, they’d assist in fighting the Imperium, but not the Republic. Still, it would be geographically difficult for the Kingdom of Hismaph and the Empire to work together without first dealing with the Republic...


      Still, it wasn’t like we’d had much interaction with Hismaph up until this point. It would make sense that it would pose a challenge. We at least agreed to frequently send envoys back and forth from here on out, though, so it seemed there was some hope for our relations in the days to come. At any rate, it didn’t seem like I had fumbled my play for that potentially game-changing alliance, if nothing else.


      I hardly interacted with the nations east of the Heavensreach Mountains, just lightly feeling them out and then ending things. Even so, that was enough to sense how the Imperium’s influence had declined. Right now was a prime window of opportunity to weaken the Imperium, but somehow I had a bad feeling about the whole situation. It was like the calm before a storm.


      The kingdoms that opposed the Imperium—Pulbunschberg, Mezzan, and Limbtadt—actively sought a chance to discuss matters, likely wishing to ask if we could use this chance to attack the Imperium. But right now, the Empire had no political capital or combat capacity for that. We agreed to send diplomats back and forth moving forward.


      Ah, the envoy from the Grand Duchy of Fichma wanted to have a one-on-one discussion with me, though. It seemed he didn’t want to talk in front of the envoys from other nations, the Imperium foremost among them. I didn’t know what he was after, but the Grand Duchy of Fichma held strong ties with the Imperium for many years. Seeing it as an opportunity to probe deeper for information on the Imperium, I decided to meet him in a private room either late at night or around dawn. After the dinner party I had a meeting with Duke Warren and the others; I would speak with him following that. There was a chance the whole thing was some sort of trap or assassination attempt, though, so I would need to make certain the imperial guards and spies were on alert. It really didn’t seem as if I’d have any time to sleep at this rate...


      Then there was the matter of the envoys of the three southern kingdoms, as well as the Garfure Republic. Apraada, Benima, and Rocourt had a military alliance to act jointly in offensive and defensive actions. In other words, if any of them declared war on a country outside of the alliance, they would join in the fray together unconditionally, regardless of how it had started. That was why I had been shaking things up, hoping to break up that alliance, and though I had managed to get them out of sync, the alliance still hadn’t dissolved.


      From the state of their conscription, I could tell that as soon as my wedding celebrations were completed, Rocourt would declare war and use the alliance to drag the other two into it. At the same time, though, hostilities hadn’t yet been declared. Though I could make cautious preparations, I couldn’t go treating the envoys from the three southern kingdoms as enemies.


      At present, those envoys had yet to make any notable moves. Put another way, though, that was strange in and of itself. We were right on the cusp of war, so there were plenty of things for them to do, like lobbying against the Empire, asserting that justice was on their side, and trying to get a read on the envoys from other nations and shake up the Empire’s nobility. And yet they were just sitting there gathered around a single table without moving. Was that just a sign of how cautious they were about our surveillance?


      Even the personal conversations I’d had with them left an odd impression. They just offered their formal congratulations and didn’t even try to feel out anything deeper. They certainly didn’t behave like representatives of imminently hostile nations; if anything, they were totally phoning it in. That said, I was able to easily direct the flow of the conversation and at least managed to pick up on a bit more about the three kingdoms through their words and attitudes.


      To start out, the Kingdom of Rocourt’s primary objective was fully suppressing the uprising from imperial nobles within their territory. But if they were cornered and retreated into the Empire, there would be no following them, and there were concerns that the Empire had supported the rebellion in the first place—hence the inevitable declaration of war. Still, I really wasn’t picking up on any sense of impending danger from them at all.


      Of course, I didn’t sense that from the envoys of the kingdoms of Benima or Apraada either, even though they would be entering into the war following Rocourt. The Kingdom of Apraada in particular even wished to continue negotiations.


      Ah, those negotiations referred to the plan I’d proposed to split up Benima between our three nations, right? It was a total bluff, but they were still taking it seriously, huh? And right when they were about to fight the Empire alongside the Kingdom of Benima too.


      Ultimately, the impression I got from the three of them was that they were just trying to make it through the event without standing out too much. They were skilled politicians, so I could understand it if they were trying to deceive me and catch me in a trap, or perhaps extract information from me. But that wasn’t how it felt at all. I had no trouble shaking them up and leading them on, and their expressions were easy to read, so it was almost like they had been actual envoys sent purely to foster friendship... Ah, actually, that might really have been the case.


      These three envoys weren’t of a notably high rank out of the guests. Sure, they belonged to their royal bloodlines, but they weren’t especially high-ranking nobles, and they didn’t hold important posts in their nations either.


      Were these three sacrificial lambs? Our spies had caught on to matters rather early on, but if that wasn’t the case, perhaps the plan was to have them act all blithely friendly so that we would let our guard down. It was even possible that these envoys hadn’t been informed about the war with the Empire in the first place.


      Oh, but when I spoke about all of it, they didn’t have much of a reaction. I had thought that was because they knew in advance that their countries were mobilizing troops...


      To be honest, I just didn’t know. Their goals weren’t as clear as with the crown prince of Likaria, and that was trouble in its own right. Can’t you at least combine together and give me something to work with? I thought.


      That said, behind these half-hearted envoys, there was a man making very active moves at the same table...


      ＊＊＊


      My first impression of the man had been outright disgust. That spineless grin, his hunched posture, that plump physique, and the gaudy jewelry he wore... The ring he wore on his index finger was especially massive, as if to assert his wealth. He was exactly the sort of stereotypical guy you’d picture when thinking of a disloyal retainer.


      At the same time, though, something felt intensely wrong. Before I could form a coherent thought about it, though, he said, “This is our first time meeting, Your Majesty. My name is Stefan Ferlay.”


      His voice alone was enough to give me goose bumps. Call it an instinctual disgust. I just couldn’t help but feel sickened by him.


      The envoy from the Garfure Republic the other day had been a different man. Why wasn’t he there at the banquet held after I married Rosaria...? He was the sort of guy who just radiated “up to no good” energies, but he held considerable power in the Garfure Republic, by all appearances.


      “It’s been some time, Lady Nadine,” he uttered in that gloomy, almost viscous voice of his. Even his own wife would surely be upset to hear a voice like that.


      “Yes, it has indeed,” Nadine replied, her own voice dwindling and trembling with revulsion. In all likelihood, just about anybody would probably feel much the same way in her position.


      The Garfure Republic referred to itself as the Kingdom of Garfure. Rather than the king being chosen through bloodline, though, a vote was held among the grand nobles to elect a king. It was particularly worth noting that this elected king was granted no authority whatsoever. The king was there solely as a formality, while all laws, diplomatic matters, and domestic affairs were handled by the grand nobles’ votes. In practice, it was an aristocratic republic.


      As a result, the surrounding nations called it a republic rather than recognizing it as a kingdom. Stefan Ferlay here was the head of one of the grand noble houses that held voting rights in the Garfure Republic. Supposedly he was a central figure in the faction advocating peace with the Empire, standing in opposition to the anti-Empire faction. Even so, though, his reputation was absolutely abysmal among the nobility of the Empire. He was seen as a ruthless profiteer, a traitor who’d sell out his motherland for the slightest personal gain. On top of it all, he tended to try to flatter imperial nobility as if he were a merchant or the like, and he was a vulgar man with a fondness for extravagant merrymaking.


      In spite of all that, he was seen in the Garfure Republic as someone close to the Empire, so he had visited our nation numerous times, supposedly. Unfortunately, back then I’d been too absorbed in playing my role as a puppet correctly to meet him even once. That said, Nadine had met him in the past alongside Duke Warren, and she had whispered to me before he even came over. According to her, she felt a contempt so strong for him that even she didn’t fully comprehend it.


      “Allow me to offer my countless blessings upon the union of your two houses,” Stefan Ferlay declared with a bow. Somehow, that overlarge ring reminded me of something else...


      “I’m amazed you’d dare show your face in my sight. After all, you used such underhanded means to launch a surprise attack upon our country,” I suddenly found myself saying. To be honest, I wanted to be done talking with this man as as soon as possible.


      “Huh?!” I heard Nadine utter beside me. What’s she so shocked about, exactly...? I thought. No, wait, did I just say “I”?!


      “Ha ha, my deepest apologies. That was the result of an extremist faction overstepping their bounds,” Stefan Ferlay replied, bowing so deeply that I thought he was going to full-on prostrate himself. And for just a second, he touched the massive gemstone set in his ring.


      At that very moment, I now thought the man before me was unbelievably pathetic, of no importance whatsoever. What was I doing sparing time for an uncultured slob like him? It would be best to just pay him no heed and hurry on to the next guest. And as such feelings welled up inside of me, I focused all of my internal mana. It was akin to a drop in a bucket at most, but by averting my gaze even slightly from the man in front of me, I was able to weaken the impact from his OOPArt.


      “Is that so...? We have heard rumors about you.”


      He got me! This guy went and openly brought an OOPArt into another country’s imperial court! Since I was already in the range of its influence, if it was one with brainwashing abilities, it likely wouldn’t be possible to completely purge its influence.


      Artifacts left behind by an ancient magic society that was far more advanced than the present... Those were OOPArts. Knowing they existed and what they could do were one thing, though; avoiding them or staving off their effects was another. It was possible I could do something about it using magic, maybe, but I didn’t want to take that risk with so many people watching.


      Even so, just averting my attention improved things quite a bit. So long as I kept my gaze sidelong, his physical features compelled me less. I couldn’t do anything about his voice, though.


      “My, those are nothing but rumors!”


      If not for my prior education about OOPArts, Nadine’s forewarning, and my experience with what I suspected to be another OOPArt called the Chapelier’s Earrings (whose “business end,” so to speak, had been their inset jewels), I probably would have been stuck playing along without realizing anything was wrong.


      “Never mind that. You came here as Garfure’s representative, did you not? It is not as if we have time to waste speaking with our enemies.”


      Even with all those elements in place, I had been too late to realize. Still, it wasn’t as if I were completely defenseless here. Act, just act... Play the role of a tyrannical emperor. This is just a performance...


      I just kept telling myself that, hoping self-suggestion would work. Of course I had no idea if it was enough to help me resist, but at the very least this wasn’t any situation for talking casually. I had to do at least this much, if nothing else.


      “Oh, perish the thought. My lot is cast with those at home who desire fellowship with the Empire, after all. We have no political desires in common with the poor deluded souls who denigrate your fine nation.”


      His voice drew intense pity out of me. Despite the physiological disgust I had just felt, now I saw him as terribly pathetic and unworthy of my time.


      “A different faction, you say? We suppose it is possible to voice any nonsense you wish.”


      “Naturally, I wish to cooperate with Your Majesty as much as possible. However, I do not hold especially great influence among the nobility.”


      In all likelihood, he had essentially shifted channels when he touched that ring. That initial disgust had led me to feel a faint thread of tension, and then the contempt that came next softened that up. When you didn’t see your opponent as worthy of your time, you let your guard down. If you mistakenly believed yourself to be overwhelmingly superior, that could invite you to let slip everything they wanted to hear as an act of mercy, like giving food to the starving... That seemed to be the idea.


      “That stands to reason in your case.”


      Could you normally activate such a thing inside of a mana-sealing ward, though? Unbelievable.


      “Yes, and if this were to come to light, well...”


      From the inner structure of mana-sealing wards, they seemed to be something like an OOPArt that just happened to be suited for mass production, but I couldn’t say for certain. That didn’t mean I couldn’t speculate, though. In all likelihood, they forced ambient mana to fix in place. As a result, you couldn’t use the typical method of picturing the proper imagery in your head and appropriating ambient mana to fire off spells. In that case, magical tools surely followed the same principles. That was precisely why the wards were always kept active in the imperial court—as a precaution against assassinations.


      “Hmph. You seek to protect yourself at this point?”


      That said, you could use magic even under such conditions if you stored mana within a closed space made of material it could not flow through. Supposedly the artificial sacred sword sheathed at my hip was one such example. Was that the case here, though? If the magic was flowing from that ring to my brain, the mana-sealing wards would surely interfere with it. Naturally, it was of course possible that it was exploiting some loophole I didn’t understand yet... Still, the more likely possibility was that the magical tool was not actually targeted at me, in all likelihood.


      “I beg for your mercy.”


      “Very well...”


      Thinking more carefully, if I could weaken the effect a little just by not looking directly at him, it seemed odd to think it was directly impacting my brain. After all, visual data wouldn’t influence anything in that case.


      “Thank you. Not all of Garfure’s noble class are aligned against the Empire at present—only a scant fraction of war hawk types.”


      In that case, it could possibly be something akin to selectively extracting and amplifying Stefan Ferlay’s features. At first he was just amplifying the facets of his appearance and voice that caused disgust, while now he was doing the same for scorn and pity... It could certainly be that sort of magical tool.


      “If Your Majesty can just acknowledge that point, I could prove to be of use to you.”


      “Very well, we shall grant our acknowledgment.”


      That raised its own questions, though. What sort of voice could conjure universal disgust or pity? Could such a thing even truly exist? Disgust could be possible, perhaps, but pity...? Was that a feeling everyone sensed uniformly? Still, if it was that easy to understand how it functioned, it wouldn’t exactly be an OOPArt.


      “You have my thanks.” At that, suddenly I stopped caring about the man in front of me at all. He wasn’t worth speaking to in the least. Ah, had he shifted channels again...? “Now then, please excuse me,” Stefan Ferlay stated, then swiftly retreated.


      I had no desire to call out to him as he left, though. It felt like a waste of my voice to make so much as a single sound more his way. That said, none of the nearby nobles or envoys seemed suspicious in the least of how unusually I had been acting. They just watched over our exchange as if it were only natural to hate Stefan Ferlay. Just how wide of a range did that OOPArt have?


      When the man had moved far enough away, Nadine quietly whispered to me, “I’m sorry. I seem to be out of sorts somehow.”


      It was then that I finally realized I was free from the impact of the OOPArt. I could feel goose bumps all over, but I was seriously glad the effect didn’t last forever.


      “No, that was a fine play on your part. Though you likely do not realize it yourself, you were a great help and allowed us to realize what was happening.”


      So he went with apathy at the end? So the idea was to prevent pursuit by suppressing my interest in him, huh? How disgusting... It felt akin to getting dead drunk and waking up in an unfamiliar town. Somehow I still held on to my memory, but it felt like I couldn’t recall why I had acted like that.


      That bastard... Don’t go openly bringing an OOPArt into my imperial court, you scum! Wait, what had I just promised, exactly?


      Gah, I had gone and shifted our opponent from the whole of the Garfure Republic to a portion of it...! With that, the man could place himself in the position of a neutral force between the Empire and the extremists, despite being a Garfurian himself. That gave the moderate faction a safety buffer.


      “Fine...play...?”


      Without even noticing, I had gone and patted Nadine on the head. If I hadn’t realized what was going on, he could have gotten a far worse pledge out of me. Even if we took it as an extremist faction running wild, it did nothing to change the fact that Garfurian nobles were warring against the Empire. If nothing else, such a promise at least wouldn’t require the Empire to revise our strategy.


      That said, though, a great many nobles and foreign envoys had overheard that conversation. That left me unable to take it back, which must have been why he’d chosen such a venue to make his move. Normally it’d be odd to take the words of a hypnotized person as a pledge, though...


      Ah, so that was why he hadn’t shown up at Rosaria’s banquet. If all he could offer was a greeting, he couldn’t do much, and since this OOPArt was most impactful on your first meeting, he had wanted to hide it up until now.


      “Guards!” At any rate, I felt awful, but this wasn’t a worst-case scenario. At the time of reconciliation, we were limited in terms of who we could claim was responsible for the beginning of the hostilities... If nothing else, I couldn’t go after Stefan Ferlay’s moderate faction, but it wasn’t like I was planning to crush the Garfure Republic during this war in the first place. This much was still within a tolerable range.


      “Yes?!” Balthazar replied, answering my summons.


      As an experiment, I gave him an order. “Follow after that man.”


      “Is such a thing truly necessary?” the man I trusted to head my imperial guard uttered in a listless voice... I couldn’t help but sigh when I heard him sound like he thought Stefan Ferlay was hardly worth any time or effort.


      “No...it is likely pointless.”


      So Balthazar was still in range of the effect at his position? And since he didn’t know he was being influenced by the OOPArt, Balthazar had no idea that that impression had been implanted in him.


      “We are a touch tired. Let us take a break.”


      Besides, from how I figured it, Stefan Ferlay had probably already made it out of the imperial court. It struck me that he might have even been the one who informed the envoys of the three southern kingdoms that their nations were preparing for war with the Empire. Considering their table positions and the amount of time they spent together, it seemed like a very strong possibility. Still, it didn’t seem as if I had been under the influence of the OOPArt at that point.


      Had he waited to activate it until I would be paying more attention to his features during his introduction? I needed to give some serious thought to OOPArt countermeasures, but where was I even supposed to start?

    

  

  
    
      Unified Interests


      After my break, I finished my dealings with the foreign envoys. From what I could tell, Nadine didn’t realize that she had more or less been hypnotized. Still, that was surely better than her feeling hopelessly inferior.


      Oh, and during that break I’d ordered spies and imperial guards I believed had most likely not come into contact with Stefan Ferlay to pursue him. And sure enough, they readily obeyed. I still thought it was pretty pointless, but if he let his guard down and remained in the capital, the chance to kill him could still present itself... That said, if he knew his OOPArt didn’t work on people with no connection to him, he surely would have already fled.


      At any rate, I swore that I would one day destroy that man, or more importantly that ring, and got my feelings back in order as I returned to the banquet. Having finished dealing with the foreign envoys, I next moved on to the nobles of the Empire. That said, there were certainly fewer of them compared to the turnout at the banquet we’d held with Rosaria. Ever since the moment Nadine and I signed our marriage agreement back in the church, the lower-ranking nobles in the territories of Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, as well as the surrounding areas, had begun heading back to their lands.


      In this era, land was a matter of life and death for nobles. After all, without territory you effectively had no means of earning income. As long as you had land, though, you just needed to levy taxes. That went even for the lowest-ranking baronial houses. In exchange, if that land was lost, it was the ruler’s responsibility. No one else could supplement that, so they were desperate to protect their territory.


      Of course, it varied from person to person if that meant fighting to protect it or rolling over and just letting the enemy pass on through.


      On the other hand, nobles without land or who had lost it could be brought on by higher-ranking nobles or the emperor to manage the land under their control and earn a living. In such cases, the owner of the land remained the lord themself, while the local governors earned pay through their employer.


      That was the general state of affairs, but when it came to the lands under the Empire’s direct control, well, the governors from when I was still a puppet had gone and done as they pleased. Bribes, tax evasion, misappropriation, and so on. I wanted to trade them out for decent human beings, but if I purged them all at once it was sure to lead to rebellion, so I had been convicting them and changing things over bit by bit.


      Setting aside the matter of local governors, the landed gentry were sure to make the honorable choice and pitch in during the war. After all, nearly the whole of the front line in the battle with the three southern kingdoms would be Duke Warren and Count Chamneau’s territory. Those two had been given quite a bit of land during the last conferral of honors too. In other words, their strength had grown tremendously. They could mobilize vastly more soldiers now.


      Disobeying them and letting the enemy pass through would be incredibly risky. After all, any lesser noble who did would be crushed by Duke Warren or Count Chamneau before the three southern kingdoms could get to them. With that in mind, it was far preferable to fight the enemy with all their might. With this war in particular, even if they lost their territory, they could still get it back or be given different lands if they earned acknowledgment for fighting hard. That could be seen in how I rewarded Marquess Arndal, who had died in battle.


      Getting back on topic, anybody with proper motivation had already returned to their territory, so that just left higher-ranking nobles, lower-ranking nobles not on the front lines, and landless nobles here in the capital. That said, even when a landed noble couldn’t come in person, they would still send representatives to congratulate us.


      “It has been some time, Your Majesty,” Tristan le Fourdrain said as he approached to greet me. The man was a viscount and a vassal of Count Ethaiq, so he must have come as a representative for his lord. “And you too, Lady Nadine. Allow me to offer my sincerest congratulations...”


      As he was busy congratulating us, I stole a glance to my side over at Nadine. Normally she was overly serious, but at formal events like this she tried her best to respond properly. She really was the sort to fixate on providing the correct answer in any given situation, so she listened very carefully to what people were saying.


      In spite of that, even though it was rather unusual for her, she seemed to stare off into the distance in the middle of the viscount’s speech.


      “What is the matter, Nadine?” I quietly asked, even though it was a touch rude to the viscount, as I was a bit concerned thanks to that OOPArt from before.


      “This man is the one who acted informal to the point of rudeness toward me back in Keighamer.”


      “A blessing upon the union of your houses.”


      Without even thinking, I ended up staring right at Viscount Fourdrain, who had just finished his greeting. I’d spoken with the man many times back when I joined up with the Ethaiq forces at Chelán Hill, and at the time he had just seemed like any ordinary noble.


      “Did the difference in attitude surprise you?” I asked.


      Nadine shook her head and replied, “No—or maybe that is a part of it too. More importantly, though, I was left speechless upon realizing why this man’s rudeness had gone unpunished.”


      What was going on here, exactly?


      “I ask that you please not give His Majesty any strange ideas,” the viscount uttered, and Nadine shot him back a critical glare.


      “So, that’s how you act in front of His Majesty?”


      “Is that not simply natural?”


      Did the two of them actually get along well? Just like me, Nadine could be a bit rough around the edges with the people she was close to.


      I’d known Nadine since she was very young, and back then she would flare up at anyone and everyone. As she matured, though, she learned how to behave at high-society events and conduct herself like a noble, so she put on a more calm appearance and stopped raising her voice and the like regardless of who she was talking to. Her true nature hadn’t changed, though, so it was easy to get her to snap and shout with a bit of teasing. That only worked with people she was fairly close to, though. When that wasn’t the case, she would endure it even if she felt angry—or at least she tried. If nothing else, she watched how she spoke.


      So it felt rare for me to see her speak so bluntly with someone. Oh, and though she was close to Rosaria and let her guard down there too, she treated her more like an older sister than a friend. Apparently, she really looked up to Rosaria. From Nadine’s point of view, the girl was three years older and quite kind and caring toward her, and did a perfect job of minding her manners and acting like a proper noble.


      “So, what do you want?” Nadine asked the viscount, sounding a bit irritated. Though I knew the two of them had become acquainted at Keighamer during the Battle of Chelán Hill, I was surprised to see they got along so well. Oh wait, was he the skilled person brought along by the minister of finance Nadine had referred to in the past?


      “Ah, well, it would prove a touch difficult at the moment, so could I have a bit of your time later?” the viscount said, scratching his head and looking all apologetic. I wondered when I’d have an opening, but then Nadine went and replied, “In that case, why not come to His Majesty’s bedroom once this event is over?”


      “Huh...? What, are you crazy?” the viscount replied, seemingly without thinking. But well, he was a married man, so he knew full well what happened at night after a wedding banquet. It made a lot of sense that he would be shocked.


      “I was told we cannot do such things until I come of age, so there will be time to spare. He even summoned father... Duke Warren, Marquess Nunvalle, and Count Chamneau for a meeting. If they have no issue with it, then simply come then.”


      “Ah, how truly pitiable...”


      “You’re letting your real self show there, you know,” Nadine remarked with a scornful glare, earning a light chuckle and shrug of his shoulders from the viscount.


      That said, in the next moment the man seemed to shift gears, giving a perfect bow that was like a textbook example of noble etiquette. “Well then, I shall inquire into that matter later. Thank you greatly for giving me an opportunity.”


      At that the viscount walked off, and Nadine whispered quietly into my ear, “You two would probably get along well. You’re a lot alike, after all.”


      Yeah, that made sense. I felt the same way, in fact.


      ＊＊＊


      Not long later, the next noble arrived to greet us.


      “A blessing upon the union of your two houses.”


      “Thank you, Marquess Dozran.” Yeah, thanks a ton for spouting drivel you don’t mean in the least.


      The house of Dozran could certainly be called a prestigious family of the Bundarte Empire. It was established by René, youngest son of the Empire’s third emperor, Charles I. In that early period, they were among the few high-ranking nobles of the Empire, which could be seen in how their child Charles was adopted by the fourth emperor Edward II and took the name Charles II. Their influence continued to wane in the years to come, though, and by Aloir’s era they had lost all but a scrap of their territory to the Kingdom of Apraada and were left in a half-baked position, unable to join sides with the factions of the chancellor or the regency.


      When I took the two of them down and the infighting began, though, Aloir fell for his son’s trap and was killed. The culprit was Anselm le Van-Dozran, who openly profited by goading his father and older brother to fight, allowing him to snatch the Marquessate of Dozran for his own. He was a dangerous presence on the battlefield, as he was an uncertain element right up until the end of the Battle of Chelán Hill.


      All that said, though, he had yet to rise up in revolt against me, so I couldn’t just have him killed. Though he was about as close to guilty as you could get, I had to treat him like he was innocent for the foreseeable future.


      “Gwa ha ha, don’t go making such a frightening face.” I seriously hated that weird laugh of his too... That wasn’t the doing of an OOPArt, right?


      “It would seem you have some sort of business with us...”


      “Yes indeed. I apologize sincerely for raising this matter at a time such as this, but I would very much appreciate the chance to ask something of you.”


      Never mind the situation, pal, I thought, you aren’t in a position to make requests in the first place. He was letting his ambitions show openly, not even trying to keep up appearances and play at being a loyal vassal. You know that I still haven’t forgiven you for turning a blind eye to Count Kushad, right?


      “Go ahead and ask, if that is all you wish.”


      “I wish to have the house of Dozran’s territorial rights to the portion of our land occupied by the Kingdom of Apraada acknowledged.”


      Well, that definitely made sense. He just wanted the salary stolen from him back if it was recovered. The real issue was that this was the man saying it. When he appeared at the Battle of Chelán Hill, he’d been leading a force of mercenaries from the three southern kingdoms. In other words, he definitely had ties to them. I had trouble imagining a guy like that earnestly fighting the Kingdom of Apraada.


      On top of that, with the way he was phrasing things, he hadn’t even claimed he would fight in the first place.


      “And?” I uttered, meaning to ask if that was all. Without proper compensation, I had no intention of acknowledging that.


      “Additionally, I would also like permission to invade Apraada territory rather than suppressing the Agincarl rebels if war is declared. If you will permit that, I shall send a portion of my troops to Duke Warren’s lands.”


      This bastard. He was adding on more conditions before even trying to pitch this as valuable to me in the first place? Just how much did this guy look down on me?


      “Ah, is that it?”


      Understanding the meaning of all this, I unwittingly clicked my tongue. He was asking for advance payment on information, huh? He had connections to the three southern kingdoms, but he’d gone and said he’d send soldiers to Duke Warren’s territory while it was still unclear how deep those ties ran... In other words, it was as if he was saying the three southern kingdoms planned to amass their forces on the front of Duke Warren’s lands.


      The issue, though, was whether that was true or not. He was the sort to have no problem setting up a trap, after all.


      That said, there was no guarantee he was lying... Strategically, it was plenty plausible. After all, they would be able to attack from the east, west, and south, which would make Duke Warren’s territory a tempting target for the enemy. Benima just had to head straight north to reach those lands. And for Rocourt, it would be easier to attack that fertile territory rather than the mountainous eastern reach of the Empire. I was a little less certain when it came to Apraada. I got the feeling they’d be better off going north and trying to utilize the splintered Agincarl rebels, but it wouldn’t be a bad move to go for Duke Warren’s lands instead.


      “How many troops do you intend to send, exactly?”


      The real problem was the question of if this man would actually fight on the Empire’s side or not. “I would like to send half of the soldiers I can mobilize.”


      Normally, you wouldn’t mobilize all of the troops that you could from your territory. Unless you were especially cornered, it made more sense to leave some of your forces in reserve. Half of the maximum he could muster would certainly add up to quite a few. However, his answer there was vague. It likely wouldn’t be a large army, but it didn’t seem as if it would be a small force at all either.


      Above all else, the Kingdom of Apraada were the ones occupying a portion of the Marquessate of Dozran. It was plausible that he would betray that kingdom after working with them up until now if it meant he could reclaim that land. Also, splitting his force in two would mean he was taking on a fair bit of risk this time around. Still, it really annoyed me how the guy was negotiating like he thought we were on equal footing.


      “We shall acknowledge the latter point now. The former shall come under consideration based upon the results you produce. We believe that should prove fitting.”


      If the enemy really did concentrate their forces on Duke Warren’s territory, I’d be fine giving back the former Dozran lands. After all, if I didn’t, he was sure to betray me on the spot.


      “There is no helping that, I suppose. Please excuse me.”


      Seriously, who do you think you are? Nadine was even shooting me a critical gaze that seemed to question if it was truly acceptable to allow such rudeness. Still, it was fine. Since he backed down so readily, it must have meant he was fairly confident he had a firm grasp on how the enemy would move.


      I really was just getting a never-ending stream of difficult opponents and sticky situations, wasn’t I...? Transmigrators and OOPArts... In all likelihood, I would have to cede at least this much moving forward in order to keep on winning.


      “Ah, yes,” Marquess Dozran uttered, suddenly coming to a stop.


      “What, is there more?” I questioned.


      “I brought along a present. A merchant in my service or the like shall deliver it to you later on,” the man said without even turning back around before seeing himself out.


      A present? I thought. Yeah, I’m not exactly happy to hear a guy like you say that.

    

  

  
    
      A Meathead Lady Knight?


      That night, I found myself listening to reports from Duke Warren, Marquess Nunvalle, and Count Chamneau in my bedroom. All three of them were grand nobles, so during the banquet they were greeted by an endless stream of foreign envoys and nobles of the Empire. That said, Marquess Nunvalle was the only one who was actually popular with our nation’s nobles.


      “So, you largely heard the same things we had?”


      As for Nadine, she was currently sulking on the bed. I told her she could go to sleep first in another room, but she’d flatly turned that proposal down. Oh, and I’d told the three of them that we should exercise greater caution moving forward, on account of the OOPArt brought into the event. Not that there was anything that could have been done about it, but still.


      “As for other matters that could be of note, what sort of moves did the envoys make?”


      The countries whose envoys were proactively interacting with other envoys and imperial nobles could be plotting something, while those who didn’t were likely taking a more passive diplomatic stance.


      “I was concerned by the moves made by the crown prince of Likaria,” Count Chamneau stated. Apparently, the crown prince had directly interacted with him too. “He was rather bold...”


      “He understands his position full well. At present, the Empire is unable to face Likaria.”


      No matter how much I saw him as an eyesore, as long as neither side retaliated, we could ignore one another. Everything he had done fell merely within the scope of social interaction, so I couldn’t raise a complaint either.


      Marquess Nunvalle hadn’t interacted with the man, while Duke Warren’s encounter was limited to a brief greeting.


      “What did he speak of?”


      “Largely, we talked regarding trade.”


      Trade, huh...? In that case, it wasn’t unnatural to have reached out to Count Chamneau. The County of Chamneau didn’t produce much in the way of specialized goods, with the majority of the territory being farmland. That was what allowed him to mobilize more troops than other nobles, and the same was true of Duke Warren’s territory.


      Oh, and the mercenaries got thrust on Count Chamneau back during the start of the civil war because he had the surplus of food needed to host them in his lands.


      Unlike the Warren Dukedom, though, the County of Chamneau was the heart of trade for the Empire. A prominent river throughout the Empire flowed through the land, connecting from the capital to the eastern reaches of our nation. The chancellor’s faction had taken Vera-Sylvie hostage and forced Count Chamneau to join them in order to make use of that river for transport.


      It only made sense that the crown prince would have an earnest interest in trade. The real issue was what precisely he was after.


      At present, expensive trade goods gathered in the capital first. After all, I was in the process of exchanging the bad Raul gold and Agincarl silver for our newly minted midgold and midsilver. Rather than selling goods on the outskirts for currency of questionable value, they would instead be paid in coins whose value was certified in the capital. That led a great many merchants to gather and do business here. Despite that being the flow of matters, though, he didn’t bring up trade with me, the one in charge of the capital. On top of that, he didn’t speak with the minister of finance at all. That was deeply fishy to me.


      Had he perhaps settled matters with wealthy merchants directly? Wait, wealthy merchants...?


      “From what I saw, he also spoke with Count Calx,” Count Chamneau added.


      The County of Calx was located in the northwest of the Empire, close to the border with Teyanave. Yes, he certainly was after wealthy merchants, wasn’t he?


      “Likarian gunpowder is supposedly of high quality, is it not?”


      “Yes, but the royal family holds a monopoly on its production and does not distribute it to the Empire.”


      “Indeed, to the Empire...”


      In this era, the quality of your gunpowder was directly tied to your military strength. That was why they rarely sold the stuff to foreign nations. After all, it would be akin to going and strengthening the militaries of your enemies.


      In reality, though, high-quality gunpowder sold for a fittingly high price. In other words, Likaria wanted to sell it to earn funds if at all possible. That said, selling it to other nations on this continent would disadvantage their own kingdom, which they obviously preferred to avoid. That limited their customer base.


      “Summon the Golden Sheep Trading Company... Actually, call for Hilaire specifically by name.”


      If their gunpowder was getting used on other continents, that wouldn’t cause any issues whatsoever for Likaria. They’d also be able to get ahold of precious, expensive products in turn, so they were sure to leap at the opportunity.


      “Ah, that certainly would make sense... What shall we do about it, though?”


      “We plainly lack the strength to put a stop to it at present... As such, we should aim to make certain the Empire profits as well.”


      The issue there was if we could offer up sufficient compensation to get them to bite, though.


      As the minister of finance Marquess Nunvalle and Count Chamneau, who held a trade port, discussed their opinions on the matter, Timona announced that we had a visitor. “Your Majesty, Viscount Fourdrain is standing by outside the room. Shall I allow him in?”


      “Yes, please do so.”


      Ah, right, we had called for the viscount. And as Timona was fetching the man, I found that at some point Nadine had moved from laying down to sitting in a chair beside me. Before I could ask if she was that concerned about the viscount, though, Nadine picked up on my doubts and said, “That isn’t it. Call it intuition.”


      Before I could ask what she meant by that, Timona led two people into the room.


      “My apologies for interrupting your meeting, Your Majesty.”


      “Pay that matter no heed.” Though the person before me had the appearance of a man, my first impression was undoubtedly that I was looking at a woman. “So, was the business you had introducing this individual to us?”


      Above all else, there was the fact that I could tell this person was around my age at a glance. Still, if Timona allowed them to enter, they couldn’t be all that suspicious.


      “Indeed. I present to you Alumel de Sévère.” As the guest gave a deep, polite bow, for some reason the viscount’s eyes darted about in something that certainly resembled panic. “Count Ethaiq, in the flesh.”


      Count Ethaiq... I had heard tell he was the same age as me and held great admiration for me, but he hadn’t come to meet me because the nobles under him were in opposition to the idea... Wasn’t that the case?


      “We are Carmine de la Garde-Bundarte.”


      Wait, if the count had come to the capital, why was I not greeted personally during the banquet? This wasn’t a formal event, so there was no need to worry so much about proper etiquette, but the count’s head remained earnestly bowed all the same.


      “We permit you to speak directly. Raise your head,” I called out again, at which point the count did as requested, complete with a salute.


      “Of course. I am Alumel de Sévère. It is an honor to meet you, Your Majesty!” That voice felt too high for a boy, so it would seem more natural to consider this individual a girl. Actually, despite the androgynous face, I couldn’t see them as anything but a woman dressing as a man. That said, though, they’d been called Count Ethaiq, not countess.


      Looking around, Duke Warren, Marquess Nunvalle, and Count Chamneau were all looking at her (him? Them?) in surprise. To start with, we had been led to believe that the elderly head of the house of Ethaiq was still alive for quite some time. In actuality, though, he had died several years ago, which his representatives had lied about due to the youth of their new lord, who they wished to give time to mature. And so the young count had not made any official appearances, and none outside of the house of Ethaiq had even seen their face.


      “Are you a man or a woman?”


      As I was sitting there agonizing over how to broach the subject, Nadine had gone and cut right to the heart of the matter. I was about to question her going and asking something like that, but then I remembered that wasn’t so unusual in this world.


      “I was born a woman, but raised as a man since birth, as no sons were born into my house.”


      Oh, was that it? That said, I wasn’t especially concerned with where the count placed themself within or without any reckoning of gender. No, the issue was what was to come.


      “Have you perhaps come to have His Majesty formally acknowledge you, now that an example has been established in the form of Countess Nunmeidt?” Marquess Nunvalle asked. I had figured that was it too, but apparently that wasn’t the case.


      “No! I inherited the title of count as a man, so it would surely be impossible to change that now.” Was that how it worked? Actually, wait, according to the laws of the Empire, women could inherit ranks too, so there wouldn’t be any need to lie in the first place. “That said, I felt it disloyal to continue lying to Your Majesty, so I came to greet you. Please, pass judgment upon the crime of our house.”


      Crime? Huh? Hey, hold on... Sure women, could inherit ranks under imperial law, but there was a precedent that men were given priority. So that meant...


      “Was someone else originally to inherit the position of Count Ethaiq, perhaps?”


      “Yes, since the house of the former Count Ethaiq’s younger brother had a son.”


      Honestly, I was at a loss for words. I wanted to ask why they’d go and do a thing like that, or how they thought they’d manage to continue hiding it, but I seriously couldn’t even speak. Thinking on it more, though, this was the house that had already lied and claimed their departed lord was still alive and well for years on end. I’d overlooked that, as they’d cooperated with me, but they had been trouble from the start, huh?


      “Surely you could never hide such a thing forever!” Marquess Nunvalle angrily declared.


      Looking truly uncomfortable, Viscount Fourdrain replied, “Yes, but they aren’t the sort to have such ordinary, sensible thoughts.”


      “Surely that matter was confirmed at a church, though,” Duke Warren asked.


      I didn’t really know the details, but for nobles, shortly after a child was born, their sex needed to be confirmed by the Western Orthodoxy. However, with his gaze still averted, Viscount Fourdrain readily answered, “That was handled with money.”


      So a bribe? Where was I even supposed to begin?


      “What shall we do?” Nadine asked, but I hadn’t a clue. Even more troubling was the fact that the count in question’s opinion was quite clear.


      “Please, Your Majesty, pass your judgment!”


      Should I pardon all that? Even I was having trouble deciding. Still, that’s definitely something that we couldn’t have nobles going around doing. If I allowed this, then I’d need to accept other houses pulling similar stunts in the future. But during the civil war, the house of Ethaiq pitched in their share of troops in my name, and they’d even been granted land for their meritorious service. Considering what was going on now, it’d be real rough to take that back and risk an uprising... Still, this wasn’t something I could just let slide either.


      Could we just pretend I never heard this?


      Still, this was the reason the vassals of the house of Ethaiq didn’t want me to meet the count, huh? That certainly made sense. At the time I’d quipped in my head that it was like I was dealing with a pampered rich girl or something, but I never expected that would prove a portent of what was to come.


      I didn’t figure this was something I could decide on my own, so I decided to ask the opinions of the nobles present.


      “What do you think?”


      “Let us pretend we never heard of this,” Duke Warren immediately replied. “If issues arise in the county of Ethaiq, our strategy shall fall apart.”


      Yup, the timing here was the absolute worst. The county of Ethaiq was one of the noble lands separating us from the three counts who’d rebelled from the Agincarl uprising. If Ethaiq turned seditious, those two uprisings could be united and cut off communications with the western Empire.


      “But such a precedent would surely shake inheritance law to its core,” Marquess Nunvalle objected. That said, he wasn’t claiming it was something we could never allow. Ultimately, he was concerned about setting the precedent.


      “All the more reason to act as if we didn’t hear of this, surely. Pushing this problem off until later is undoubtedly our best choice under the present circumstances,” Count Chamneau chimed in, agreeing with Duke Warren.


      Pushing it off, huh? I’d certainly appreciate the chance to do that, but that put Count Ethaiq at far too much of a disadvantage, didn’t it?


      “Are you speaking of overlooking it for now when it is inconvenient, only to condemn them at a later date? Surely that wouldn’t count as a proper postponement,” Nadine said. Sure enough, Count Ethaiq was unlikely to see any merit in that.


      “How about granting forgiveness in exchange for distinguished service in the war? That certainly seems plausible,” Count Chamneau asked.


      “That would be the same as establishing a precedent. In order to keep the lower-ranking nobility from acting out of line, we must properly stand in observance of the law,” Marquess Nunvalle retorted.


      There was a logic to both of their claims. Seriously, what was I going to do here...?


      “What do you want to do?” Nadine earnestly asked Count Ethaiq.


      “I’m fine either way,” the count bluntly replied without a moment’s hesitation.


      Viscount Fourdrain gave a shrug of his shoulders and added, “There’s no helping it.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes, my lady. I inherited my rank earlier than I can remember. It wasn’t something done of my own volition, and now there are matters I find a hindrance about the situation. That said, my vassals have been like parents to me. I cannot bring myself to abandon them. As such, I leave everything to His Majesty’s judgment.”


      Ah, so Count Ethaiq was the same as me... I was born emperor, after all. By the time I realized it, my life had already been laid out for me. Certainly enough, I had chosen to accept that fate, but that had been for others’ sake, not my own desires. Though I had no regrets, I felt no attachment either.


      I saw where they were coming from too well, so I could no longer utter that I would not accept them...


      “We are grateful for the dedication shown by the house of Ethaiq, and we appreciate the work they have done. If possible, we would like to acknowledge you... But as we are emperor, we must maintain that the law is absolute.” So yeah, I was pushing it off, but with a strong possibility of letting them off the hook. “As such, we shall investigate whether or not there is past precedent that can be applied here. We cannot give you an answer at present as a result.” To be honest, I really didn’t want to go thinning out the nobles I had firmly in my corner. I was willing to take on a bit of risk here. “Marquess Nunvalle, have Charles de Agincarl carefully scrutinize the legal record in order to arrive at the proper answer. In exchange, he shall be released and granted a higher noble rank.”


      Charles de Agincarl possessed great expertise when it came to the law. On top of that, he was the son of the minister of finance I’d killed, as well as a survivor of the house of Agincarl that I brought to ruin.


      “Your Majesty, that would be...”


      “We know what you wish to say, but still wish for you to do so.”


      Letting him run free came with its own risks—that much I had to acknowledge. That said, the man was also brilliant, and I had some idea of how to make use of him. And besides, I probably couldn’t have him killed anyway, since I didn’t do so in the chaos surrounding my coronation. It’d be a waste to just keep him confined forever.


      “However, in exchange, the house of Ethaiq is to provide as many troops as possible. Would this prove acceptable to both of our imperial grand marshals?”


      “I suppose so,” Duke Warren replied.


      “As you wish,” Count Chamneau added.


      That compromise must have worked out just right, as they didn’t add anything further.


      “And is that acceptable to you as well, Count Ethaiq?”


      “Of course! I am truly grateful for the compassion you have shown. Even if it costs me my life, I shall earn great achievements in battle on Your Majesty’s behalf.”


      Er, if you go and die, this whole mess will have been totally pointless, though, I thought. Honestly, it felt like we were having as much trouble getting on the same page as when I’d spoken with Valenriehl.


      “Now then, allow us to move on to the main matter of business.”


      “Huh?!” Viscount Fourdrain exclaimed.


      “Hmm?” I ended up unwittingly adding myself. I mean, that had clearly been the main topic at hand no matter how you looked at it, right?


      “By the way, when exactly did you arrive in the capital?” Nadine asked, but I didn’t immediately understand why. I mean, they hadn’t shown up at the banquet to cover up the matter of their sex, right...? Ah, but wait, I’d told the viscount to come here after the banquet. And yet, rather than coming immediately afterward, he had arrived after I had talked geopolitical shop with my vassals for a while.


      “Indeed, you seem rather late.”


      “There’s that as well, but when she entered the room, her hair was damp. It was difficult to tell because her hair is short, though,” Nadine pointed out, but I hadn’t noticed that at all. Where had Nadine gotten such a keen eye for other girls?


      “The count only just arrived in the capital. I had heard in advance that you were coming, but—wait, thinking on it, where are your guards?” Viscount Fourdrain asked Count Ethaiq in a rather informal tone. The way he was talking to his master reminded me of a certain transmigrator, but that one had been a rear vassal...


      “I left them behind.”


      At that, the shock started showing clearly in Viscount Fourdrain’s voice. “Huh?! You came alone?!”


      “Yeah. They were too slow,” Count Ethaiq bluntly replied, likely letting her true nature show.


      Viscount Fourdrain had his hand pressed up against his forehead like he had a headache. “Um, Count, I hope this is just a misunderstanding on my part, but did your bath perhaps run long?”


      “Yeah. I had trouble getting rid of the smell of all that blood.”


      I’d completely lost track of the picture here.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Ah, in all likelihood, she fought in battle on horseback, then came directly to the capital.”


      Battle? If battle had broken out near the capital, surely I would have received a report, right?


      “Well then, allow me to offer my report,” the count said with a perfect bow. “Today, I struck down the traitor Timona le Chauviré! I brought his head with me, and it waits outside this room for you to confirm.”


      Wait, Count Baylor-Novei?


      ＊＊＊


      Count Baylor-Novei... I remembered the man well; I found the fact that he shared a given name with my right-hand man deeply annoying. He’d been a noble in the chancellor’s faction, and held the post of secretary of hunting. Thanks to that post alone, he was technically considered a noble with armed forces... Or at least, that was supposed to be the case.


      “Unbelievable...”


      Nadine was there in the bedroom, so the rest of us moved to a separate room in order to examine the head. Nadine had been left out not just out of consideration for her own feelings, but as a matter of custom—a consort was not to see any blood but their own on their wedding day. Yet another weird little imperial tradition—and yet I sort of got the feeling I knew what it was trying to say.


      “Sure enough, it appears to be him.”


      Yeah, it seemed like a dead ringer for the guy to me too. Plus, this was a seriously clean severed head—nice, even cut, no signs of nervous hacking around the neck, and on top of that, no facial wounds. You’d expect to at least see some degree of decomposition without the use of magic, but I wasn’t picking up on any of that at all. Still, that made some degree of sense if she had indeed killed him today.


      In the first place, it was pretty unthinkable to safely obtain the head of an enemy commander when they died in battle in this era. During the Battle of Chelán Hill, the self-proclaimed duke was damn near vaporized by cannon fire, leaving no trace.


      “I have not received any such report,” the count palatine uttered in astonishment, having only learned of the matter after meeting up in the new room. It sounded as if he was angry at his own spies, so I offered up a secret, silent prayer for their souls, as they’d surely face reeducation.


      I myself hadn’t even known Count Ethaiq had properly engaged the rebel forces. After all, according to the reports I’d received up until now, the three rebellious counts were holed up in their own castles, rather than properly coordinating. As such, we had been expecting a drawn out siege to deal with them... Or at least, that was supposed to be the case.


      On top of that, the County of Baylor-Novei was the farthest north of the lands of the three rebellious counts, near the Teyanavi border. That was a bit too far for the house of Ethaiq to have dealt with him.


      “Ahem. Count, when and where did you kill this man, exactly?” Viscount Fourdrain asked with a distant look in his eyes.


      As if she were just describing a stroll she had taken, the count casually explained, “This morning, the forces of Marquess Mardrusa were fighting the combined forces of Counts Baylor-Torei and Baylor-Novei in the County of Baylor-Torei.” The count palatine twitched. Apparently, even that report hadn’t reached him. “Their rear had been left undefended, so I charged, and they readily fell apart. After that, we pursued the troops trying to retreat, and I got lucky and spied Count Baylor-Novei. That’s just sorta how it went.”


      “Wait, what were you even doing there in the first place?”


      The County of Baylor-Torei was located far from the County of Ethaiq; something was plainly up.


      In response, Count Ethaiq instantly, awkwardly averted her gaze. “I got a little lost.”


      “That’s why I warned so much that you shouldn’t have a private force!” Viscount Fourdrain uttered, cradling his head in his hands.


      In his place, Duke Warren stated, “We have yet to receive news of the victory, though.”


      “I would imagine that is because I said our own house would send a messenger, so Marquess Mardrusa could focus solely on pursuit,” the count said with another bow.


      Without even thinking, I asked, “A-And the messenger...?”


      “Yes, that would be me.”


      Seriously? What sort of house sent the count personally to act as a messenger?


      “What reason could there be to act so foolishly?” Duke Warren came out and just openly asked, unable to hold it back any longer.


      “Naturally, because out of my house I am the most skilled at handling horses, the fastest rider, and the strongest too,” the count just bluntly stated.


      At that, every single one of us present turned to face Viscount Fourdrain. “It’s the truth,” the viscount uttered in a dwindling voice, covering his eyes with both hands.


      As the adults all pressed in closer around the count, as if preparing to reprimand a brat for acting out during their rebellious period, I quietly asked, “Viscount Fourdrain, what exactly is the count?”


      “The nobles under the house of Ethaiq have spent generations refining the family’s combat prowess. Those muscle-heads have always doted on the line’s fighting geniuses over their own children, and this is the result of that education,” Viscount Fourdrain replied, a dead look in his eyes. It might just have been weighing on him heavily having to bad-mouth his lord and associates so much. “She’s an idiot.”


      Yeah, that seemed more fitting than calling her a natural airhead.


      “We are amazed such a house could survive into this era,” I uttered, only for the viscount to shake his head, his eyes unfocused like those of the catch of the day the whole time.


      “No, they nearly died out. Every last one of them is like that, so all that remains of them now are the elders and young children. The count was raised as a man and chosen as the successor to the house because the proper heir couldn’t keep pace with the rest of those bloodthirsty morons, and so he’d fled, discarded by the house as the runt of the litter. You must understand, my masters are imbeciles of the first order, every last one of them. After ages of racking their brains, they concluded that the only remaining heir would have to be groomed into the strongest possible commander on the battlefield, to keep her alive and preserve the family line from extinction.”


      He let out a labored sigh. The viscount must have had a lot of pent-up frustration. I couldn’t even find the words to reply.


      Still, it made sense. I had found it odd that they followed up such an old head of their family with one so young... So, they were combat maniacs like the Hayato from Satsuma, eh? Hundreds of years had passed since the warrior class had transitioned into our aristocracy, but it made some sense that any house that held fast to the old culture would turn out like this.


      Baron Samuel le Bocuse had led the Ethaiq forces during the Battle of Chelán Hill and the Teyanave campaign, and when I was told he was the sort of man who would either win or lose big, I got worried. However, I never imagined there would be someone worse on that front, or that it would be the count herself. We were the same age, right?


      And wait, she said she couldn’t get the smell of blood to wash off, right?


      “Wait, is she the sort to command from the head of her forces?”


      “Yes, as well as the sort to leap into the enemy’s midst with great glee. That’s why we all stopped her from charging into the fight during the Battle of Chelán Hill, but it would seem she slipped free this time around.”


      Seriously? We were the same age? Granted, in a world with copious magic like this one, there was always room to be surprised.


      “Is she perhaps a gifted magician?”


      “She can only use physical enhancement and barrier magic. But I’ve never seen her lose in single combat, nor have I ever seen her barrier broken.”


      With enough magical skill, even a child could kill a veteran non-mage in moments. That was just how it went in a high-magic reality. Even if you were a woman or a child, with your whole social order arrayed against you, you could still achieve great things. That said, it would be difficult to run wild with no mana to back you up.


      By her own testimony, in this case she had launched a surprise attack. It was a single blow from behind the enemy forces, and they put all their might into it.


      I took that to mean she was more the type to lead the charge and inspire her allies rather than give commands. She was young, and seemed to have sworn loyalty for now—but she was also totally the type to die young in battle.


      “It’s likely true that she fought in the County of Baylor-Torei. If they had clashed near our territory, those fools would have fought like mad to stop her, but she must have taken advantage of the fact that she only had a few personal troops with her and leaped into battle alongside Marquess Mardrusa.”


      Sure, luck had been involved, but she had taken down an enemy noble with just a small cavalry unit. She was serious trouble. Though as an ally, maybe it would be better to call her an asset?


      “That’s why I warned them so much not to give her troops to treat like toys...” Viscount Fourdrain remarked in a trembling voice, his anger apparently having surged up in him as we spoke. From what I heard, he seemed to be a reasonable man by the house of Ethaiq’s standards... Er, he was reasonable, right? I mean, the way he spoke was a bit much, but it was probably fine, wasn’t it?


      “Still...”


      There were all sorts of things I wanted to say regarding Count Ethaiq, but for now, I decided to set all that aside. In actuality, she had gone and defeated one of the three rebellious counts, Count Baylor-Novei. Even just removing one of the heads of the rebellion was a huge matter, especially since he seemed like the best one to have taken down. After all, back when I was playing at being a puppet ruler, I had seen with my own eyes that his remaining two conspirators, Counts Baylor-Torei and Kushad, got along quite poorly.


      During the tour I once took, the two quarreled greatly when I moved from the County of Baylor-Torei to the County of Kushad. They had been on opposite sides, one attached to the chancellor’s faction and the other to the regency, and they clearly had a poor relationship on a personal level to boot. From what I recalled, Count Baylor-Torei had thrown a fit over expenses, while for Count Kushad it was the schedule.


      In other words, they had probably failed to properly coordinate with each other over the course of this rebellion because of the animosity between them. They definitely didn’t seem like the sort to let bygones be bygones like most people could under the circumstances.


      Hmm? Honestly, thinking about it that way, how did they get a rebellion off the ground together in the first place?


      Well, there was no real point to considering the matter now. At any rate, the person who was the glue—or perhaps the cushioning—between them was dead. There was nothing left to fear from their rebellion.


      Suddenly, I realized that Count Ethaiq was staring my way. This world’s mages were scary, if even a girl with such an innocent-looking face could take down an enemy noble. Ah, right...


      “You did well to defeat this enemy. Though we cannot reward you at present, you shall eventually be compensated for this achievement,” I stated, and she broke out in a brilliant smile and gave a perfect bow.


      “Right! I greatly appreciate those words!”


      Assuming that wasn’t an act, I really must have told her precisely what she wanted to hear. In fact, her eyes were sparkling so brightly that I couldn’t help but feel as if I were watching a dog excitedly wagging its tail.


      Wait, that actually made it scarier. Seriously, why exactly was she so fond of me?
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      Around When Everyone Was Sleeping


      According to Viscount Fourdrain, the one and only self-proclaimed official among the house of Ethaiq, the rest of them were all meathead battle maniacs. And even though they’d sired and raised Count Ethaiq, she was a problem child in a way, so strong that they could no longer handle her.


      As such, she’d broken free from her subordinates and charged into enemy territory, leading just a handful of personal troops. As a result, she was able to defeat one of the three counts who had rebelled against the Empire. On top of that, she left behind her guards and came directly to the capital all on her own in order to deliver a report to the emperor she so respected. All of that had happened today.


      If she hadn’t brought Count Baylor-Novei’s head along with her and we hadn’t seen Viscount Fourdrain’s reaction to boot, it would have been near impossible to believe any of it was true. To be honest, I found it difficult to imagine from looking at her. Despite her short hair and the masculine clothing she wore, she looked like a perfectly ordinary young girl. That said, you couldn’t exactly judge me based on appearances either. Was Count Ethaiq a transmigrator too? That’d probably be better. It’d be even scarier if she wasn’t.


      After that whole startling turn of events, I’d gone ahead and dismissed my vassals and Count Ethaiq on the spot. At the time, by the way, Count Ethaiq had declared, “They’re going to treat me as missing at this rate, so I’ll head on back!” and then vanished. In all likelihood, she meant that she was returning to her own territory. Wouldn’t that mean she’d pass by the guards she ditched along the way? Surely she’d thought matters through at least that much, right?


      Though the meeting had concluded, my day still wasn’t over just yet. After all, the envoy from the Grand Duchy of Fichma still wanted to meet with me one-on-one, and I had agreed to do so after the meeting. Thanks to all the shocking occurrences, though, that ended up getting pushed back quite a bit. Depending on what we discussed, it was possible dawn could end up breaking as we were wrapping up.


      “Our apologies for keeping you up so late, Bally.”


      The captain of my imperial guard, Balthazar de Chevillard, guided me to the room where the envoy of the grand duchy awaited me. I stopped back by the bedroom for a bit, but Nadine was asleep, seemingly unable to hang on any longer. Still, she did her best there. I called for Nadine’s maid and ordered the woman to just let her sleep.


      Out of my three wives, Nadine was undoubtedly the one held in the most contempt by the imperial aristocracy. That meant she seriously wore herself down, not letting herself show any vulnerability for the duration of that whole banquet.


      With that in mind, Balthazar had to be pretty exhausted too. He was on guard duty during the reception as well, and I’d had him keep it up until now despite how much that job wore you down. I really did feel sorry about that.


      By the way, Balthazar hadn’t sensed anything out of place with Stefan Ferlay. That said, when I told him to be careful around the man next time, he replied without any hesitation, “I’ll keep my distance from him as much as possible.” He was understanding, genuinely brave, and quite trustworthy, making him a damn fine imperial guard.


      Timona was trustworthy too, but he still scared the hell out of me from time to time. Like when he’d say “Understood,” despite the look in his eyes saying he didn’t agree at all. On that front, it was a whole lot easier dealing with Balthazar.


      “Ah, no, I actually just took a bit of a nap. And now, I’ve swapped places with Sir le Nain.” Now that he mentioned it, Timona was there when I was dealing with Count Ethaiq.


      “That only could have been two or three hours at most. It would not serve as much rest at all, surely. Aren’t you exhausted?”


      “Oh, I don’t get tired when I’m doing meaningful work.” Unlike Timona, Balthazar would chat with me if I spoke to him. According to him, his imperial guard work had been agonizing until I called for him. Hardly a surprise, since that generally meant being misappropriated by nobles. Balthazar wasn’t exactly the type to try to curry favor with nobles, so he was treated pretty horribly. Supposedly, he’d been given jobs like searching for lost dogs. With that in mind, I probably seemed like a pretty good boss in comparison.


      Though he was trying not to let it show on his face, he was clearly ecstatic when he heard the captain of the imperial guard of the time, Hubert le Alleman, had died. He was in a great mood for some days after that, so he must’ve been harboring one hell of a grudge.


      “Are you okay, Your Majesty?” Balthazar said, glancing my way with a worried look as he walked ahead of me.


      “Our body is fine. We are accustomed to keeping late hours, after all. However, we have had a bit much in the way of shocking occurrences.”


      In all likelihood, the Empire and its emperor were currently the center of attention for every country and power around. Obviously, I had a ton on my mind. But the fate of the Empire was on the line here, so it wasn’t as if I could afford to let my guard down.


      “We have been awaiting you, Your Majesty,” the imperial guard standing outside of the room where the envoy waited said with a perfect salute. Over the course of this past year, we had changed out a lot of their roster. The organization had degraded into little more than an honorary position for prestige alone, so few of its members were really cut out for the actual job. There were certainly fewer of them now, but in turn they’d been refurbished into a much more straitlaced organization. The expulsion of improper members and retraining of those who had grown lax played a large role, to be sure, but above all else, the new recruits were simply excellent.


      That was in no small part because Duke Warren and other influential vassals had actively moved to assign exceptional knights to the imperial guard. Surely they’d wished to use the personnel they spent time and money to raise themselves, but they’d sent them that way instead as a show of goodwill. That, of course, had the side effect of giving those vassals more influence, but we had a real personnel shortage, and you couldn’t exactly make an omelet without breaking a few eggs.


      “Your guest is waiting inside.”


      Balthazar knocked on the door, then opened it. Inside, that single envoy sat surrounded by numerous imperial guards.


      “How shall we proceed?” Balthazar asked. We knew each other well enough that I knew he was referring to the other guards.


      “Have them wait outside. As captain, you alone shall remain.”


      “Understood!”


      The man awaiting me in that room was the envoy for the Grand Duchy of Fichma. If I recalled correctly, he had introduced himself during the banquet as Roderich Felix von Slavnik. Though I hadn’t heard of him prior to that, he must have belonged to the royal family of Fichma, as he shared their last name.


      Tea cakes, a pot, and cups sat there atop the table. During such private meetings, a maid actually stood by outside of the room, in case a fresh pot of tea was required. Though it was inconvenient, it wasn’t as if I trusted all of my imperial guards and maids.


      “Our apologies for our lateness,” I uttered as I sat down in a chair prepared there. Though Fichma was referred to as a grand duchy, unlike the grand duchies west of the Heavensreach Mountains, it possessed similar scale and military might to the kingdoms surrounding it. It was called a grand duchy even so because it was a nation established by the Imperium to act as a buffer, something akin to a satellite state.


      “Ah, no, I was the one who went and asked for such special treatment. Please, don’t worry yourself over the matter,” the young blond-haired, blue-eyed man remarked with a smile. He looked to be a bit over twenty, perhaps? Though he had the appearance of a typical noble, somehow I couldn’t help but feel it was best I kept my guard up around him. It was entirely possible that if I made light of him, I would be the one to suffer for it.


      Though I had memorized the foreign rulers and crown princes, it wasn’t as if I were familiar with the rest of the royal lines. Besides, since they were located on the opposite side of the Heavensreach Mountains, they were rather distant from the Empire. That just went to show how much of an absolute impediment that mountain range was to people coming and going. As such, I very much welcomed the meeting with this man, as I wanted as much information on the east as I could get my hands on. And at that distance, even if I leaked a bit of information myself, it wouldn’t be possible to exploit it right away regardless.


      For a bit after that, we just went ahead with some harmless small talk. For the most part, he just offered his compliments in regard to the wedding ceremony and banquet. He also praised the jewels and paintings adorning the imperial court, but it was mere flattery, so I just brushed it off. I wasn’t in charge of preparing the events, and it wasn’t like I’d built the court either. I knew nothing of the quality of the jewels or paintings, and just left all of that up to others.


      An ordinary ruler would gather jewels and famed masterpieces and surround themselves with musicians and poets in order to establish their ideal court, seeing it as a sign of prestige. For a monarch, that was actually essential. After all, nobles would be more willing to follow a leader who seemed wealthy rather than one who appeared impoverished. It made it seem like they’d be more likely to end up well-off too.


      As a result, I left the bare minimum of jewels and works of art on display. It wasn’t like I lacked any personal interest whatsoever in such things, but they certainly didn’t excite me much. I could tell a jewel was beautiful, but I wouldn’t be able to tell you which was prettier in comparison. I couldn’t exactly follow along with such idle chatter.


      I thought that could be a problem and wondered if I should brush up on the subject, but found it was actually surprisingly fine as is and decided to leave it be. Apparently, my dull reactions gave the impression that with such a horde of treasure and jewels, the emperor saw what an ordinary man would find priceless as a mere pebble.


      Of course, it wasn’t like I actually treated them like ordinary rocks. That said, if you slid one in there, I probably wouldn’t notice.


      “By the way, Sir Roderich Felix, we have heard tell that your nation has fought against the Kingdom of Pulbunschberg for a great many years. Our apologies for speaking with their envoy before you during the banquet.”


      During the banquet, I was the host as emperor. But since I was still emperor, I couldn’t exactly go around to the tables of my guests. Instead, the order in which the guests were to approach me was something that had been determined in advance. Naturally that included nations which were always warring over borders, and some were even actively at war at present. If there was an official ordering of guests, it would clearly result in bloodshed.


      As such, the order was instead determined by the minister of finance, who was in charge of the banquet. At least officially, I was not informed of such matters, so I would not earn any grudges from those who were dissatisfied with their placement.


      I had spoken with all of that in mind, seeing if he would react, but he didn’t especially slip up in response. “Ah, no, pay it no mind. That nation is a kingdom, whereas we are a grand duchy, after all.”


      For many years, the Kingdom of Pulbunschberg and the Imperium had been enemies. The Grand Duchy of Fichma, meanwhile, was located right in between them, acting as a buffer zone and shield for the Imperium. In fact, that history was what had led to the nation’s founding in the first place. The Imperium was not yet ruled by the Teiwa Dynasty at the time, and the Grand Duchy of Fichma was born as a point of concession during peace talks between the two countries, yet it was still functionally subordinate to the Imperium. Though it was an independent nation officially, in actuality the Imperium held heavy sway over it. On the other end, it was easier for the Kingdom of Pulbunschberg to deal with a vassal state rather than directly bordering a great power like the Imperium.


      “Your nation is known for its strength, but tradition cannot simply be ignored.”


      With that historical background in mind, it was only natural that the Grand Duchy of Fichma would always be in conflict with the Kingdom of Pulbunschberg. Even when I turned the conversation in that direction, though, the man still didn’t engage in any mudslinging. As such, I could assume that this envoy was more than a mere sycophant for the Imperium. After all, in this cruel world, once the prey was gone, there was no further use for hunting dogs.


      “By the way, Your Majesty.” This guy had the same perfectly polite noble air about him as always... If this wasn’t a diplomatic matter, I probably would have written this Roderich Felix off as an agreeable youth. He really was a slippery one. He wasn’t slipping up at all, and he didn’t seem shaken in the least either. It was possible that he was the most dangerous opponent out of everyone I’d met today (or yesterday at this point, I suppose).


      “What is it?”


      Our idle chat had reached a stopping point, and at that, the youth asked, as if he were inquiring about tomorrow’s weather, “When exactly do you intend to invade the Imperium, Your Majesty?”


      Which way was he coming at this from? Was he intending to put an end to his nation’s long vassalhood to the Imperium and assist us, or was he acting as advance reconnaissance for the nation instead? The former would certainly prove a lucky break, but I definitely couldn’t let my guard down just yet.


      “Realistically, such a thing would prove impossible. A large army could not pass through the corridor, and our Empire lacks the leeway needed for such an operation to begin with.”


      Certainly, it would be difficult to imagine the Empire not making any sort of move when the Imperium was in chaos. That said, why was he so convinced we would invade?


      “Even if you do not at present, surely you will be able to eventually, correct?”


      Ugh, what a pain. He was the type who really liked to probe, just like that crown prince from Likaria, huh? I got the feeling that he was going to be even more trouble, though. In all likelihood, this man was quite experienced when it came to such situations. At least for the moment, he didn’t seem to be using an OOPArt, but still...


      “And if you seized control of Hismaph and Gordignon, you could procure an invasion route,” the envoy for the grand duchy uttered without a care as he snatched up a tea cake from atop the table.


      In truth, I was indeed amicably approaching those two nations because I wished to secure a beachhead from which to invade the empire. Or to be more precise, they could serve that role offensively while also acting as a defensive shield. I had little intent of sparing expenses in order to make certain they fell more under the influence of the Empire than the Imperium.


      “And Your Majesty should also be able to employ ships at present,” Roderich Felix remarked with a sip of black tea, clearly watching for my reaction. Obviously it wasn’t enough to shake me, though.


      So he knew about the Golden Sheep Trading Company, did he? After all, the Empire lacked any proper naval strength at present. If he was bringing up ships even so, it made sense to assume he was aware of our connection with the Golden Sheep. Sure, they faked the country of registration for their ships, but they had been making some pretty flashy moves. It was wiser to think of them as a player on the level of an independent nation than anything else.


      That said, the ports in the Grand Duchy of Fichma were too far away, speaking geographically. If he was knowledgeable about the Golden Sheep, it would make more sense for that information to have come from someone else, rather than something he obtained personally.


      “That is enough. No one would participate in a war without proper cause.”


      “So, you intend to get the surrounding nations involved after all? Yes, you’d need a clear reason for that.”


      He was a sharp one. Sure enough, it would be possible to get backing within the Empire just fine if we were solely plotting war with the Imperium, reason be damned. In the eyes of our nobles—and even the common folk—the Imperium was a longtime enemy. Picking a fight with the Imperium itself would go over well with them in just about any situation. If I wanted a casus belli, it obviously meant I wanted other nations to follow along.


      “What is it you wish to say? Did you come here to feel matters out as gatekeeper for the Imperium, perhaps?”


      I couldn’t surmise this man’s true intent. Should I have provoked him by calling him a guard dog rather than a gatekeeper in this instance, perhaps? No, I had trouble imagining him letting anything slip over that.


      As I was feeling him out like that, though, Roderich Felix went ahead and casually introduced new information, something the Empire hadn’t been aware of. “Divinity Helmut II’s son and crown prince Lord Nikolai Erhardt fell from power and was disinherited the other day.”


      It was such shocking news that my thoughts literally ground to a halt for a moment. Of course, I had no clue if it was true or not.


      Ah, I totally let it show on my face that that shook me, didn’t I? He must have figured out the Empire hadn’t been aware of that. It’d be bad if he figured out the limits of our intelligence capabilities, so in that case...


      “My! Is that true? To think that such a thing occurred in the Imperium!”


      Better to go with an overreaction and make him less certain of if I’m bluffing or not. That said, if it was true, that was crazy news. Considering the fact that the Grand Duchy of Fichma was subordinate to the Imperium, it made sense that they would be well-informed when it came to their affairs. That said, no matter how shorthanded the Empire might have been on agents, would they really overlook news as massive as the crown prince losing his standing?


      “Ah, pardon me. The matter of the disinheritance has yet to be made public.”


      This guy was seriously trouble. It was only natural that they’d be more informed about the Imperium than the Empire would be. And he just went and leveraged that informational advantage to thoroughly shake me up.


      What was he after, though? Was he trying to feel out the strength of his intelligence or to promote himself?


      “Oh? If you are aware of information that has not been officially announced, you must be linked quite closely to the Imperium indeed.”


      By now I just seriously wanted him to come out and tell me if he was with the Imperium or against them. Rather than meeting my expectations on that front, though, Roderich Felix continued on, “I also possess news of matters that have yet to come to fruition. For example, Divinity Helmut II will in turn be placed in a functional state of confinement.”


      Confinement? In other words, the Imperium was effectively stripping all power from the divinity? The current divinity had little interest in politics to begin with, fitting for a ruler during a peaceful era. What point was there in going and confining someone like that?


      The most likely option from where I stood was that it’d be a necessary step toward installing a new crown prince the divinity would be opposed to. Was that really it? By confining him and preventing him from speaking out, you would fully steal away his political influence. Perhaps it could even be someone other than his son... No, that wouldn’t happen. There was a commotion once about the divinity entering the priesthood, and the mayor of the palace who held power at the time, Siegbert Wendelin von Frentzen-Orengau, killed off the rest of the divinity’s family line. There was a high chance that the only possible successors left at this point were the divinity’s own children.


      At any rate, the Imperium’s nobility were not a unified front. If this succession conflict intermingled with the existing factional disputes, it would only make things more dire. That was all well and good, but the real issue was why this man knew such things.


      Cutting to the chase, I had no idea what side he was on. And as such, I had no idea how to react. By this point, there wasn’t going to be any hiding my reaction. It was obvious I didn’t know—but that was just fine. None of this had even happened yet, so it was no surprise I wouldn’t know it. Was I better off just coming out and asking him directly at this point? Frankly, I’d lost this contest of feeling one another out. That said, I could attempt to take the offensive again.


      Just when I opened my mouth to just come out and ask his true intention, though, a figure suddenly came flying in through the window.

    

  

  
    
      An Avenger, or Perhaps...


      The figure had flown into the room with such a light, smooth movement that it felt as if gravity’s hold on her had slipped. She casually started to call out, “Your Majesty?!”


      At that same moment, Balthazar had drawn his blade and thrust it out toward the intruder. I applauded his instincts as captain of the royal guard, but setting that aside...


      “What are you doing, Valenriehl de Nerval?”


      Seriously, what in blazes was she up to?


      “Your Majesty, has something occurred inside?!” the guards standing by in front of the door called out. Hardly a surprise they’d be shocked.


      “We are fine, and shall call for you if necessary.”


      “Understood!”


      Having confirmed my safety for those waiting outside, I glanced back toward Valenriehl, who had both hands up in response to the sword still thrust in front of her face. Though she mostly looked the same as always, the oversized, ill-fitting boots on her feet caught my eye.


      “So, why have you come here?”


      “Well, I had a request for you, but were you in the middle of something, Your Majesty?”


      Valenriehl de Nerval was the daughter of a transmigrator and a researcher studying both OOPArts and transmigration. It was said that there’s a fine line between a genius and a fool; in her case, she was both.


      “Indeed. Common sense would clearly state that you should not visit the emperor’s room at such an hour, would it not?”


      Actually, why did she think she could charge in to see me without an appointment in the first place? Seriously, what was going on in her head?


      “Oh, I saw you walking down the hall before. I figured you’d done what you needed to and had broken out the wine for a bit of mature catharsis.”


      “You are the one who has been drinking, clearly.”


      Seriously, I thought, maybe I should just throw her in prison for a bit to cool her head... She was truly starting to vex me. Worse still, she somehow seemed a touch more enthused than usual too.


      “Um, would you lower your sword?”


      Apparently even someone like her still couldn’t remain completely blasé about having Balthazar’s sword pressed to her neck.


      “You are currently under suspicion of attempted assassination.”


      “Huh?!”


      I had fully lost my cool. I couldn’t help it; her attitude was just too goddamn goofy. “What do you mean, ‘Huh’?!’ Why in the name of all that’s holy did you come in through the window?!”


      “Oh, I got stopped when I tried to come in through the door.”


      I’d known she was odd; I hadn’t thought until now that she might be legitimately unwell.


      “If you were stopped at the door, obviously you should have realized the window was no less off-limits.”


      “Huh? But it was open.”


      Sure enough, the window had indeed been open. But that didn’t mean it was some sort of invitation to freely enter. Ah, wait, was that Roderich Felix securing an escape route? How cautious of him.


      “How did you enter that way in the first place?”


      Valenriehl didn’t exactly seem like much of an athlete. Did she lower herself down from the floor above with a rope? No, those boots were clearly suspicious.


      “Ah, it was these boots. They’re a real convenient OOPArt. They let you hang in the air and slow your fall once you’ve stepped off of a surface. They can’t lift you, though; the enchantment maintains your position more than it actively defies gravity or holds you aloft. The issue is that they aren’t my size, so I have to pack the insides to wear them, and for lack of a better way to phrase it their gas mileage is dire; once you use them for a bit they need time to recharge. And when they’re in charging mode, they’re super heavy. Oh, whoops, I went and ran my mouth there...”


      Well, she didn’t seem to be hell-bent on killing me, so for now I could overlook the worst of her wrongdoing.


      “Check that fool for any hidden weapons. No need to hold back because she’s a woman,” I ordered Balthazar.


      Valenriehl made a brief outcry of dismay and surprise, but ultimately she calmly accepted the pat-down. She didn’t seem embarrassed in the least.


      “To think I’d be treated like a common criminal.”


      You’re lucky I didn’t let Balthazar follow through on making that arrest, lady...


      “I see a troublesome woman has appeared at a troublesome time,” the envoy of the Grand Duchy of Fichma uttered in astonishment as Valenriehl held both hands in the air and Balthazar checked her over.


      Valenriehl seemed as if she hadn’t even noticed the man was present up until now, but at that she glanced at Roderich Felix and said, “Hmm? Wait, are you the orphan of the old capital? You certainly have grown, haven’t you? What is the seventh in line to rulership of the Imperium doing in a place like this?”


      “You are a member of the divine line of the Teiwa Imperium?” I interjected. “But you claimed to be the envoy from the Grand Duchy of Fichma, did you not?”


      “Oh, the Grand Duchy of Fichma took a liking to him, so he married into the house and escaped getting purged,” Valenriehl remarked, stretching now that her safety inspection was over with. Seriously, how could she go around saying such shocking stuff like it was nothing?


      “I am amazed you have attempted to tame this woman.”


      All the friendly, youthful energy I’d picked up from the envoy of Fichma not that long ago had dissipated; now he carried himself like a sovereign. The aura about him was enough that I could readily accept that he was part of the divine line.


      So, this was the real deal, huh? I tried to play the part of a dignified emperor, but he was something else entirely.


      “Indeed, and we have often regretted the attempt. But we have started thinking of late that it may have been worth the trouble.”


      Valenriehl was standing up against the wall for the time being, and at that, she uttered, “So mean...” If she was going to get me results like this, she could carry on being a nuisance and a fruitcake all she liked.


      “Allow us to offer our sincere apologies for overlooking your divine lineage. So, shall we take the questions you have asked up until this point as coming from a man of the Imperium?”


      I had thought he was speaking on behalf of the royal line of the Grand Duchy of Fichma, but the meaning of his inquiries meant something entirely else coming from someone who could turn out to be the next divinity. I really was glad I hadn’t gone and answered his questions about my invasion plans.


      “Who can say. I leave that to your imagination.”


      Still, it was foolish to try to fight someone head-on when they were this good at feeling others out.


      “Valenriehl, if you are acquaintances, then go ahead and introduce us properly. He is seventh in line to the throne of the Teiwa Imperium, correct?”


      Since Valenriehl had come through for me as my wild card, I figured I was obliged to make optimal use of the advantage.


      “Huh?! I’ve forgotten all the details, though...”


      N-Never mind, I thought, she’s useless.


      “Oh, but I’m pretty sure his lineage comes from the last divinity, not the current one. Normally he would have been even further down the line of succession, but he got bumped up thanks to all his relatives getting purged.”


      For just a moment, I sensed something akin to bloodlust coming from Roderich Felix. Still, it was the sort of introduction that was so rude it was certain to touch more than a few nerves with just about anyone.


      That said, now I had a rough idea of just who exactly this man really was.


      The previous divinity was not the biological child of the divinity before him. However, the present divinity was. In other words, in a battle of succession between a biological son and an adopted one, the adopted child had won for a time and taken over the role. But then a single man enacted a coup d’état and enthroned the current divinity. That man was the mayor of the palace, Siegbert Wendelin von Frentzen-Orengau. And in turn, he seized control of the Imperium.


      That said, there’d been strife between the divinity and the mayor of the palace after that point. And when they reconciled, one of the conditions of their peace agreement was that the mayor of the palace would purge the relatives of the prior divinity. From what I could recall, I had heard as such back when I was still playing along with the dukes. The man standing before me now was a survivor of that purge, eh?


      I certainly had a much better grasp of who Roderich Felix was, but the key issue hadn’t really changed in the least. What was this man’s position, exactly? Did he belong heart and soul to the Grand Duchy of Fichma and hold a grudge against the current divinity for the purge of his relatives? Or was he instead plotting to compete to become the next divinity himself?


      “We find ourselves suddenly rather interested in you.”


      His goals were a mystery. Did he want to use the Empire, or was his goal instead to place the Imperium in his debt by providing them information on us?


      “I am the envoy of the Grand Duchy of Fichma, nothing more and nothing less... At least for the moment, that is.”


      What, he was back to the official position? Hmm, that might have been how he actually felt, though. Since he said “for the moment,” that meant it could change in the future, didn’t it?


      “That is why I asked Your Majesty when you intend to invade the Imperium.”


      Ah, so whether he was our enemy or our ally, he planned to utilize our invasion of the Imperium. That was all he intended to say at present, it seemed.


      I wanted to dig deeper, but that fool Valenriehl seemed to be short on any further useful intel.


      “This was certainly a most meaningful use of our time.”


      Ultimately, that was where I ended my discussion with the envoy of the Grand Duchy of Fichma, Roderich Felix. To be accurate it felt more like I had fled, but so be it.


      Rather than an act of mercy, this served as a preparatory move for what was to come. He would be a troublesome enemy, and even if he wasn’t our foe, he wasn’t someone I could fully control. However, he also wasn’t someone I couldn’t reason with. I decided to end our talk before I ended up earning his ire.


      In actuality, I had managed to learn about the current state of affairs in the Imperium, and it was pretty earthshaking news. I never expected that the divinity could end up confined. If it played out that way, the succession battle was sure to turn into a bloodbath. Such internal fighting would weaken the nation as a whole. With that scenario laid out before me, it seemed best to wrap up our own war as soon as possible.


      That said, I didn’t know if he was an enemy or an ally, so I couldn’t just take that information at face value. For now, I’d need to have the count palatine confirm it.


      “The feeling is mutual. I imagine we will have quite the long-standing association.” I didn’t know what path he would choose, but I got the feeling that he’d succeed either way. “I hope that we shall be good neighbors.”


      Good neighbors, huh? That would all depend on how he defined “good.”


      “Oh yes, and you should watch your step with that woman. The Imperium never could keep her on their leash,” Roderich Felix added, then he left.


      “May I go ahead now, Your Majesty?”


      Was he a transmigrator too, actually? He certainly carried himself like he was older than his years. Still, it wasn’t as if all transmigrators were bound to turn out exceptional. Thanks to the gaps in our memories, we weren’t really living second lives; it was more like we’d merely been outfitted with a little extra know-how. Foolishly looking down on the locals could easily lead to your legs getting swept out from under you.


      “Um, Your Majesty? Hello?”


      “Valenriehl, was that envoy a subject of your research?” I asked, only for her to tilt her head.


      “Huh? No, I don’t think so. He’s skilled for sure, but he didn’t develop as early as you’d expect of a transmigrator. And wait, won’t you listen to what I have to say already?”


      Ah, what a hassle. This had the stench of trouble all over it.


      “What is it, trespasser?”


      “I’m tired of all this wedding stuff, so could I go visit another dungeon?”


      You’re bored of your own emperor’s weddings, are you? And saying so to my face? I swear the woman didn’t have an ounce of self-preservation instinct. Any human being needed a bare minimum of tact to abide in the world, but I knew there was no point trying to tell her so.


      It was Valenriehl’s job to study the dungeon underneath the capital. However, that dungeon was located beneath the Western Orthodox church below Founder’s Hill—a politically important site to the Bundarte Empire and, critically, the venue for all my weddings.


      I absolutely didn’t trust Valenriehl in some ways. It was easy to imagine her causing a catastrophic explosion if I went and let her hammer away down there while we held the wedding ceremony overhead. In any case, I wanted the facility down there kept totally hush-hush.


      In other words, Valenriehl was left with a lot of free time on her hands for now. Surely she could behave herself for a bit, and... Wait.


      “Hold on a moment.” My wedding with Vera-Sylvie was the only one left. The celebration itself would conclude in the capital in three more days. After that everything would return to normal, and after that, the Kingdom of Rocourt would declare war. She wanted to hit up another dungeon right as our Empire was about to go to war with a few of our neighbors? That meant there was another one within our borders, didn’t it? “Is there another dungeon in our nation you have not yet notified us of?”


      After a long silence, Valenriehl gave a little chuckle and stuck out her tongue in a profoundly uncute way.


      “Bally, restrain this fool at once.”
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      Balthazar immediately followed my order and pinned the woman to the ground.


      “Ahhhn!”


      Even her moans were getting under my skin.


      Dungeons, and more importantly the OOPArts that came out of them, were dangerous. Contemporary society wasn’t prepared for the kind of destructive magical potential bound up in them. And personally, I had a bit of a crusade going against any and all OOPArts that futzed with people’s brains; they all needed to be found and retired, without question. I was pretty inclined to dismantle just about anything else that posed a direct material threat that we turned up too. In this historic moment, leaving that stuff lying around was like letting a nation with no industrial capacity or knowledge base to service and maintain their nuclear arsenal hang on to it.


      Concealing such a dangerous place would normally be a grave crime. That said, dungeons and OOPArts didn’t officially exist, so she couldn’t be put on trial for it. Still, Valenriehl was playing with so much fire right now.


      “I’m debating whether I ought to have you killed.”


      “Ah, hold on, I’ll tell you everything!”


      To begin with, why did she want to visit another dungeon now? Apparently, there had been something of a development with the dungeon located under the capital.


      For the most part, a dungeon’s security system was always on. One dungeon might attack anyone who tried to remove anything, maybe even killing them in the process. Another dungeon, meanwhile, would seal its exits if someone tried to take something out. Most dungeons had that sort of security, and in fact, those that didn’t had long since been emptied out.


      Each dungeon had been left behind by an ancient civilization with far more developed magic than we had now. That was an undeniable fact. However, they were nearly all lost by now. The real issue was that magic had declined in the meantime, but it was difficult to tell how exactly that had happened in the first place.


      According to Valenriehl’s hypothesis, it had started as the techniques behind such advanced magic were lost. At the start of the decline, though, the knowledge needed to operate the essential equipment must have still remained. And so, the facilities without the security to prevent looting in the first place had surely been stripped for everything of value, not just OOPArts, leaving nothing but dust and bare, eroded foundations by this era. It certainly felt plenty possible that they would have recycled the materials, even if they couldn’t reproduce the magical theory behind the tech.


      OOPArts were undoubtedly attractive to the people of this era. That was only because people faintly understood how to use them. In practice, all that set them apart was their power and the fact that modern methods couldn’t reproduce them.


      On the other hand, the magic still active within a dungeon wasn’t especially of interest to modern people. Aside from a handful of geniuses, nobody had any idea whatsoever how they would use one. So dungeons themselves were only really of interest so long as there were still OOPArts there to be looted, save to those rare individuals who could actually grasp their purpose.


      To the people of the past, though, the value of reusable parts far outweighed any actual magic to be found down there. And so they’d been picked clean in the early days of the collapse, like matchstick construction left to the termites.


      Getting back on topic, according to Valenriehl’s logic, there were no dungeons left without protective countermeasures against theft, aside from those that had shut down recently. That made the facility under the capital odd. The swords it produced could be removed. The Bundarte Empire had claimed the artificial sacred sword Vastat as a ritual blade ages ago. Hanging at the sixth emperor’s side at all times, it bought him peaceful death, despite his tyrannical rule.


      That contradiction led Valenriehl to a realization: The dungeon under Founder’s Hill was a munitions factory. As a rule, weapons were made to be used. And so, it only made sense for the products to be removed. On the other hand, if you tried to take out anything else, like components of the facility itself, the security system would kick in.


      I should note that the not-quite-sacred sword I’d claimed might not have precisely been an OOPArt in the strictest sense. Odds seemed good that it had been manufactured at the facility during the era of decline. It was still an exceptional piece of work compared to what our modern methods could produce, but it didn’t quite measure up to the techniques of antiquity.


      To sum up what we knew, the OOPArts remaining in the dungeon beneath the capital were either ones the ancients judged too much to handle or unusable defective goods. I had the first emperor’s decision to overlook the glaring issues with this stockpile of arms to thank for a shockingly large fraction of my migraines. Was this what they meant when they said ignorance was a sin?


      “We understand that much, but how does that justify a visit to another dungeon?”


      “To put it in a way Your Majesty could understand, I’ve learned which parts of the source code relate to weapon production and which are tied to security. That’s a step forward. If I can just isolate the bits that control the elevator from the rest of the source code, that would be great. And I happened to spy something from the source code of a dungeon I visited in the past, and I recall that place also has an elevator. So what do you say? Can I go?”


      “Source code” was a programming term, wasn’t it? I was really more a humanities guy than a STEMlord.


      So she was just looking to double back and see if there was something useful to be gleaned from comparing these two dungeons, huh? It sounded as if she was pouncing on an opportunity to give this other place the thorough picking-over she hadn’t been able to fit into her schedule before. Still, she seemed awfully gung-ho, going on and on like that about arms manufacture.


      “You wish to observe the source code you saw in the past and compare the unfamiliar portions, so that you may determine which elements control weapon production, in order to pin down the remaining elements that control the elevator?”


      “Yeah, you got it. If I can stop everything but the power and elevator of the dungeon under the capital, it’d satisfy your orders, right? And the power source was obviously easy to locate, so now I just want to confirm that I know which buttons to push, if you’ll pardon the expression.”


      I understood that much, and was fine with it.


      “So, what is your excuse for hiding a dungeon within the borders of the Empire?”


      “I wasn’t ever told to report on that. Besides, I want to talk to your goons as little as possible.”


      In other words, she let it be because she didn’t want to have to divulge anything sensitive to Ein’s Storytellers. Knowing her, that definitely wasn’t the whole story.


      “You wished to stop it on your own and conduct unsupervised research, didn’t you?”


      “No comment.”


      Yup, I’d need more eyes on her from here on out.


      Setting that aside, why hadn’t I been informed about that dungeon? “There were no documents pertaining to other dungeons in the Raul territory. Did you conceal them?”


      “No, I went there when I was young. And considering the location, I couldn’t exactly visit while I was in Duke Raul’s employ, so I figured there was no point bringing it up. Nowadays, though, I figured I could probably sneak my way in.”


      A place she couldn’t go under Duke Raul’s patronage? The Dukedom of Agincarl?


      “Where is it, exactly?”


      “The Gotiroir’s autonomous domain in the mountains. As an undeveloped area near the Heavensreach Mountains, it’s a good out-of-the-way place for turning up untouched dungeons.”


      “Of course that is unacceptable!”


      That had to be just about the worst place you could try to poke your nose into without an appointment.


      “Huh? But the Gotiroir serve under you, don’t they?”


      “It’s a delicate relationship! They cooperate with us entirely because we recognize their autonomy. If you start getting your dirty little mitts all over anything of value on their land, they’re obviously bound to go ballistic!”


      Their relationship with the Empire was built on cooperation, not subservience. Thanks to many long years of persecution from the First Faith, they were harsh toward outsiders to begin with. As if I could send this troublemaker their way on her own! I took a few deep breaths and calmed myself. If I let myself lose my temper around her, I was sure to make some kind of grave mistake.


      “Surely even you must be aware that we take great care in interacting with them. There is doubtless plenty of gossip to overhear in the imperial court about us favoring them.”


      “Oh, that was about the Gotiroir tribe? I thought it was the Agincarl tribe. Well, I’m not any sort of anthropologist, so I don’t pay attention to all that business.”


      It really was tiring having to deal with her at the end of this long day. And wait, what was the “Agincarl tribe” to begin with?


      “Did you perhaps mean the Atúr?”


      “Oh yeah, that’s the one.”


      Was there anything she wasn’t completely hopeless at other than her ceaseless tinkering?

    

  

  
    
      A Working Consort


      A floral scent wafted through the air, and I felt a pleasant warmth and a gentle touch. Sleep was calling me, and so I went ahead and yielded to that tenderness. Just how long did I doze off for? I could hear a joyful, somewhat embarrassed little laugh, and at that, I finally realized my head was being cradled.


      Ah, right... I remembered. After all that, I had summoned Deflotte of Ein’s Storytellers and assigned him the task of monitoring Valenriehl, then wrote a letter addressed to the Gotiroir chieftain Gernadieffe politely explaining the situation and warning that he should handle the woman carefully but firmly. By the time all that was done, I had to see Vera-Sylvie, who was getting ready.


      “Sorry, did I wake you?”


      “No, it’s fine.”


      When I arrived, Vera-Sylvie actually got uncharacteristically angry and told me I needed to get at least a little sleep, which was how I ended up using her lap as a pillow here on the sofa. I moved to sit up, but Vera-Sylvie held me in place with a surprising amount of strength.


      “You can’t.”


      Vera-Sylvie’s wedding dress had looked really good on her. However, it didn’t make her come off like a bride, likely because she had such a youthful appearance. Though she really only looked that way, I still felt like I was doing something wrong now and then.


      In actuality, it was more like a gray zone. Though the ceremony had never been never held, my father had been set to take her as a concubine, and now I was marrying her. It wasn’t that rare to see such remarriages among nobles in this world, and the citizens had a positive reaction... But supposedly the count palatine had used his spies to arrange matters as such.


      “We will wrinkle it.”


      “Does that bother you?”


      I’d have been lying if I said it didn’t get to me at all—it was such a nice dress—but still. “If you are fine with it, Vera, we are as well.”


      “Then it is no issue. I’m all right with it,” Vera-Sylvie replied, stroking my hair again.
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      I’d come to realize lately that Vera-Sylvie was greatly swayed by the atmosphere around her. When the mood was good, she didn’t pay attention to who was watching and wasn’t bashful at all. But when the energy was low, she was the exact opposite. When picking out a wedding dress, she even went and struck poses; she was so fired up she didn’t seem to care who saw her. Her excitement radiated from her.


      I gathered that she was feeling much the same now. It made me earnestly thrilled to see her so obviously overjoyed at the thought of marrying me.


      “Um, so, I can go into the world outside?” Vera-Sylvie asked with a smile.


      “Yes. I apologize that it is only with conditions.”


      She was originally supposed to marry my father, but he’d suddenly died right before the ceremony, and my mother had confined her to a tower in the imperial court. It was only natural that she would want to venture outside. She felt dissatisfied with the fact that she was still unable to leave the court grounds.


      Honestly, the wedding itself might have been the origin of much of her trauma. To her, “married life” had meant indefinite imprisonment. But she had agreed to marry me even so, and I very much wanted to grant her wish.


      “Can it be soon, after everything’s done?”


      “Yeah. We were thinking of having you work alongside a detached force.”


      There wasn’t exactly much of a precedent when it came to sending the woman who would become my consort outside of the court. However, some investigation determined that it wasn’t entirely unheard of. During the dawn of the Rotahl Empire, supposedly skilled female generals would continue to be sent into battle even after becoming consorts.


      In other words, she wouldn’t be permitted to leave the court freely, but she would be allowed to do a job she could not perform without leaving. And Vera-Sylvie—well, she was an exceptional mage. And so, I’d compelled a go-ahead from the gentry with minimal fuss.


      As for Vera-Sylvie’s magic, she was just too kind for it to actually be suited for a direct confrontation on the battlefield. Before I’d led my campaign into Teyanavi territory, I’d had her show me just how potent her magic could be in one of our rare free moments; she was a force to be reckoned with, but she had a habit of reining herself way, way in when there was a human on the receiving end. Since she was doing it subconsciously, I had no idea how to fix it.


      Additionally, when her magic caused any sort of harm or damage, the next spell she cast would drop off drastically in force. In all likelihood, she was the sort where when she was shaken up, it reflected in her magic. During our tests, she made a little bit of the imperial court crumble, which left her so shaken it wasn’t clear if she would be able to cast another spell for the rest of the day.


      On the other hand, her normal output was quite high. After all, the court grounds were built from material hardened against magical assault, and she’d still put a crack in the foundations, albeit just a little. If I recalled correctly, after that, Duke Warren and the count palatine gave their permission for her to leave the court. As for the damaged portion, I took responsibility and fixed it that night.


      “Have you been briefed?”


      “Yes. I’ll give my all.”


      To summarize, Vera-Sylvie’s skills shone the most when powerful magic was needed somewhere that didn’t require directly attacking anyone. In other words, public works. To be precise, I was planning to have her shift the flow of a river just a bit, which was something not many mages could manage.


      “It was tough persuading them, right?”


      “No, it was just fine. Though they did have all sorts of complaints...”


      ＊＊＊


      This occurred on the day after I married Rosaria. After I heard about the Kingdom of Rocourt’s movements and gave the count palatine several instructions, I also gave the man an order.


      “Ah, and count palatine, we would like you to protect the imperial court.”


      That wasn’t especially because I didn’t trust the count palatine, though to be fair, I’d had my doubts about the man in the past. I valued his skills and had determined that at least for now, he wouldn’t betray me. To put it in terms the First Faith would appreciate, we were in the same boat. As long as I was working for the sake of the Empire, it was unlikely that the count palatine would become my enemy.


      The order wasn’t to distance him from me, but rather because I had faith in his abilities.


      That said, my order was met with a long silence. I ended up unwittingly breaking out in a smile, as it felt as if I were looking at a parent unwilling to let their child go.


      “May I hear your reasoning?”


      “I’m no longer the only one you need to protect. You understand that, don’t you, guardian of Rotahl?”


      To be honest I didn’t exactly know what being a guardian of Rotahl actually meant in the least. However, it was a definite fact that the count palatine placed great value upon my bloodline.


      “We shall be actively leading a military expedition, and the imperial guard will undoubtedly accompany us. During that time, we wish for you to protect our wives in our stead.”


      That didn’t just go for this war. For example, if I had children, I’d absolutely need to protect them—both on a personal level, as well as for the sake of the Empire. And on that front, I felt the count palatine was the best man for the job.


      The response I got back after he gave the matter some thought was rather unexpected, though.


      “No. I shall accompany you, Your Majesty.”


      “Hey.”


      Why were Timona and him so reluctant to leave my side? Sure, I got that they couldn’t go and let the emperor die, but no matter how much we prepared, my time could still come—especially when I went out to battle. Even with the count palatine and Timona there beside me, if we took a direct hit from a cannon, it would just mean all three of us would be heading to the afterlife holding hands.


      “Be at ease. I have not lost sight of your ends. This deployment will assure the imperial court’s security better than my presence ever would.” That response was a surprise, to say the least. “In actuality, there is someone better suited to guard duty within mana-sealing wards, and I intend to leave them here.”


      “A spy, you mean?”


      That was honestly shocking to hear. After all, when it came to self-defense and swordsmanship, I couldn’t measure up to Timona, and he could never hope to beat the count palatine in turn. And by the by, Timona would spar with the elites of the imperial guard from time to time too, and he almost always came out on top.


      By all accounts, the count palatine was exceptionally strong—so who had him beat? They hardly sounded human.


      “However, he has yet to be trained in matters beyond combat. That said, I shall leave Henri de Murrow in charge of the spies here in the capital.”


      “Him, huh?”


      Henri de Murrow... He had taken charge of the spies in place of the count palatine numerous times, such as during the Hischarlnovei Incident, and I had met him on several occasions myself.


      “Did you not mention a young spy?”


      Though there could never be any guarantees, I wouldn’t want my wives to be protected with anything but their full might. If worse came to worst, I could use my magic to protect myself, but that wasn’t the case for them.


      “That is precisely it, Your Majesty. He is a candidate for my own position.”


      “So, you are troubled over whether to make him or that guard-focused spy your successor?”


      “Yes, that is correct.”


      Ah, that made sense. So he was leaving a pair each with skills on the level of a spymaster behind and following the emperor personally, ensuring that I and the court were equally well defended.


      “The two of them are not fighting one another over who shall be your successor, are they?”


      Despite my concern, the count palatine replied as if it were only obvious, “There is no need to worry. The moment either shows even the slightest hint of such intentions, I shall dispose of them personally.” Such things were to be expected in the world of spies, I supposed. “As for the other spies, those who specialize in guard duty shall be left at the court, while those who excel in gathering information shall come with us.”


      Well, that certainly made it sound like the imperial court would have firmer defenses than I would. The imperial guard probably played a big role on that front, though. In both title and fact, they served to guard the emperor, and so the count palatine was willing to leave that task somewhat up to them.


      “Understood. Please do as such.”


      “Ah, no, there is still an issue to discuss. In that case, there would be no one left to protect Lady Vera-Sylvie. I propose in this instance leaving her protection up to the Storytellers rather than us.” I certainly never expected a plan like that to come from him of all people.


      “Is it going to rain spears or the like tomorrow? For you to rely on the Storytellers...” It felt like some sort of warning sign was lighting up, and it frightened me enough that I really wished he’d cut it out.


      “Is it that out of the ordinary to you?”


      I mean, the spies, or more accurately the guardians of Rotahl, and Ein’s Storytellers undoubtedly got along like cats and dogs. So yeah, it was seriously odd for the count palatine to rely on them. Had I misjudged their actual relationship? In that case, where was I supposed to draw the line between the guardians and the spies? I could tell not all the spies were part of the group, going by our discussion, but... Well, whatever.


      “I would not trust them to protect you personally, but I believe they are worthy of sufficient trust to protect your weak point.”


      The barbs in the count palatine’s words were readily apparent. So, he respected them even though he despised them? Even if they were enemies, he acknowledged their strength, or something like that.


      Since I was both emperor and a transmigrator, as well as a reasonable person, I had the Storytellers’ full support. That was why I’d had one of them act as witness for my weddings, even if it plainly drove him nuts. Under the circumstances, they didn’t want me angry with them. So if I entrusted Vera-Sylvie’s protection to them, they would put their lives on the line to carry out that duty.


      “Understood. Then let us do as such.”


      ＊＊＊


      The count palatine didn’t have any complaints for me for once. No, the problem came afterward, from Ein’s Storytellers.


      “This time around, Daniel de Piers threw far more of a fit than the count palatine.”


      He was absolutely venting his anger. Ever since the previous archprelate had been executed, there had been a fierce struggle to determine who would become the next head of the Western Orthodoxy. Though the old elf held the highest of positions in the faith, he wasn’t a believer himself, so he intended to carefully watch over affairs from a point of safety, removed from the central stage.


      Thanks to me forcing him to act as the observer for my weddings, though, everyone came to believe the emperor wished for Daniel de Piers to become the next archprelate, so he was dragged into the struggle whether he wanted to be a part of it or not.


      I had gone and thrust another important duty upon him, and it had brought him to his limit. That said, he was in no position to say no to my face, so instead he stuck to roundabout grumbling.


      “Thank you.”


      “We’ll be putting you to work in exchange, so it’s more of a give-and-take.”


      Count Chamneau’s knights would also be joining Vera-Sylvie’s honor guard. I really was borrowing a ton of help from him too. In fact, I even had him loan me his family treasure again, the Chapelier’s Earrings. Actually, maybe it’d be more accurate to say Vera-Sylvie’s outing got his permission because that magical tool allowed communication faster than any other method available.


      “By the by, your legs have not gone numb, have they?”


      When I’d come to say good morning to Vera-Sylvie practically dead on my feet, she’d insisted on having me use her lap as a pillow, and I had let my exhaustion take me. She was frail and slender, so it wouldn’t do to have her legs fall asleep and leave her unable to move for the wedding ceremony.


      “It’s fine. I’ll heal it shortly,” Vera-Sylvie said with a smile as she kept stroking my hair. Once again, she was using magic inside of mana-sealing wards like it was only natural. In the past, she’d only been able to do so when singing, but lately she could handle it just fine without any song, assuming she was in a fine mood. Seriously, how did that even work? If I could fully understand that, I’d probably finally wrap my head around the fine details of how mana-sealing wards worked too.


      “It is about time to get up.”


      “Not yet.”


      The tepid stares from Vera-Sylvie’s maids had me feeling seriously embarrassed and eager to get going, but... Wait, I couldn’t?


      “Don’t go using such advanced magic just to keep me in your lap for a few minutes more.”


      I didn’t feel any pressure at all, but I couldn’t move. Was this what sleep paralysis felt like?


      “I love you...”


      Why was she saying that now, of all times? Still, she sure was cute. It was a bit scary, though, considering she’d taken my life into her hands in an instant.

    

  

  
    
      Changing Course


      Though we made it through my wedding to Vera-Sylvie, I would be hard-pressed to say it passed without incident. After all, Vera-Sylvie went and used magic during the ceremony, and naturally that was with mana-sealing wards up.


      She must have been seriously fired up. I mean, she hadn’t seemed quite like her usual self even before that point.


      Obviously, the envoys from other nations who saw all had some intense reactions. It had become something of an open secret in the imperial court, but it tended to be a real shock the first time you saw it. And when Daniel de Piers temporarily stopped the ceremony, Vera-Sylvie seemed to realize what she had done. She was depressed all the way from then through to the end of the banquet.


      And for some reason, the nobles praised me then, apparently thinking it was something we had arranged in advance. “A wonderful performance” and stuff like that. If nothing else, it certainly made it a very memorable wedding ceremony.


      As for Vera-Sylvie’s magic itself, the reaction from the envoys wasn’t negative in the least. Not a one of them seemed afraid or disturbed. Some said they could understand now why I was marrying the same woman as my father, others praised me, and yet others were just plain shocked. That said, I could sort of understand why they would react that way.


      To begin with, not a one of the envoys suspected that we’d subverted the wards with a magical tool, judging instead that it was Vera-Sylvie’s own magic. They must have had some suspicion that such a thing was possible. It wasn’t entirely unheard of, so they’d taken it for what it was. Though I couldn’t tell if they still had doubts or not, there must have been at least one other person who was such an exception in the past.


      A nation given time to contemplate the utility of such a singular advantage would inevitably arrive at the notion of assassination first and foremost. After all, countries spent a great deal on mana-sealing wards as a countermeasure against assassins, but such a talent allowed one to ignore them entirely. Rather than make someone with that unique skill an assassin, though, I had chosen to take her as my wife. Hence the praise, as it was commonly agreed that assassination was an underhanded tool.


      On top of that, we had gone and shown it off in front of a crowd, so the envoys took that as us saying we had no need to hide it. During the banquet, I heard similar reactions. Though some were in awe or seemed deeply curious, I heard no signs of vitriol whatsoever. It had worked out all right in the end, I supposed. We’d gone and accidentally revealed one of our trump cards, but since it was a joker anyway, it still stood as something of a deterrent, more or less.


      That said, Vera-Sylvie was pretty depressed by the slipup, and it took a great deal of effort over the course of the day to get her to bounce back. Honestly, Daniel de Piers was at fault here. It would have been no issue if he’d just ignored the guests’ reactions and let the music play, but he had to go and put a temporary halt to the ceremony.


      Getting back on topic, after the ceremony and banquet concluded, I found myself in the throne room, facing a certain someone I had summoned. “The time between our summons and your arrival was too swift. When did you arrive upon this continent, exactly?” I uttered, not even hiding the point I was pressing her on.


      Unsurprisingly, she replied in tears. “You have it all wrong. I wanted to be there for Lady Rosaria’s ceremony, but the sea was rough, and I was late.” This demon-like woman was none other than Hilaire Fechner, leader of the Golden Sheep Trading Company. “I brought you a wedding present and everything. Please, just have a look.”


      I couldn’t judge whether or not that was true, and it wasn’t like there was any need to pursue the matter intently from the start.


      “Well then, how has business been?”


      “It’s calmed down.”


      The Golden Sheep were no mere trading company. No, they were doing something akin to the triangle trade of my old world. To roughly explain, they sold food, arms, ammunition, and mercenaries to the warring central continent and received slaves as payment. They sold them in turn to the southern continent in exchange for sugar, cocoa, coffee, spices, tobacco, and other such luxury goods. Finally, they sold those to the nations of the eastern continent. The exact specifics were a touch different, but that more or less covered it.


      “We see. Very well. It is best to neither sell nor hoard too much.”


      “Didn’t you say once that the nail that sticks out gets hammered down?”


      Officially, the Golden Sheep Trading Company fell under the jurisdiction of the Empire. However, the Empire didn’t have control of the company, which said a fair bit about the power balance between us. Ultimately, both sides were using one another at present. Put another way, they must have seen a fair bit of value in using the Empire as though we were on equal footing, since they allowed themselves to be officially seen as under our authority. If that weren’t the case, they would have moved on to another trade partner soon enough.


      And so, her manner of speech alone remained modest and restrained.


      “That was the intent, but circumstances have changed. Now, ‘time is money’ would be the more fitting aphorism.”


      This was certainly convenient. If work had slowed down, that meant conflict on the central continent must have ebbed. Hilaire Fechner asserted, however, that for all intents and purposes, selling those mercenaries to the Empire would increase the Golden Sheep’s influence, which could be an issue on our end.


      “It would seem the Imperium is collapsing more swiftly than anticipated. Have you heard anything?”


      “Hmm, would deferred payment be acceptable?”


      The Golden Sheep Trading Company could easily devour the Empire whole if I let my guard down. But at the same time, they were levelheaded merchants at their core. That meant they prioritized profit over emotion, and would deal in good faith with steady customers. After all, she knew full well that would work out better for them in the end.


      “Ah yes, and the crown prince of Likaria was wanting to meet with you.”


      “I leave that to Your Majesty’s judgment. They have fine products, but the risks involved are rather discouraging.”


      Oh, so they weren’t doing business with them just yet? And even though she wanted high-quality gunpowder, she would leave matters to my judgment?


      “Surely even if we tried to stop you, you would surely just make purchases in secret.”


      “We’ll pass it along, after all.”


      It seemed that were she to buy high-quality gunpowder from the Kingdom of Likaria, she would distribute some our way in small enough batches that they wouldn’t notice. She was just as quick on the uptake as always... In fact, she was too quick, so it felt as if we had leaped over a point of discussion or two.


      “Very well, then do as you please. We have an additional job we wish to request of you.”


      “Whatever is it?”


      Seriously, could you dial back the treacly whimsy half a notch?


      Now then, we had the war with the three southern kingdoms, plus the matters of Garfure, Teyanave, the rebellion by the counties, and the remnants of the Agincarl to deal with. Even surrounded by so many enemies, the Empire could likely endure if we focused on defense. And if we went ahead with this method, once everything was over I would be able to centralize political power and make myself a proper absolute ruler. I could finally leave the intense and resource-intensive fighting with the surrounding nations to vassals, and focus on defense while whittling down their strength. In the meantime, I would suppress the relatively easy target of the rebels with my own forces. At that point, I would just need to fight the nations exhausted by battle with my vassals in turn, and I could win the war while increasing my relative influence.


      The issue was that method would likely take four or five years. On top of that, weakening my vassals meant weakening the Empire overall. It would be a case of strengthening myself personally while allowing my nation to wither.


      Above all else, I was concerned with all this unexpected business in the Imperium. The current divinity was known for having no interest in politics. Thanks to that, I was sure the Imperium would be in for stormy weather eventually, but it had happened far too soon. If Roderich Felix’s information was correct and the crown prince had fallen while the divinity was on the verge of imprisonment, a succession war had surely already broken out.


      Thinking on the future of the Empire, I really wanted to exploit this opportunity to attack and leave the Imperium too preoccupied with their own damage to meddle in our business for the next century or so. In other words, I wanted to wrap up our current slate of wars as soon as possible in order to hurry up and interfere with the Imperium.


      “When further incidents occur in the Imperium, we wish to interfere. That is why we wish for the leeway to do so, ceasing hostilities with our neighbors as soon as possible. And so, we were considering borrowing the strength of a devil to do so.”


      “I came when you asked, and you call me a devil?”


      I mean, yes, I did, but it wasn’t like she was really all that happy to be here. Surely if I hadn’t called for her she would have just sent a proxy to drop off the wedding gift and leave, but whatever...


      “We wish to leave the Teyanavi front to you, and for you to aid in the suppression of rebel forces within the Empire’s territory and the southwestern Marquessate of Agincarl-Novei. You surely can deploy enough mercenaries to handle that much, yes?”


      I would leave the easy opponents to the Golden Sheep’s mercenaries and my less motivated vassals. In the meantime, I was going to lead my personal forces to put down the more troublesome opponents. The plan was to have the Golden Sheep mercenaries shoulder some portion of the losses so that my vassals would have the strength left needed to interfere with the Imperium.


      “It will cost you a pretty penny, you know.”


      Yeah, no surprise there. Sure, those were the easy opponents, but it was obvious this battle wouldn’t earn the Golden Sheep any net profit on its own. They were fully within their rights to bill us extra, in fact.


      That was why the first thing I had to do was convince them they did stand to gain something here. That would buy me the wiggle room to argue for a discount.


      “When it comes to assisting in suppressing the rebellion within our lands, feel free to make dealings with our vassals. We will not ask for a reduction.”


      “Ah, you’re giving a chance to newer nobles too? Sure, we’ll accept that.”


      Now that Count Baylor-Novei had been killed, the rebellion by Count Baylor-Torei and Count Kushad would be easy to topple. And if I said I’d grant the land from those rebellious forces to nobles who distinguished themselves in service, well, the ex-regency and chancellor’s faction nobility, who knew no loyalty to the emperor besides mere lip service, were sure to jump at the opportunity.


      Put another way, by my assessment, that lot wouldn’t put up a proper fight at all without being offered an easy opponent and a reward at the end. After all, they were the ones who’d demanded the Teyanave campaign, only to flee the moment things got remotely hairy.


      “As for the southwest of the Marquessate of Agincarl-Novei, just subjugating the coast of the Agincarl Peninsula would be plenty. Do so, and we shall grant you the right to utilize those ports even after peace is restored. The more cities you take, the more profit you stand to earn after the war.”


      “But we’ll need to defend them too, won’t we?”


      No surprise that Hilaire Fechner would see right through that trap. Even if they took a city, if they lost it right away and caused me trouble, that wouldn’t do. It would be essential to hold them until the rebel Agincarl forces were destroyed and we reconciled with the Kingdom of Apraada. As such, the Golden Sheep would need to deploy a fair number of mercenaries when you included that maintenance.


      That said, that surely wasn’t enough to count out the idea of a discount just yet.


      “Taking the peninsula is preparation toward dealing with the Kingdom of Apraada.”


      “I understand. And the matter of Likaria is involved too, isn’t it?” the woman replied with a truly upsetting grin.


      The Agincarl Peninsula jutted out from the southwestern portion of the Empire. And as anyone looking at a map could plainly see, it could make for a damn fine trade pathway between us and Likaria. If the Golden Sheep wanted to do business with them now, they would likely have to use a port on the peninsula in the northern reach of the Kingdom of Karnaan. The Kingdoms of Likaria and Karnaan opposed one another, however, so it would be difficult to engage in large-scale trade like that.


      Alternatively, they could get permission to head from the County of Chamneau directly to the Kingdom of Likaria. In that case, they would have to detour around the Agincarl Peninsula. If they could use the peninsula itself, though, it would make trade quite simple for the Golden Sheep.


      Above all else, you could target the heart of Apraada from that peninsula. In this era, ships were the quickest method of transport, and new cities often popped up in places suitable for ports along rivers or the coast. That was the same for the Kingdom of Apraada, naturally.


      The Apraada coastline stretched far from north to south, so all of its cities would be susceptible to attack from the Agincarl Peninsula. We could achieve the strategy of my dreams, stalling their main forces on the front lines, only to land on the coast and attack their relatively open cities.


      To sum matters up, if we could secure the Agincarl Peninsula, the Kingdom of Apraada would essentially be placed in checkmate. Ah, but I supposed to be accurate, we needed the Golden Sheep as well. It was an open question whether the Empire’s poor navy could win against Apraada on the sea, and landing operations felt like a dream within a dream. It would be impossible to make that a reality without the Golden Sheep’s superior ships.


      “The ports of Apraada...”


      “That’s an empty promise.”


      No surprise there. Such negotiations would have to be evaluated again after attacking Apraada.


      “Consider those an added spice, and we shall also pay in advance.”


      That was probably about all I could hope to use to argue for a discount. All that left me was sounding out how much it would amount to.


      “In addition to declaring Di Rado City under the emperor’s direct control, we appoint Hilaire Fechner as its local governor. And as a special measure for the sake of rebuilding, we shall grant a five-year exemption from taxes.”


      Hilaire Fechner fell silent for about ten seconds or so after that. It was certainly unusual for her, as her responses always tended to come quickly.


      “A three-year tax exemption would seem about right, wouldn’t it?”


      Q-Quiet, you. I’m seriously going to be annoyed if you say no at this point.


      “When dealing with one such as you, it felt appropriate to add in a bit of additional change.”


      That wasn’t just sour grapes. Honestly, Di Rado City was too much for me to handle. It hurt having to supply troops to prevent the Teyanavi forces from taking it back, and the need to provide officers for that purpose was even more distressing. After all, the newly formed emperor’s forces were seriously hurting for commanding officers.


      On top of that, the local nobles were left in place after the surrender. Ultimately, it was a position the Empire absolutely needed to maintain, but it was also a painful resource drain for me.


      On the other hand, the Golden Sheep Trading Company surely wanted Di Rado City so badly they could almost taste it. After all, they had it built to serve as their commercial base of operations on the eastern continent. On top of that, the company surely wanted the Teyanave region to return to the Empire’s sphere of influence. They’d come in conflict with the local nobles and abandoned them in order to cut their losses, but the land was only able to declare independence in the first place because of the value of its trade goods.


      As for me, I just wanted to use Di Rado City as the base for my next campaign against Teyanave. Besides, as long as it was officially the Empire’s land, I could easily cloud matters and boast of the emperor reclaiming former imperial territory, regardless of who truly held power there.


      The people of the capital would care about if it was captured or lost, but they wouldn’t pay any heed to who was managing it. In other words, we both stood to profit here.


      “Tee hee!”


      “Hmm...?” I uttered, because it was just so sudden. Was that Hilaire Fechner’s real laugh just now...? “Gross.”


      “How mean!”


      I felt chills there, but at least for now negotiations had gone well, so who was I to complain?

    

  

  
    
      Hope for Agincarlish Policy


      Having completed negotiations with the Golden Sheep Trading Company, I felt as if a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. But then I noticed that Hilaire Fechner still hadn’t excused herself.


      “Is there something else?”


      “That was interesting, so handle matters properly,” she replied, clarifying nothing, only for a man to be brought before me from the antechamber where the guards stood by. The man was dressed like a merchant; I took him for a Golden Sheep functionary of some kind. He bowed his head my way.


      “Who is this man?” I asked.


      “Didn’t Marquess Dozran mention anything?” Hilaire replied, answering none of my questions.


      I went and replayed my conversation with the man in my head. He’d said he wanted the right to the old territory he’d lost to the occupation, and spoke of sending reinforcements to Duke Warren, and if I recalled... “Ah yes, at the end he said he brought a gift and would have a merchant in his employ deliver it.” After stating that out loud, I finally understood his meaning. “Is he perhaps not a merchant serving the marquess, but rather one meant to serve us?”


      “Yes, and he’s the gift!”


      Ah, then he didn’t belong to the Golden Sheep after all. So did this merchant hold some other sort of value? At any rate, he was still stuck in a deep bow to me. I couldn’t help but think back to when I had first met Fabio. Thinking on it, it was entirely possible this man was someone far more important than I expected.


      “Raise your head. We are the eighth emperor, Carmine, and we grant you permission to address us directly.”


      The man swiftly stood up at that and looked me directly in the eyes.


      “August de Adkal.”


      Adding to that, Hilaire chimed in, “The former Marquess Adkal.”


      Beg pardon?!


      The Marquessate of Adkal was a noble domain located in the Empire’s southwest. What had originally been called the Agincarl lands had been located to the southeast, and Agincarl and Adkal were both derived from that same region’s name. Naturally, the Agincarlish people had long since lived there, and it was in this land that the Kingdom of Agincarl declared independence after the fall of the Rotahl Empire.


      With that in mind, you might assume the Marquessate of Adkal had always been anti-Bundartian, but that wasn’t the case. In fact, many Rotahlians and Bundartians coexisted there, and it was widely construed as tight with the Empire among the Agincarlish vassals. In fact, a number of rulers of the house identified as Rotahlian. Some Agincarlish people firmly felt the marquessate was not part of Agincarl land.


      That said, after the fall of the Rotahl Empire, the people of Adkal came to belong to the Kingdom of Agincarl, only to be assimilated with their lands into the Bundarte Empire. However, thanks to their reputation as a moderate faction within the Kingdom of Agincarl, they retained the right to self-rule. And that, to condense the matter into a summary too brief to submit as a high school essay, was the whole deal with the Marquessate of Adkal.


      Oh, and as should be obvious from that history, the house of Adkal was a storied one, dating back to the era of the Rotahl Empire, their name unchanged for the entire span. As such, they’d had considerable power and clout until just a few years before I was born.


      Both the chancellor and the minister of ceremony had seen them as a threat. Rumor spread that Crown Prince Jean had been killed in the Marquessate of Adkal, which caused the influence they held to rapidly decline. This all ended in the land’s transference in full to the Kingdom of Apraada, which the marquess had refused to take lying down; ever since, he’d led uprisings and ambushes on Apraadan holdings. As the emperor, I was aware of all that.


      “So, you went so far as to disguise yourself as a merchant to meet with us directly?”


      “He always dresses like that,” Hilaire remarked. “He’s quite the fine merchant, after all.”


      So he’d remained in hiding as a merchant this whole time?


      That said, August de Adkal rankled at Hilaire’s words. “I am a noble,” he said, “in spite of appearances. Even if I no longer possess a castle...”


      Even if his land was stolen away because it worked out conveniently for the Empire and Apraada, his family was still a storied one of high social status, and I was inclined to respect that. Still, it struck me that he might have come to me with a bit of an axe to grind. Even if it wasn’t my decision, the Empire had robbed him of his land; why wouldn’t he hold the sovereign of the nation that had turned its back on him in contempt?


      “So, did the Golden Sheep Trading Company solely wish to act as intermediary?”


      “No, I figured he’d be a good fit for your plan, Your Majesty,” Hilaire replied.


      I gave it a bit of thought. Was she seriously recommending that I put him to work in the war with the Kingdom of Apraada, sight unseen?


      “Did you come here to negotiate?” I asked.


      August de Adkal looked me straight in the eyes and replied, “That’s correct. I have laid out preparations to instigate a new uprising within Apraada.”


      Ah, that made sense. So now that the Empire and Apraada were about to enter all-out war, he had come to reclaim his old territory.


      “You would abide by our orders, I take it? And you would not chafe under them?”


      “Yes. If you tell me not to revolt I won’t, and if you order me to start the insurrection I will do so. However, I want to ask you to make that decision here and now, as there is no time to spare.”


      Ah, I understood what was going on here. Revolting in concert with the Empire going to war against Apraada certainly sounded like an effective strategy. But if he came here personally, that surely wasn’t all there was to it.


      “What are your conditions?”


      “I want a means of communication so we can coordinate properly. Reinforcements too. Additionally, I want a firm promise that the Empire will reinstate me as Marquess Adkal once the war is over.”


      I found myself a bit troubled. The fact that he had that much to ask of me wasn’t an issue in and of itself, mind you. After all, at present August de Adkal wasn’t imperial nobility. Though I was of a higher status as emperor, when it came to negotiations, we were on equal footing. I had no reason to get my hackles up at his rudeness toward me. The Empire had gone and cast him aside for our convenience; I felt lucky he wasn’t openly calling for my head on a pike.


      No, the issue was what he was asking for. I would have to try to get him to cede one point.


      “We shall prepare a method of communication. Additionally, we shall write out a document guaranteeing your reinstatement after the war. Reinforcements shall not prove possible, however. In exchange, even if you fail to reclaim the territory by means of your own strength, we shall grant you the Marquessate of Adkal once it belongs to the Empire. We shall promise you this in writing as well.”


      Unsurprisingly, Marquess Adkal immediately realized the meaning behind my words.


      “You would make homunculi of us?”


      He’d resorted to an expression unique to this world. In war, homunculi—conjured monsters—were often employed to defend against the bullets of enemy riflemen—and in an age where matchlock rifles were the standard, that could buy the defending side vital minutes. He was effectively saying I was asking them to become meat shields.


      “Naturally, there is a chance that we could send reinforcements. However, it would be impossible to promise as such... Of course, it would be a different matter entirely were the Golden Sheep Trading Company to provide them.”


      “Don’t wanna.” That said, Hilaire didn’t say it wasn’t possible just now. No, the cheapskate made it clear that she had the forces to spare, but had no interest in lending them unless it lined her pockets.


      After thinking over my proposal for a bit, August de Adkal raised a single eyebrow, seemingly having come to a realization. “A rite of passage, is it?” Oh, so he got it? Was it really that easy to understand?


      Naturally, the fact that he still hadn’t returned to the fold of imperial nobility was part of the issue. However, there was a bigger problem than that.


      “We do not harbor suspicion toward you personally. However, you were sent here as a gift.”


      From how I saw things, I fully expected Marquess Dozran to betray me at any moment. I had a bit of trouble trusting August de Adkal, given that I only knew him through that slimeball. As long as I didn’t know how deep their ties ran, I had to assume he could betray me at any time as well. Hardly a surprise, as I still didn’t know the first thing about the man. That said, I was well aware of how awful it must have felt to be held at arm’s length like this, since I was telling him to fight and shed blood on the front lines in my place.


      Surprisingly, though, August de Adkal didn’t push back.


      “I see... It seems I made a mistake in my choice of go-between. So that’s why you people went out of your way to purchase my services, is it?” he said, turning Hilaire’s way with a look of understanding.


      “It would be a shame to let you go to waste.”


      From their conversation there, I inferred that he had originally asked Marquess Dozran to introduce him, and was supposed to be brought here as a gift from the man. If that happened, though, they had to know there was a pretty strong chance that I wouldn’t trust him. That said, Hilaire Fechner had judged that his insurrection would be an effective part of my war with Apraada, so she bought the right to introduce him instead and brought him here. Had she been plotting this from the very start? Well, whatever.


      Thinking on it that way, it must have been something of an act of desperation on Marquess Dozran’s part to still refer to him as his gift to me.


      Having grasped the circumstances as well, August de Adkal moved to explain his connection to Marquess Dozran. “Having lost my territory, I need to work in order to eat. And so, he often hired me personally as a mercenary.”


      Ah, that made sense. That would allow him to amass funds for his uprising, train his personal soldiers who would be his main force, and also establish connections with other mercenaries who could be hired when the time came.


      “Were you there at Chelán Hill, perhaps?”


      “No, I merely acted as an intermediary at the time. Though I am Agincarlish myself, living undercover has won me plenty of ties with people throughout Apraada. All I did was refer them and take my commission.”


      At the time, Marquess Dozran had brought along a massive force of mercenaries from the three southern kingdoms. So this man had served as the intermediary there? In that case, he had merely been employed by Marquess Dozran, ultimately, and nothing more to him.


      In the end, Hilaire Fechner had certainly gotten change back on her investment. Would she not have considered it good enough otherwise? What a truly troublesome ally to have.


      “We shall leave the details to you, but we would have you carry out your uprising. Will you accept moving forward under the aforementioned conditions?”


      In response to my decision, August de Adkal gave an earnest nod. “Very well. I understand that you made the greatest compromise on your end that you could manage; I will abide.”


      “In that case, the documentation shall be prepared for you later, as well as the method of communication.”


      As the revolt in the Agincarl lands had yet to be quelled, I still had some issues with the Apraada front. Still, with this in place, I got the feeling it might just work out.


      Just as I was about to dismiss the two of them, though, August de Adkal said, “May I also make one more proposal for after the war?”


      Was there something left to cover? Ah, hold on, he was Agincarlish. So if he was talking about after the war, I could already see what he was getting at.


      “Does it involve the handling of the Agincarlish nobility?” I asked.


      With a bit of a baffled look on his face, the man replied, “Ah. Yes, it does. Do you have thoughts on the matter?”


      There was a pretty sizable rift between the Empire and the Agincarlish nobility who had once belonged to the former Kingdom of Agincarl. That wasn’t my fault; the blame fell squarely on my predecessors. But since I was in charge now, I had to shoulder all of that debt.


      Despite living within the Empire, they tended to take whatever position was contrary to the nation’s ends; after all, we’d stolen their land and autonomy. In order to push back against that, the sixth emperor placed Duke Agincarl in charge of both a portion of traditional Agincarlish territory as well as some additional land. Back when Duke Agincarl, the minister of ceremony, had his grubby mitts on the reins of the highest authority in the land, the gap in strength was just so great that they had no choice but to obey him. But then I went and executed the man personally, and a revolt kicked off in the chaos that followed. Those were the circumstances of the old Kingdom of Agincarl nobility in the present day.


      “In truth, we wish to pick a fixed location to grant them as their self-governing dominion.” The issue was, I imagined that would be difficult to handle personally. In the past the emperor had granted them special authority only to renege on that promise. So even if I tried to lure them back with autonomy as bait, there was a high chance that they wouldn’t earnestly obey.


      “In that case, why don’t I welcome a portion of them into my land after I have reclaimed my place?”


      “You’re petitioning for clemency?”


      The seditious nobles left over from the Kingdom of Agincarl had to be wasting away. They had expected great chaos throughout the Empire after my coronation and chose to revolt, but I settled matters quicker than expected, leaving them in a real predicament.


      At that, August de Adkal started explaining his position. “Correct. However, I don’t believe there would be much risk in doing so. For all our Agincarlish heritage, the house of Adkal has long been lumped in with the Bundarte faction. Some have even called us traitors. Even if I say I’ll accept the diehards advocating for Agincarlish supremacy, they would never come. After all, they’d surely rather flee elsewhere than bow their heads to a traitor.”


      So even if Agincarlish nobility were taken in by the Marquessate of Adkal, the only ones to actually take advantage of that offer would be the more moderate ones. This was sounding better and better.


      “I would also expect that would allow me to supplement my military forces, even if only just a little. More than that, though, my people have long since been treated as heretics among the Agincarlish and shoved off to the side. I wish to finally establish our dominance.”


      He sure as hell didn’t beat around the bush. So he wanted to bring the moderate Agincarlish nobles under him and make them all follow in turn? Then would he be the one to revolt once he gained power?


      “We do not need to state our concern, do we?”


      “Certainly not. But practically speaking, it would be difficult to wipe out all Agincarlish nobility, would it not? Leave even one alive and they will surely nurse a hatred that will sustain this cycle of retribution for generations to come. What will you do then?”


      I understood what he was saying, but how else was I supposed to handle subjects this intransigent? But thinking about it like that, I saw the perfect means of putting them to use.


      “The Golden Sheep has no reason to care which port you use to sell your goods, or even which nation it is located in, correct?”


      Hilaire Fechner seemed to have already grasped my meaning.


      “It would be helpful to resupply in a small country, if only because it’s cheaper.”


      And so, I turned to August de Adkal and explained my line of thought. “In addition to reclaiming the former imperial land stolen by the Kingdom of Apraada, construct a nation for the Agincarlish people to the south, in the northern reach of Apraada, to act as a buffer between our countries.”


      At this point, the Empire would struggle to properly control the former nobility of the Kingdom of Agincarl. Why not have them create their own nation and shove them out of our own?


      Naturally, since I’d made no shortage of hay out of my revanchist agenda, I wanted to avoid calving off imperial land to establish an independent nation. If it fell within the borders of Apraada, though, that wouldn’t be imperial land at all, so it wouldn’t hurt me in the least. Plus if we had a buffer between us and Apraada, that would act as a shield for us, just like with the Imperium and the Grand Duchy of Fichma. If we monitored them thoroughly and made sure they were reliant on the Golden Sheep for trade, that would create a situation in which they were independent, yet also unable to defy the Empire. That would serve to weaken the Kingdom of Apraada and get rid of those troublesome Agincarl nobles.


      However, there was one huge, glaring fault in this plan.


      “But it is difficult to imagine the Kingdom of Apraada accepting such unjust terms of reconciliation.”


      Yes, just as August de Adkal pointed out there, it would normally be unthinkable for them to accept that condition. After all, I would be telling them, “Slice off a bit of your land for our troublemakers to use as their own independent country.” It was absolutely ridiculous, but well, there was a situation under which even such madness would be accepted.


      “Hilaire Fechner, thoroughly crush the Kingdom of Apraada. Draft up a strategy for taking their capital.”


      “I’ll make the plan if you prepare the troops.”


      If we took their capital, we could force the enemy into a state of absolute surrender. Then they would agree to pretty much any terms we brought to the table.


      I had planned to focus on defense on the Apraada front for the time being, but if August de Adkal started a rebellion, we could force the enemy into a war of attrition early on. Then if we lured the main enemy force to the border, only to suddenly come ashore to their rear... Why, the very thought of it had my heart aflutter.


      “We have great expectations for the two of you.”


      In that case, I needed to clean up our other foes early on in order to focus our efforts there.

    

  

  
    
      Girls Enjoy Tea While Canoodling


      Three days had passed since the celebratory banquets had come to a close, and the Kingdom of Rocourt had officially sent the Empire a declaration of war on the basis that we had backed the noble uprising. It was absolutely a false charge, but if we tried to make that claim, it was doubtful that even a single nation would believe us.


      In order to push our claim through, our only choice was to achieve victory and force them to yield. Winners were just, and losers were wicked. That was how it went with wars in any era.


      Presently the emperor was in his wife’s room, sipping tea. Not that I was just messing around, mind. Preparations on my end were complete, and I was prepared to lead my army into battle personally tomorrow. Still, since I had free time now, I decided to stop by.


      “Say ah!”


      “A-Ah...!”


      Some serious messing around awaited me there—but it was between Rosaria and Nadine.

    

  

  
    [image: Insert 6]
  

  
    
      “Was it tasty?”


      “Yeah...”


      Rosaria had urged Nadine to eat a cookie, and the other girl gave a small nod in response.


      “Really?! I’m so glad... It was worth asking to have them made.”


      Oh, so those were freshly made rather than just bought?


      Wait, hold on, I’m the husband here, right? Why am I getting treated like furniture?


      The two of them were sitting side by side across the table from me, and they’d been like this the whole time. Rosaria was doting on Nadine with all her might, while Nadine was getting seriously bashful; her cheeks were going red and everything.


      I should note that since they were both noblewomen, they’d usually never say, “Ah...!” like that where anyone could see.


      “Big sis, that’s embarrassing.”


      “Oh? You’ve always let me do this before. What’s so different about today?”


      Is this yuri...?


      Well, it sure as hell beat when they were at each other’s throats all the time.


      “My apologies for deciding upon another military expedition without consulting you.”


      “We didn’t say anything.”


      Clearly she had complaints. And so as Rosaria turned away, I sighed without thinking. “Nothing to be done except to do the job, I suppose. I don’t have the leeway to avoid deploying my personal forces, and by process of elimination I’m the only choice to lead them.”


      The emperor’s personal forces amounted to twenty thousand soldiers. However, in terms of unit commanders—petty officers, to put it in more familiar terms—we were still painfully lacking. Thanks to that, just like always, I could only deploy half of that total, or ten thousand in all. That said, the Empire didn’t have the option to let them just sit around at present.


      My vassals were currently leading their own forces, so the only ones left to take charge of mine were me and Joel de Bourgault-Ducoudray. Then you had the issue that the remaining half needed to be trained, and I had no clue how to train soldiers. I didn’t know even the first thing about methods or moderation, since arguably I hadn’t been taught any of this world’s basic common knowledge during my time as a political game piece. At present, there wasn’t exactly time for a rookie like me to figure out how to do the job right through trial and error. As such, I would leave that essential training of those ten thousand soldiers to Bourgault-Ducoudray, and by process of elimination I was the only choice left to lead the other half.


      In other words, I had no choice but to depart for the front.


      “If Salomon were at least present, perhaps matters would be different, but Serge Rhewl snatched him up.”


      Once my wedding to Vera-Sylvie was over, I’d had a meeting with Belvére’s diplomat, Serge Rhewl de Van-Chalongé, and the envoy from the Kingdom of Aeri. At the time, I was asked to return the man to the Kingdom of Belvére.


      “I understand that...”


      During that meeting the other day, we had discussed two main points. One was the current state of the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh. To start with, we weren’t recognizing their current leader, who had snatched control of the nation through a coup d’état, as a legitimate ruler. Additionally, we considered the alliance between Belvére, Aeri, and Gaeweigh invalidated as of that coup d’état and the grand duchy’s subsequent attack on imperial forces. That was the Empire’s official stance on the matter.


      I’d had grounds to act as if Belvére and Aeri had also picked a fight with my nation, given that the alliance had still been in effect at the time, from their perspective. However, I swore that was not the case, putting the two kingdoms at ease.


      The other matter was the proposal of another tripartite alliance in turn. In other words, I was raising the idea of a military alliance between the Kingdom of Belvére, the Kingdom of Aeri, and the Bundarte Empire. That wasn’t something they accepted on the spot, though. Rather, they wished to return to their own nations and give the matter careful scrutiny.


      It wasn’t hard to imagine why. The Empire had very plainly treated them as subordinate to its whims in the past, after all. Even though I was proposing an alliance as equals, it wasn’t like I could get them to trust me immediately.


      Still, diplomatically, this was an effective time to raise the point.


      “Shall the Kingdom of Belvére be going to war once more?”


      “No, we aren’t at war with the Tomis-Ashinaqui at present. That said, they could break the ceasefire at any moment now and it wouldn’t surprise me.”


      The alliance between the three nations surrounding Tomis-Ashinaqui had ruptured. This was a perfect window of opportunity to attack the Kingdom of Belvére once again. Hence my proposed military pact. Belvére still hadn’t accepted just yet, but if Tomis-Ashinaqui attacked and then they signed, that would mean the Empire would be joining on their side. At present, that threat was quite the effective tool for the Kingdom of Belvére.


      I’d returned an exceptional general, I was disregarding the matter of the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh, and they had a proposed alliance to leverage against their enemies. That would suitably repay their support of me during the civil war.


      Above all else, if my official wife’s homeland was being ravaged, my honor as emperor would demand that I offer costly financial and material support. This was just yet another situation where an ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure.


      “Still, you could have at least discussed the matter with us...”


      Rosaria recognized that support as well, so she wouldn’t speak out firmly. But she certainly blamed me for not even talking with her and deciding to personally lead troops toward the front line immediately after our marriage. At the same time, I knew too well that she was worried about me.


      “I know. There just really wasn’t time to spare in this instance.”


      According to our spies’ intelligence, the state of affairs in the Imperium really was progressing as the envoy for the Grand Duchy of Fichma had suggested. There still hadn’t been any follow-up reports just yet, but the battle over succession had grown fierce indeed.


      If the next divinity had been decided, after all, they would have been instated as the new crown prince as soon as the previous one fell from power. Since that didn’t happen, war had undoubtedly broken out. Whether that would stop at mere political strife or develop into all-out civil war, I couldn’t say, but it was sure to serve as a breeding ground for future problems regardless. And in order to make use of that, I needed to hurry up and bring our own wars to an end.


      “Was this decided through a meeting too?” Nadine asked, her expression grave enough that it was hard to believe her cheeks had been so red mere moments ago.


      “Yes; it was decided with the approval of my vassals.”


      Just as I had prepared a year prior, I would leave everything involving the three southern kingdoms to Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, as well as the Gotiroir chieftain Gernadieffe. Meanwhile, I had off-loaded preparations toward the Teyanave region on the Golden Sheep Trading Company. For the rebelling counties, I had promised the surrounding nobles who had once belonged to the chancellor’s faction and the regency that they would be awarded land proportionate to their achievements. And just to be safe, I had Marquess Mardrusa there as rear guard.


      For the war with the Garfure Republic, I had deployed Marquess Arndal and Marquess Nunvalle, with Countess Nunmeidt acting as their rear guard.


      We really were bringing the Empire’s full military might to bear. And thanks to the circumstances, that left the emperor’s personal forces for raids. The first thing I was planning to do was offer Marquess Arndal and Marquess Nunvalle support in their battle with the Garfure Republic. Then the idea was to move counterclockwise as we crushed the enemy. Of course, this was all purely theoretical, and odds were good that things wouldn’t go smoothly.


      “In the meantime, Bourgault-Ducoudray shall protect the capital, but nearly all of the nobles shall be elsewhere. As such, I wish to leave the two of you in command of the imperial court,” I said.


      “Then will you be taking Lady Vera with you?” Nadine asked.


      “She has already departed,” Rosaria answered. Apparently she’d officially seen her off and everything. “She seemed quite eager. Make certain not to push her too hard.”


      With that warning, I earnestly answered that I could offer no firm guarantee. “This is war, after all... But I am taking care in trying to avoid that.” I had set her up to depart in advance more so that she could do her duty comfortably than out of much concern for the pace of a military march and the like.


      That said, Rosaria seemed to get along real well with Vera-Sylvie too, for some reason... Though it at least wasn’t as flirty as things were with Nadine. Vera was more of a proper adult on that front—which only made sense, given her actual age.


      Nadine wasn’t quite so close to the woman, though, so apparently Vera-Sylvie’s character remained something of an unknown to her.


      “Will she be okay? I mean, she has a rather ephemeral feel about her.”


      I got what she was saying there. To be honest, Vera-Sylvie looked younger than Nadine, despite being around fifteen years her senior. On top of that, this world wasn’t exactly like Japan. Even farmers went about armed, and bandits were often mixed in among the populace. If a normal person walked around at night without the light of a torch or lamp, they would be detained and treated as a criminal without any room for argument. That was why past emperors had held their wives in the imperial court: out of a desire to protect them.


      “No, she’s gotten a lot bolder than when I first met her—in a good way.”


      When I first saw her confined in that tower, she’d seemed so frail that it was as if she could vanish at any moment. But after refining and mastering her magic, she had grown a lot more lively. She’d held her own just fine even at the Battle of Chelán Hill, going so far as to play a key role on the front lines.


      “Even so...”


      “I understand.”


      I’d told Ein’s Storytellers that if they failed to protect her, I would crush every last one of them. The organization would be guarding her with all their might.


      ＊＊＊


      For a while after that, I pecked at sweets, drank tea, and enjoyed a lively conversation with the two of them. This was my last chance before deploying, after all. As for the final coordination of my forces before their deployment tomorrow, I had left that all up to Timona.


      Yes, I know I should have been doing my work, but I was told to value time like this properly too. And besides, going to war could well mean dying.


      “By the way, Count Ethaiq came by to greet you, yes?” Rosaria suddenly asked.


      I had a bad feeling about this line of questioning, so I immediately replied, “I won’t take her as a concubine.”


      Sure, Count Ethaiq had absolute, overwhelming affection for me, but that was out of respect, not romantic feelings. Of course, I had no idea why she respected me so thoroughly. In fact, she was still acting as a man, so I would have preferred it if she’d done a bit more to hide it.


      “Oh? But she’s terribly adorable.”


      Huh? Nah, she’s more frightening than anything in my book.


      I sensed something there in Rosaria’s immediate reply.


      “Wait, things aren’t truly heading in that direction, surely?”


      “I still don’t know Count Ethaiq yet, but Countess Nunmeidt...”


      Wait, seriously? Who’s been going around doing unnecessary stuff without my knowledge?


      “Rotahl? Or Bundarte?”


      “The latter. The former seems to hate me.”


      The Rotahlian nobles hate Rosaria? Ah, right, her coronation. We’d bucked tradition a bit there. The Bundartians had probably only overlooked it because she was of Bundartian descent herself.


      “What is this about?” Nadine asked, unable to follow the conversation.


      I explained simply, “The Bundartian nobles don’t like the fact that Duke Warren and Count Chamneau are currently expanding their power, so they’re leaning on Rosaria to select a new concubine.”


      It was, in fact, very common for one’s legal wife and concubines to oppose one another. On top of that, there had been no real sign in public that Rosaria, Nadine, and Vera-Sylvie got along well. Thanks to that, the nobles went and presumed that Rosaria found my other wives disagreeable, and so they were plotting to urge her to put forward a new consort who would oppose Duke Warren and Count Chamneau.


      Of course, in reality they were—well—gal pals. Of the “coaxing breathy little ‘Ah!’ noises out of each other” variety.


      “Ah, I see...” As the pieces fell into place for her, Nadine shot me a serious look.


      “What is it?”


      “I know it may not be my place to speak, but why did you grant Duke Warren and Count Chamneau such vast territory? Aren’t you afraid of creating a second chancellor and minister of ceremony?”


      I couldn’t help but stare at Nadine’s face in shock. After all, I had never expected her to understand all that. This went beyond mere personal growth... That was a proper point of view for a member of the emperor’s house, in fact.


      “Yes, the two of you are members of my house now... Allow me to bring you up to speed.”


      Emperor Carmine had been a puppet since birth, all so the chancellor and minister of ceremony could fully grasp the political reins. They were only able to grasp such great political power in the first place because of the vast holdings they possessed.


      “For the imperial line, it makes sense to avoid granting specific nobles vast territory and allowing them to amass power. The more their voices gain influence, the less even the emperor can ignore them, after all.”


      What I was doing was the exact opposite of centralizing my power base. For all the reasons I’d been given to despise the tyranny of powerful nobles, here I was trying to make new ones.


      “Looking at it in terms of the nation as a whole, though, it isn’t an issue at all.”


      Say the chancellor and minister of ceremony had actually worked for the sake of the Empire’s people as a whole. If they had felt a fitting sense of duty to match the authority they held... In that case, I’d likely still be content to play along as their puppet even now.


      Their crime wasn’t turning me into an instrument of their will. No, it was their failure to devote themselves to the Empire that damned them. That was why, as my nation’s emperor, I had no choice but to kill them.


      “Sure enough, when I was young, the Empire was divided and oppressed by its nobility. But during that time, the Empire hadn’t been the object of a full-scale invasion on any front. At most, it had dealt with small raids.”


      That said, Rosaria and I had gotten wrapped up in one of those skirmishes and almost died in the process.


      “That was because the surrounding nations were cautious of those powerful nobles, not the young emperor. If they weren’t around, and it had just been me and a cadre of lesser nobles who fell properly in line, the Empire would surely have ended up in an even worse state.”


      At worst, it might have even fallen to ruin.


      As people, I loathed the chancellor and minister of ceremony. They’d held life-and-death power over me since the very moment of my birth, granting me no freedom and openly showing me the repulsive side of the aristocracy. How could I not despise them? As nobles, they made light of the emperor and kept deep ties to our most opportunistic neighbors; in short, they were a pair of goddamn treasonous vipers.


      At the same time, though, they were exceptional politicians. Since they stole authority from me, I was allowed to live on as a harmless bit of set dressing. And thanks to their ties to other nations, they were able to shield the country against invasions.


      They had chosen to seize control within the Empire rather than declaring independence. As such, they didn’t wish for the nation to fall, and did the bare minimum to maintain it. They had allowed a neutral party—from which I’d recruited both the minister of finance and Duke Warren—to persist because it was a pillar of the state without which the Empire would crumble.


      On top of that, they had also properly developed their own territory. Rather than solely using their domains as a means of hoarding coins and other treasure, they’d properly worked to restore their lands.


      “The surrounding nations were cautious of the two of them, not the Empire, and so they could not move against the Empire they belonged to in turn. I believe that’s one facet of the situation.”


      If I hadn’t been a transmigrator, their reign probably would have continued largely untroubled.


      “You rate the two of them quite highly.”


      “So much so that Your Majesty chose to dirty his own hands.”


      Yeah, you could say that. If they had managed to escape when I’d turned on them openly, I would surely still be nothing more than the ruler of a faint scrap of land within the Empire.


      “Allowing certain nobles to amass power is not necessarily hazardous to the empire. The First Faith warns against having too many captains, after all. And so rather than a hundred nobles with a small amount of power, it’s more stable for a nation to have four or five nobles with modest strength.”


      The issue was that if they abandoned their duties to the nation and just warred with one another, decline was inevitable. It was the emperor’s role to put a stop to that. It wasn’t like I was concentrating power solely with Duke Warren and Count Chamneau.


      “But won’t that weaken your power as emperor?”


      “It’s a matter of balance. In order to maintain the bare minimum influence I need as emperor, I’ve been leading my own army and negotiating with other nations.”


      Honestly, looking back at the sixth emperor’s blunders, I certainly didn’t want to consider the thought of concentrating power in the emperor’s station alone. The Empire needed to learn from its time under the worst emperor imaginable. After all, his untrammeled power was precisely what enabled his truly atrocious reign. An excessive surge of nobility, a weakened military, a collapsing economy... All of that was caused by a single regime. And even if I was fine, it wasn’t like I could trust my descendants.


      Besides, I’d been running around cleaning up somebody else’s mess ever since I was born. If you traced things back far enough, just about everything about the role I’d been born into was the way it was thanks to the complete hash the sixth emperor had made of the job.


      “Are you a masochist...?”


      “How rude. I just don’t want to end up the second coming of Edward III.”


      “Ah, that statement alone was enough to make everything clear.”


      Ultimately, the man was a fantastic example of what not to do. He went and ruined an entire nation all on his own, after all.


      Of course, in the long run centralizing power would still be ideal. It was just that the “center” needed to be the government of the Empire rather than the emperor himself. To provide for that, I needed to institute things like bureaucratic oversight and a central government, but that was all far-off and purely theoretical. So as a compromise for the moment, I’d divvy out power to a small circle of trustworthy nobles, like Duke Warren and Count Chamneau.


      “So you see, I don’t intend to concentrate power in those two alone. It’s just a necessary step at the moment to deal with the three southern kingdoms.”


      Since he wasn’t a military man himself, I hadn’t granted him the rank of imperial grand marshal, but I had offered Marquess Nunvalle vast territory as well.


      “Is that why you’re heading toward the Garfure Republic front too?”


      “That’s right. I need to protect Marquess Nunvalle’s resources in particular from exhaustion. Taking all that into account, the only choice really is for me to lead a sortie.”


      On the off chance that Marquess Nunvalle were to perish in battle, the nation’s administration would be done for. Additionally, unlike Duke Warren and Count Chamneau, Marquess Nunvalle was not tied to me through marriage. Assisting him first also allowed me to make it clear that I wouldn’t prioritize my kin above all else.

    

  

  
    
      A Silver Lining


      My forces departed from the capital, led by me personally, and after a few days of marching we reached the Marquessate of Nunvalle and made camp. The march went smoothly this time, largely thanks to my forces’ huge leap forward in overall competence since the Battle of Chelán Hill.


      While I was off on the Teyanave campaign, Joel de Bourgault-Ducoudray was left in charge of the capital and had trained my remaining forces all that time. Now those well-trained ten thousand soldiers were coming with me, while Bourgault-Ducoudray was entrusted with those who’d followed me to the Teyanave territory.


      As a result those ten thousand could pull off a proper uniform march as an army, and we had not just riflemen, but pikemen as well. Plus, we were accompanied by cavalry from both the Atúr and Count Ethaiq, meaning we had all three essential bases covered.


      Present military tactics generally built on a sort of rock-paper-scissors relationship between those types of soldiers. Cavalry were strong against riflemen, riflemen were strong against pikemen, and pikemen were strong against cavalry. Of course, if such simple affinities were all you needed to manage to win, I’d have a lot fewer issues, but that was the short, digestible version of how it worked.


      With my personal forces, we primarily trained and utilized riflemen and pikemen. It took a lot more time and money to develop a cavalry unit. For a while yet, we’d have to rely on the nobles to provide them. Still, with all three types at hand, our army struck a good balance, and the number of tactics we could employ expanded.


      That said, there was an intentional imbalance when it came to how many of each type we had. My personal forces consisted of six thousand pikemen and four thousand riflemen. That was because the Garfure Republic was a nation known for the strength of its cavalry.


      Oh, and we also had a mage unit that was two hundred strong. That said, they were gathered from all over, rather than recruited from the imperial population; some were mercenaries, while others were volunteers from the Kingdom of Belvére. And since their commander until now, Salomon de Barbetorte, had temporarily returned to Belvére, it was best to assume their overall might had decreased.


      On top of that, you had two hundred imperial guards and a hundred reinforcements sent by the Gotiroir. Since I had entrusted our border with the Kingdom of Rocourt to the Gotiroir, I didn’t want to ask too much of them.


      Expanding out to our overall forces, you had two and a half thousand cavalry soldiers from Count Ethaiq and two thousand more from the Atúr. We were also set to join up with the forces of Marquess Nunvalle, which consisted of two thousand riflemen, two thousand pikemen, and a thousand cavalry. Additionally, there were two thousand of the archers Nunvalle’s forces were famed for, bringing their overall total to seven thousand.


      There were so few Nunvalle soldiers deployed in the marquessate because they were focused on defensive battles all over. The seven thousand here were originally meant to be soldiers kept in strategic reserve.


      Adding it all together, our forces on this expedition amounted to twenty-two thousand strong.


      At the moment, I was in a large tent, firmly protected by the imperial guard in the center of that camp, receiving a great many messengers from all over—as well as bad news directly from commanders on the front lines. Sure, I wasn’t on the front line just yet, but it was close enough to be incredibly hectic.


      As the state of the battle as it was laid out on our map updated, a noble got down on his knees and bowed his head.


      “My deepest apologies for this shameful sight,” said none other than Arnoul de Nunvalle, who’d hurried ahead of his unit to meet up with our expeditionary force. The man was Marquess Nunvalle’s son, and unlike his total civil servant of a father, he had a great deal of experience as a commander. This time around, though, he’d made a mistake.


      “While it may be a blunder, we would not go so far as to call it shameful. Raise your head. In this case, it would be more proper to praise our enemy.”


      During my Teyanave campaign, hostilities with the Garfure Republic had kicked off with a surprise attack. After that, they’d spread their troops wide and thin over the whole of imperial territory and stuck to raids, one unit at a time. To counter that, the imperial vassals on the front lines had also deployed their units wide and thin.


      As that was going on, the Empire entered into the festivities we had announced well in advance, and Garfure pulled back their troops in a temporary ceasefire. Even though starting hostilities with a surprise attack fell into a real gray area, they still felt the need to uphold international decorum.


      The end of the festivities meant the end of the ceasefire too, and it was then that Garfure launched a surprise attack on the Marquessate of Nunvalle. The enemy had spread their troops out far and wide until now, but now they concentrated all their forces on a single point.


      Naturally, Marquess Nunvalle’s forces picked up on this right before it happened. But since the Garfurian forces were primarily composed of cavalry, their troops were far more mobile. That difference in speed had allowed them to break through.


      “Let us call it something of a silver lining that we ended up here,” Count Palatine Vodedt remarked.


      At that, Count Ethaiq chimed in. “Just what I’d expect of Your Majesty!”


      Her troops primarily consisted of cavalry, and she was accompanying my forces in order to deal with the rebel counts and the Agincarl separatists, whose forces were largely made up of infantry. That said, I got a letter from her saying, “I’m coming,” before I even made the request. I seriously didn’t understand what went on in her head at all.


      I couldn’t help but question that odd statement. “What do you mean?”


      “You predicted this possibility in advance and moved the expeditionary force to the Garfure front, didn’t you?!”


      No, I definitely didn’t expect them to break through this thoroughly. I had just been preparing for the three southern kingdoms since last year, so no reinforcements were needed there; Teyanave I’d left up to the Golden Sheep; and my vassals were left to suppress the rebellion.


      I had only come here to make things easier on Marquess Nunvalle. I never expected they’d find themselves in a precarious situation if I hadn’t.


      “The issue is where we choose to drive them back. How many do the enemy total to?” Rather than confirming or denying Count Ethaiq’s praise, I inquired as to the current state of affairs. Sure, I was perpetuating her own misunderstanding, but it was better to be rated highly than rated accurately. Just like I used to play at being a foolish emperor, now I needed to act the part of an exceptional ruler.


      “Roughly thirty thousand... However, ten thousand of them are cavalry units, so their composition is quite slanted.”


      Had they gathered their cavalry in order to concentrate their forces? No, even so... “There are too many cavalry. Too many enemy troops in general, in fact.”


      If the enemy had sent the whole of the Garfure military to this invasion of the Marquessate of Nunvalle, the situation would have made sense. But with such a targeted strike, it had to be only a portion of their total fighting strength. Besides, if there was any truth at all to the words of that OOPArt user Stefan Ferlay, only a fraction of Garfure’s nobles even wanted to attack the Empire in the first place.


      At that concern I had voiced, the count palatine gave a report from the spies he’d sent to investigate the enemy composition. “It seems the enemy has hired quite a large number of mercenaries. There may not be all that many of Garfure’s famed armored cavalry in the mix.”


      Mercenaries, huh? Some bad memories were surfacing in my head.


      “Do you know where these mercenaries came from?” I asked.


      Immediately grasping my point of concern, the count palatine swiftly replied, “There doesn’t seem to be one main force, but rather a number of small to medium-sized mercenary groups employed by individual nobles. At the very least, we have not confirmed a single mercenary group in question.”


      It seemed the White Dragon Mercenaries who had put up such a fight at Chelán Hill and Envé River weren’t present this time. Of course, that still didn’t mean I could afford to let my guard down.


      “In that case, what defensive position shall we take?”


      Obviously, since we had a numerical disadvantage against the Garfure forces, facing them on level ground would be outright suicide. The Garfure cavalry were heavily armored troops, a rarity for this era, and when they charged, their destructive power was said to be overwhelming. If their numbers were even and the ground was level, it would be no exaggeration to call them the strongest troops on the whole continent. That meant an open battle would be completely out of the question, and everyone present understood that, not just me.


      That said, even if they were the greatest of threats on level ground, that wasn’t remotely the case on other battlefields. Even if we wished to fight them in the open air, we could simply meet them in the mountains. And if we shut ourselves away in a city, their cavalry charges would be no threat, allowing the imperial forces to fight on even footing.


      “In the Marquessate of Nunvalle, Tortisse City on the very front line has fallen. Castle Lechslasine is under siege, and it is doubtful we could make it there in time. Realistically we would be looking to hold the line at Castle Van Pesra, or moving further back, Brogau City.”


      They were holding out surprisingly well under such a concentrated strike. I’d honestly expected the defensive line to be in shreds.


      “What is your judgment?” I asked Arnoul, figuring it’d be best to get a local’s opinion. In part that was because he had a better grasp of the terrain than ours, but more importantly, we had arrived as reinforcements. Sure, he would fall under my command if battle broke out, but if I didn’t ask a local noble where he wished for us to defend, well, it’d cause countless headaches down the line.


      “Castle Van Pesra is too confined, so I believe the best option would be to abandon it and defend Brogau City.”


      “Can that place accommodate over twenty thousand soldiers?” Count Ethaiq asked.


      Arnoul replied, “Half of the citizenry have already evacuated, so it should just barely do the job. I believe it would be possible to hold the position for several days.”


      Péter Pál was also participating alongside our forces; he chose this moment to chime in.


      “I believe that city’s north side is shielded by a river. Shall we go ahead and take down the bridges?”


      Ah, yes, that sounded like the better way to approach matters.


      “Right. Please sink all of the nearby bridges aside from the one directly connected to the city once night falls.”


      Ever since the Battle of Chelán Hill, the Atúr had pretty much always acted alongside me, and I always ended up relying on them, because mounted archers were just that useful.


      “If we exercise caution and don’t split up our troops, the task may not be finished until the day has changed over. Would that be acceptable?”


      “Of course.”


      With a veteran commander like Péter Pál in charge, it was hard to imagine more reliable allies.


      Our course had been set for the time being, so I went ahead and made a declaration to my generals. “Our forces shall set forth for Brogau City early tomorrow morning. There we shall meet the Garfurian forces.”


      “Understood!”


      After they answered, Timona (surprising no one) asked me, “Your Majesty, what about the artillery unit lagging behind?”


      Right, we had gone and brought an artillery unit along this time around. Cannons were effective against the cavalry that made up the majority of the enemy forces, but they were slow to move, so they were following behind my forces on their way from the relative safety of the capital.


      “Do you believe they shall make it in time?”


      “No chance,” Timona replied without even a moment’s hesitation. Yeah, no surprise there. Unlike with Chelán Hill, we didn’t have any wiggle room in our schedule here. We shouldn’t have attempted to bring a slow-footed artillery unit with us.


      “We don’t wish to commit the same foolish mistake as the self-proclaimed Duke Raul. Have them stand by in the farthest city once they reach the Marquessate of Nunvalle.”


      Cannons needed a lot of shells and gunpowder. Having to transport all of that, it was only natural that mobility would fall off as the weight increased.


      That said, I wanted another move to make in exchange, and Péter Pál had said the city used a river as a moat, had he not? I imagined we could use that.


      “Arnoul, do you know where the river closest to Brogau City forks?”


      “Yes, I do.”


      It was neither too far from the city nor too close. Oh yeah, this would do nicely...


      I activated the Chapelier’s Earrings.


      “What is it?”


      “Vera, plans have changed. We would like for you to head to the following location.”


      My original plan had been to deploy her further upstream in order to flood the river at the border between the Garfure Republic and the Empire. However, I’d just thought up an even more effective place to put her talents to work. By having Vera-Sylvie use her magic at the fork of this river, we could erect a simple dam to stop the river and force it to overflow, costing the enemy dearly.


      “I understand. We’ll be on our way.”


      “Please do. Apologies for sending you so far off.”


      These earrings were so damn handy.


      “Did your wife foresee this happening too?” Count Ethaiq asked with sparkling eyes. Well, whatever. She could think what she pleased.


      “Finer plans and strategies can wait until we arrive on site.”


      We didn’t have much detailed information to go on, after all. At Chelán Hill I had failed because I had planned matters out too carefully in advance, only for that to not match up with the actual state of affairs, and that was a screwup I was in no hurry to repeat.


      “Well then, allow me to offer an explanation of the state of battle over the whole of the Empire,” Count Palatine Vodedt stated, and I nodded. Apparently matters had changed quite intensely over the course of the few days since we’d departed from the capital.


      ＊＊＊


      “To begin with, the Teyanave front has not changed much since our departure from the capital, remaining stable with no large battles. As for the rebel counties, Count Calx and the others have begun their invasions, and cities have fallen before them one after another.”


      That lot had gone and fled during the Teyanave campaign, abandoning their emperor and not even trying to put up a fight, but with a carrot dangled in front of their noses from the start, they could actually fight properly, could they? For Pete’s sake, I thought, just show some motivation from the start!


      “Next is the Garfure front. The state of the Marquessate of Nunvalle is as was stated before, but there are issues in the Marquessate of Arndal as well. Marquess Arndal led his forces into battle, and we just now received a report that they suffered a crushing defeat.”


      “Did the enemy break through?”


      Even if we repelled the Garfure forces thoroughly here in the Marquessate of Nunvalle, if they broke through right next door, we’d still end up isolated.


      “No, Countess Nunmeidt’s reinforcements just barely arrived in time. As such, however, they will have no reinforcements to send our way.”


      Ah, I see... It wasn’t the worst-case scenario, but still.


      “Timona, to be safe, tell Marquess Mardrusa once more to stand by in his territory. And instruct Countess Nunmeidt to fall to the rear guard if it looks like they shall fall.”


      “Very well.”


      At present the Garfurian forces were more or less puppeting the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh, so there was a chance they could move south from the Teyanave lands. Taking that into account, it was still too early to invest resources into the Marquessate of Arndal. After all, I wished to hold back some forces in reserve.


      “What next, Count Palatine?”


      “The three southern kingdoms front has gone more or less as predicted.”


      A great many reports were coming in to the count palatine, some as letters or oral reports from messengers, and others delivered by bird. Whenever there was conflicting information, he would take into account the time of arrival and present whichever seemed more credible.


      “As anticipated, the enemy has concentrated its forces on the Duchy of Warren. The forces of Duke Warren and Marquess Ramitead have engaged the enemy alongside a portion of Marquess Dozran’s forces. You can see an approximate map of the state of battle here.”


      “To the east—is that an isolated force?” Arnoul de Nunvalle pointed out. Sure enough, there was a notably isolated unit there in the eastern corner of the Duchy of Warren.


      “Will they be able to endure?” I asked back as I composed a letter addressed to Marquess Dozran. I seriously hated the man, but it was essential to keep my promises.


      “Those forces to the east seem to be holding a fortress. I cannot say for certain if this is a strategic move or not, but at least at present, we have yet to receive a request for relief from Duke Warren.”


      For defense, I left that all up to my imperial grand marshals. From here, it was impossible to judge if everything was going as planned or if something unexpected had occurred.


      “There is nothing for us to do in that case. Next?”


      “Of course. On the Rocourt front, the uprising appears to be greater than initially reported. It would appear that nearly all former imperial nobility have revolted. That said, the majority of them have already been crushed and are fleeing north.”


      “Are those rebel forces reflected on this map?” Count Ethaiq asked while pointing at the map laid out atop the desk. For some reason she looked like she was enjoying herself, but maybe I was just imagining things.


      “No, we have not linked up with them, so they are not shown there. This is General Gernadieffe’s force that used the opening they created to launch a counterinvasion, though.”


      Adherents of the First Faith held a hatred toward the Gotiroir. In spite of that, the low- and mid-ranking nobles along the border with Rocourt saw this war as the perfect chance to expand their territory. And so even if it was someone they despised, they would still obey a general—or at least, that was the hope.


      “They have surprisingly few troops,” Péter Pál uttered.


      The count palatine turned my way to seek my judgment on the matter.


      “Tell General Gernadieffe that he can exercise his own judgment in how to handle nobles who refuse to follow orders, as well as the imperial nobles who have revolted within the Kingdom of Rocourt in the hopes of you joining up with us.”


      I had no use for insurrectionists, and those who rebelled in Rocourt didn’t do so at my discretion. We had no obligation to go out of our way to rescue them.


      “Tell him to do as he pleases. That is why we made him a general, after all. And Timona, deliver this letter to Marquess Dozran.”


      “Very well.”


      At least for now, Marquess Dozran appeared to be fighting on the Empire’s side. Until he fully reclaimed his old territory, I could probably trust him.


      That just left the front I was most concerned about.


      “On the Apraada front, the enemy is moving slowly. Marquess Dozran’s forces have already advanced into Apraada territory. And this information has not yet been confirmed, but it would seem a portion of the mercenaries hired by the Kingdom of Apraada have gone turncoat and joined up with Marquess Dozran.”


      Oof. I wanted to be genuinely happy since that was advantageous for the Empire, but I just couldn’t. So he had connections there after all, did he...?


      “Additionally, the former Marquess Adkal, August de Adkal, has revolted and captured a city. They are holding it and facing off against the Apraada forces.”


      “It would seem we have an agreement... As further information comes in, treat them as friendly.”


      “Understood.”


      That said, that was way too soon after his conversation with me to raise an army. And he’d even gone and smoothly captured a city. This guy was good.


      No wonder Hilaire Fechner was willing to pay to introduce him to me.


      “Finally, a portion of the Apraadan forces appear to have entered the sphere of influence of the Agincarl rebels, but all we know so far is that battle has yet to break out. We cannot tell if this is an act of invasion or cooperation.”


      “Still, there are two separate rebel Agincarl forces, and it’s not like they can work with both of them, right?!” Count Ethaiq asked with excessive enthusiasm, and I nodded.


      If they were going to join forces at this point, they never would have warred in the first place, but there was still a faint chance it could happen.


      “Tell Count Chamneau that depending on circumstances, he may move forward with the plan we discussed.”


      I got the feeling Count Ethaiq’s eyes were sparkling again, but I resolved to just ignore it. It was seriously nothing all that cool.


      At present the state of war wasn’t looking half bad for the Empire. Sure enough, there were places where we suffered unexpected losses, but it was still within a tolerable range. In other words, all that remained was to see how my personal forces fared.

    

  

  
    
      The Battle of Brogau City


      After deciding our course of action at the meeting, the imperial forces marched onward and entered Brogau City. The soldiers were given a full day of rest.


      That said, they were the only ones resting. After all, we needed to devise our strategies in the meantime.


      The newly established Marquessate of Nunvalle included the central portion of the former Marquessate of Etruscharl, the County of Etruscharl Cent. Many rivers flowed through the region. Those rivers flowed from east to west, and had historically served as a natural line of defense against Garfure. On top of that, many cities had also been established along the rivers in order to capitalize on the water route. Brogau City was one such example, and a flourishing one at that.


      It was a relatively large city, and the people there welcomed the imperial forces quite openly. The mayor, the noble stationed here as a local governor, and even the Western Orthodox church in the city willingly handed over all of their buildings for our use. The citizens reacted similarly, allowing a great many soldiers to sleep soundly under their roofs.


      Honestly, the welcome was a surprise. Perhaps it went to show just how far the fame of Emperor Carmine had spread—though I had the feeling the fact that we were fighting Garfurians had a bigger impact. The locals had fought with them for a long, long time, after all.


      Still, thanks to that grand welcome, we were able to set up our headquarters as a large tent erected in the middle of a perfectly positioned plaza, rather than having to use an inn. Sure, I felt bad about having to drive out the people already living there, but the place was right in the center of the city.


      And there in that tent, I was receiving fresh reports.


      “Castle Van Pesra has already been abandoned. All of the guards under the castle’s master have been moved here to the city. We’ve also finished accommodating all other soldiers who have retreated from the front lines. Adding the guards initially posted here, their number comes out to roughly three and a half thousand strong, but we have many injured.”


      Timona’s report covered the current state of affairs within the city. When you added in the over twenty-five thousand troops between my personal forces and those of Marquess Nunvalle, even with half of the citizens already evacuated, things remained cramped.


      “Additionally, Castle Lechslasine had continued to hold their position, but I just received a report that they’ve finally surrendered.”


      Initial reports mentioned they didn’t have much at all left in the way of soldiers, so they’d managed to hang in there longer than expected.


      “To think that they would hold on so long. And yet, we left them to die. We are truly sorry for that.”


      There had been no call for a rescue, but still, we hadn’t so much as budged from this spot. It wasn’t like it was the sort of problem that would be solved by apologizing, of course, but I still felt the need to say it.


      “They were surely satisfied to have fought on behalf of Your Majesty,” Arnoul said, but it was an immovable fact that I had abandoned them to their fate. And besides, they really were fighting for my sake. It seemed they had intended to surrender earlier on, but they’d received a message that the emperor had arrived and chose to resist until the bitter end. Thanks to that, our forces here were granted the time to recover from the exhaustion of their march.


      “I have a report as well,” the Atúr chieftain Péter Pál declared while pointing at the map. “We’ve brought down most of the bridges in the area. However, there’s one stone bridge remaining downstream.”


      In this era, there was about a fifty-fifty split between wooden and stone bridges. This region was historically a place of battle with Garfurians, though, and as such the majority were made of wood so they could be taken down at any moment.


      On the other hand, on the outskirts of the Empire, where we intended to engage enemy forces, nearly all the bridges were made of stone.


      “That position should be no issue. Thank you for your services.”


      The next reports came from Count Ethaiq and the count palatine.


      “Reporting in! According to our surveillance, the nearby enemy forces are bound for Brogau City! If they continue on through the night they’ll arrive at early dawn tomorrow, or perhaps around noon!”


      “We are of the same opinion. Additionally, the enemy seems aware of your presence, Your Majesty.”


      Ah, I see. Well, it’s not like I was trying terribly hard to hide it. With my flag raised high all over, it’s only natural they’d know.


      To the enemy, taking my head would be the highest of honors. That meant there was little chance of them ignoring us and trying to detour around. The decisive battle would play out here.


      “We just heard word from Vera-Sylvie. It seems she shall arrive at her destination the day after tomorrow,” I added, and at that, we finally set about putting together our defensive plans. “With that in mind, shall we launch ourselves upon them here?”


      Brogau City was somewhat oblong in shape, stretching a touch wide from east to west. It was surrounded on all sides by defensive ramparts, and to the north flowed a river, which functioned like a moat. The northern wall, perhaps due to the moat immediately before it, only came up a tad higher than a grown person—a bit short, as such things went. On the other hand, the ramparts on the other three sides were built quite tall.


      “We shall deploy troops to the north of the city and outside of the walls to the east, alongside the river. When Vera-Sylvie employs her magic upstream it shall temporarily dam up the flow of water. In the north, we shall have mage units create an incline in order to cross over the ramparts. At that point, all our forces shall launch an assault upon the enemy, only to withdraw into the city afterward, allowing the river to stop the enemy charge once it is flowing again.”


      I was asking my vassals to evaluate the merits of the strategy.


      “I believe it is a sound plan for a surprise attack,” Arnoul said with a nod.


      Péter Pál interjected. “If we are doing that, it would be best saved for either night or dawn—ideally when the moon isn’t out, but I leave it to you whether or not to fixate so firmly on that point.”


      Ah yes, for a sneak attack, that would be more effective. After all, it would cause more confusion among the enemy troops if the river water was difficult to see. But when it came to the reflection of moonlight, well, I wasn’t all that knowledgeable when it came to lunar calendars or astronomy. Would we need a specialist?


      “Well then, we shall move forward on that basis. Next up is battle formations, but we are not especially knowledgeable on such matters, so we seek your opinions.”


      Our whole strategy so far hinged on making this sneak attack a success—but in doing so I was making another mistake. I would learn a grave lesson from this battle. Certainly, it was something I had understood logically beforehand, but experiencing it personally would carve it firmly into my mind.


      No one is less prepared for an ambush than someone who’s convinced they have the element of surprise on their side.


      ＊＊＊


      At last, the Garfure forces appeared, numbering roughly thirty thousand strong and raising all sorts of flags fluttering in the wind.


      By this point we had already brought down the last remaining bridge to the north of the city, and our troops were fully deployed in battle formation. Along the northern wall we had five thousand of my personal troops, our mage units, and two thousand Nunvalle archers.


      On the left wing outside the city we had five thousand more Nunvalle archers, as well as two thousand garrison soldiers gathered from Brogau City and the surrounding area, bringing their total to seven thousand.


      As for the right wing, you had the other five thousand of my personal troops, plus two thousand Atúr mounted archers, coming out to another seven thousand.


      Finally you had Count Ethaiq’s two and a half thousand cavalry units; during our strategy meeting, we’d determined that they would act as a detached force. The plan was for them to cross the stone bridge downstream and position themselves so that they wouldn’t be noticed by the rear enemy forces. Then, once the main unit faced an attack and the enemy forces were thrown into chaos, they would launch a surprise attack. It was a strategy based upon the skills that had allowed them to take down Count Baylor-Novei.


      From this point until nightfall, our armies would just glare at one another. Since I didn’t have anything to do in the meantime, I had the mayor of Brogau City and the merchants still in the city who had done business with the Garfure Republic show me the flags of the Garfure forces.


      In truth, Garfure was a nation ruled by a republic of nobles. As a result, they lacked a central army or forces akin to my personal troops. Plus, there weren’t any restrictions placed upon the nobles. As a result, the Garfurian nobles would wear colorful clothing to stand out on the field of battle, coat themselves in gaudy baubles, and boldly display their own flags.


      All of that was because for them, displaying their house’s military prowess was a matter of life or death. They were absolutely desperate to be acknowledged by the parliament of nobles, or to perhaps even gain a seat there themselves.


      To cut to the chase of what I was getting at here, it was easy to tell apart the flags of the Garfure forces even from a distance. They were just that big and flashy. That meant even with them so far off, I could easily tell which noble forces were participating in the battle.


      However, I didn’t know which flag belonged to which house, which was why I needed to have the experts take a look. Then I would have that information passed along to the count palatine, and I figured from there I could figure out what proportion of which factions were taking part.


      “Well? How do matters look, Count Palatine?”


      “I still cannot say in full, but there do not seem to be any from the moderate, or perhaps you could call them pro-Empire, faction. As for the faction advocating war, virtually all of the major houses appear to be present.”


      So the war hawks were circling, were they? In that case, those words that Stefan Ferlay had me acknowledge back at the banquet—that the republic’s actions were owed solely to an extremist faction, or perhaps the pro-war faction acting rashly—might not have been a complete and utter lie.


      In that case, his goal must have been...


      Just as I was starting to relax and ponder such thoughts, Timona called out, “Your Majesty.” Timona le Nain was my chief attendant, and carried out a wide range of tasks, acting as everything from my bodyguard to my secretary. That said, lately he had been leaving my protection more up to the imperial guard and moving freely of his own discretion when he had time to spare. I had sent him toward the northern wall just a bit ago, asking him to check on the state of my personal forces there.


      “What is it?”


      “Some of the troops along the ramparts have been bringing up a point of concern.”


      At times like this, he would provide me detailed intelligence on my army’s internal affairs—which officers were the object of frequent complaints, whether water rations were being distributed fairly, that sort of thing. As emperor, it was easy to overlook such fine details, so this was a huge help.


      “Do tell.”


      “Some have said they believe the water level of the river has fallen, though not many of them.”


      The water level? The weather was clear and it was the start of spring, so normally it wouldn’t drop. If anything, this year’s thaw up on the Heavensreach Mountains should have left the banks of the river full to bursting. And even if it wasn’t a popular assertion, it wasn’t just a single person saying it.


      “What of the enemy’s movements?”


      “The troops were told to report any changes as soon as they saw them.”


      It was fine, then—wait, was it? I had a bad feeling about this.


      “Count Palatine, call Péter Pál and Arnoul here, just to be safe.”


      “At once.”


      I also decided to check in with Vera-Sylvie to be on the safe side, pouring mana into the Chapelier’s Earrings. The two earrings formed a pair, and allowed you to talk no matter how far apart you might be, making them incredibly useful like a transceiver. There was a flaw, though: It consumed mana while it was transmitting, and only one of them could turn on and start the conversation.


      Once the earring connected, I asked, “Vera, what are your circumstances?”


      “Tell him!” I heard Vera-Sylvie say first, then an unfamiliar man’s voice continued after.


      “I am reporting on behalf of the imperial consort! Enemy forces have captured our objective point! There are roughly a thousand of them, and they seem to be working on something.”


      Damn, I thought, we’ve been had.


      Just then, a report came in from the ramparts. “The central enemy forces have begun moving. The infantry are stepping back and the cavalry have advanced for some reason.”


      Have I messed up again? Is this that Teyanave mess all over again? No, no, there’s still time! Regrets can come later! For now, I have to do everything that I can!


      “Vera, what is the enemy composition?”


      “Primarily cavalry!” the man once again called back. In all likelihood, Vera-Sylvie had determined she wouldn’t be able to speak properly herself. She must’ve been quite flustered too.


      “Maintain this call and stand by.” I moved the earring away, then shouted out to all of the commanders and messengers there in the tent. “An enemy attack is coming! Gather the messengers!”

    

  

  
    
      The Battle of Spur Mountain


      Count Palatine Vodedt, Timona, and Balthazar immediately grasped the situation. There were certainly still those who didn’t get what was going on, but with those three, my orders could be conveyed to the imperial guard, spies, and messengers.
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      “Withdraw all troops deployed on both wings of the city! However, give priority to the riflemen!”


      It was fine. We could still make it in time. The enemy wasn’t prepared to charge yet, so all we had to do was defend our position.


      “Place as many riflemen atop the ramparts as possible! Put off the lower gate for later!”


      The enemy didn’t have siege engines, nor did they have triple our number of troops. If we could just deal with their cavalry...


      “Mage troops, prepare for battle along the northern wall! Ready summoning magic!”


      “Your Majesty, what smoke signal shall we send for Count Ethaiq?” the count palatine asked, offering support as I fired off orders in rapid succession.


      “‘Operation failure!’ Not, and I want this crystal clear, not ‘operation canceled’!”


      Just then, Péter Pál and Arnoul stepped into the tent.


      “Péter Pál! Direct the Atúr cavalry to the junction in the waterway immediately. Expunge the enemy forces deployed there! Limit mana use as much as you can! Aside from that, I leave all matters to your judgment!”


      “I don’t comprehend the circumstances, but I have memorized your orders. I will take on this reckless task.”


      There was no time, so it was key that I didn’t get my priorities out of order here.


      “Bally! Lead half of the imperial guard to the northern wall!”


      “What is our objective?!”


      Right, I needed to come out and say it...


      “I cannot move from here, so act in my place! Raise morale and use my name as much as you please! If you wish to take command on site, then take it! I don’t care what it takes; I don’t care if it can’t be done; get it done! Get going!”


      “Right! Understood!”


      All right, next!


      “Respond! What state is Vera in?”


      “She cannot yet use magic. We’ve moved to a safe distance and are standing by, but there’s a chance we’ll be noticed. Additionally, there has been a shift in their movements. It’s possible they’ve completed their work.”


      I didn’t know who this guy was, but he was doing good work.


      “Understood. Stand by at a safe distance. If the Atúr cavalry manage to seize control of the area, begin the operation. Also, put Vera on.”


      If Vera was panicking, that was no good, since her magic was so heavily impacted by her mood. I needed her motivated.


      “What...is it?”


      She’s shaken up. I can’t let her sense that I’m panicking too.


      “Vera, the situation has changed. Péter Pál is heading your way. Once the Atúr cavalry wipe out the enemy, the operation will resume. Can you manage that?”


      “Yes, I can!”


      Judging from her tone, we may be okay here.


      “I’m counting on you, Vera.”


      So that the hectic state of affairs with the main forces wouldn’t come across, I cut off the call with the Chapelier’s Earrings there, just in time for an urgent report from a messenger to come in.


      “Your Majesty! The river is receding!”


      Time’s up, huh?


      “Halt recalling the troops outside the city! Have pikemen deploy in a semicircular formation to protect the gates!”


      One of the commanding officers there in the tent objected, “A-A semicircular formation?! But we’ve never done—”


      “Just do it!” I shouted without thinking, only for the count palatine to rebuke me.


      “Your Majesty.”


      I took a deep breath, then reconsidered my best moves.


      “Understood. Mage units, continuously deploy summoning magic.”


      That would serve to exhaust the enemies at the northern wall. In addition to shielding against bullets, they would mana-burn the terrain so the enemy couldn’t deploy superior magic. In all likelihood, the enemy would have to use summoning magic to soak up our bullets as well. Considering the distance, burning up the mana here wouldn’t have any impact on Vera-Sylvie’s position. On the other hand, it also meant the Atúr needed time to make it there, even riding hell-for-leather. We just needed to hold out until then.


      “Have the riflemen left outside the city move behind the pikemen. The riflemen who made it inside are to fire from the ramparts. Have the riflemen outside and inside the city aim for cross fire.”


      The worst-case scenario would be if we continued moving troops in, only to have the enemy pursue and invade. Instead, we’d come out of this with far fewer casualties if they got in formation and met the enemy. I wasn’t sure if they could manage effective cross fire, but still, it was surely better than nothing.


      That said, we were still a few moves short of certain victory.


      “Where are the Nunvalle cavalry on the left wing?”


      “Most likely still outside the city.”


      Count Ethaiq’s cavalry were taking a detour and likely had yet to be noticed, so they could still launch a surprise attack. The Nunvalle cavalry would act as a distraction to set up for that.


      “Have the Nunvalle cavalry charge the enemy. When they flee, they should head southwest.”


      That would allow them to draw the enemy away, at least a little. On top of that, ideally they would mistakenly assume they had broken through our cavalry.


      That just left strengthening command.


      “The count palatine shall remain here to assist me. Arnoul, take command of the forces on the western wall; Timona, do the same for the eastern wall.”


      “Right!”


      “Understood!”


      The two of them took off running out of the tent. That was sure to be enough to protect our flanks, but I wondered whether I ought to send along some additional firepower to be safe.


      “Rather than mage archers, have the Nunvalle archery unit act as normal archers and send five hundred to each wall.”


      Please let that be enough... No, it will be enough.


      From that point on, I held my breath as the fighting wore on.


      “The enemy has yet to approach the southern gate.”


      “Even so, do not let your guards down.”


      In the distance, I could hear both cheers and angry shouts. And all the while, there was no end to the reports coming in on the state of battle.


      “We’ve confirmed mana-burn.”


      “Pull the mage unit back and send the Gotiroir to the northern wall in their place.”


      We had hardly any soldiers to spare, but this time around, that was fine. If it would take Vera-Sylvie half a day to restore the river, we’d lose either way. More than a defensive battle, this was all-out war across a portion of the city.


      Apparently, the enemy intended to attack with all their might too. Their assault was so fierce that it seemed they were paying no heed whatsoever to what came from tomorrow on.


      “The Nunvalle cavalry are fleeing to the southwest, as ordered.”


      “I see...”


      That was too soon. Or wait, did giving that order prepare them to flee? I had ordered them to die, but it was surely the most reasonable choice I could make.


      “Count Palatine, gather the injured soldiers in a single location. If the enemy breaks through and we find ourselves in urban warfare, I will lead them.”


      “Understood.”


      If that came to pass, I’d have no choice but to use my internal mana to fight. That would mean ruining all sorts of plans completely, but well, you can’t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs. And I’d have no choice but to force the injured soldiers to fight too.


      I’d really cultivated a heart of flint, huh?


      Information on the battle continued to stream in from each of the walls, and eventually, one particular man stepped into the tent.


      “Excuse me, but the count ordered me to stay here.”


      When I glanced his way, I saw that it was none other than Viscount Tristan le Fourdrain, the man in charge of domestic affairs for the house of Ethaiq.


      “You accompanied us? I had no idea.”


      “For some reason, I got dragged along.”


      Wait, Count Ethaiq’s forces were currently outside of the city... That didn’t especially matter at the moment, though.


      “Do you have some sort of report?”


      “No. I can’t say even I understand why, but for some reason before departing the count told me to remain by Your Majesty’s side to act as a hostage in case anything happened.”


      What was this all about...? I had no idea at all. And besides...


      “From that phrasing, it sounds as if the count knows something.”


      “She said there was heat among the enemy forces.”


      Heat? No, seriously, what? But before I could ask for clarification, a report on the count in question was delivered.


      “Your Majesty! Count Ethaiq’s forces have appeared at the enemy’s right flank!”


      “I see!”


      According to the initial plan, the Ethaiq cavalry was to take a detour, so I believed it would take more time, but it seemed they had made it. If they continued on and attacked the enemy from the side...


      ＊＊＊


      From that point on, I continued to issue commands to our main forces. That said, there was no leeway to send troops back to the main front. Instead I moved troops in units of a hundred from the walls with soldiers to spare to those that could not in the least.


      Move, endure. Move, defend. Move, repel. It was an endless cycle of that, over and over again.


      Eventually, though, things began to settle down bit by bit on each front. Apparently, we had managed to ward off the enemy’s first offensive. It seemed that even without me giving orders, each of my commanders were capable of repelling our foes.


      With a giant sigh, I turned once more toward the count palatine and asked, “What is the state of affairs on each of the fronts?”


      “The enemy continues to cling to and climb the northern wall. A portion of them continue to engage in close combat atop the ramparts.”


      The enemy went and managed to change the flow of the river first, then launched an all-out attack on the northern wall. That wall was low to begin with, as it relied on the river for defense, which had allowed the enemy to make it on top and begin fighting in close combat, albeit only here and there.


      Fortunately, even though it was nearly entirely drained of water, the river bottom remained muddy. Since the mud would trip them up, the enemy remained unable to mount a cavalry charge upon the northern wall.


      Additionally, we used summoning magic rather early on to keep the enemy in check, and they responded in turn. As a result, we mana-burnt the field of battle early and shut out their mages from altering the terrain any further. That meant no magic to harden the muddy riverbed, and none to slant the ground to easily charge over the wall either.


      “How about losses among the imperial guard?”


      “There are hardly any to speak of. After all, close combat in confined spaces is what they train for most.”


      Just as the count palatine said, their normal duty was carried out in the confines of the imperial court, so they were incredibly well trained for a fray in close quarters atop narrow walls. Thanks to their capabilities on that front, we were also able to repel the enemy atop the walls without issue.


      “Above all else, the cavalry has moved to the western and eastern walls instead.”


      As they were unable to charge at the northern wall, they moved around to the east and west, the only places we had left troops outside the walls. Thinking tactically, it would be better to prioritize attacking the northern wall, even if it meant dismounting, as it would be possible to make it over top. It was certainly helpful for the enemy to make such a blunder.


      “How are things looking at the western and eastern walls?”


      “Faced with the tight formation of our pikemen defending the gates, the enemy has been left at a loss as to how to continue their offensive.”


      The enemy cavalry was trying to charge and scatter our infantry protecting the gates, but each time, our troops managed to drive them back. Cavalry had trouble dealing with dense pike formations to begin with. On the other hand, when pikemen were put in such tight quarters, they were practically immobilized. The typical countermove for cavalry was circling around to the rear of that dense formation that could hardly move and then charging. At present, though, there was nothing but a gate and ramparts behind our pikemen. There wouldn’t be any getting behind them.


      There was one other matter too: Normally a cavalry charge was at its strongest if they could keep moving. In this instance, however, as they scrambled to charge the pikemen in front of the gates, they were unable to keep going, only for the riflemen and archers to aim at them from atop the ramparts and just batter them.


      This whole reckless chain of attacks taught me something too. The enemy’s coordination was exceedingly poor. That was undoubtedly one of the weaknesses of a republic of nobles. Thanks to each of the nobles having their own interests, they had no hope of forming a single chain of command. As such, individual noble houses made foolhardy attacks, piling up avoidable losses.


      “The enemy’s rash charges have served as something akin to a wave of attacks, however, which has been wearing down our forces. The state of affairs is not especially favorable.”


      “That said, our pike units seem to be maintaining high spirits.”


      The pikemen had been left outside the ramparts, and the gates were firmly shut. With their retreat cut off, soldiers generally had one of two reactions. One was to let despair take them and fall to the enemy, and the other was to fight like mad to whatever end waited for them.


      In this case, the pikemen had indeed been abandoned. However, they continued to receive firm support from the riflemen and archers atop the walls. Though they had no path to retreat, they weren’t left feeling isolated, and so they still fought on with hope in their hearts. They held fast like a force with its back to a river.


      “Eventually, though, they will reach their limit. What of the southern wall?”


      “No combat whatsoever. The enemy has sent no troops to the southern wall.”


      Even so, as long as we didn’t know for sure they wouldn’t move that way, we needed to maintain a minimal defense there too. That meant that along each of the walls, the enemy had an advantage in terms of numbers. Since they had a superior number of soldiers, they were able to muster a concentrated assault.


      The biggest issue of all, though, was something altogether else.


      “Count Ethaiq’s forces are not moving.” Even I was shocked at the open irritation in my voice. Despite having advanced to a point where they could charge at the enemy’s flank, Count Ethaiq showed no signs of movement.


      “We have sent up the smoke signal to charge, but have received no response,” the count palatine replied, and I glared at the member of Count Ethaiq’s house there in the tent.


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      Had she betrayed us? Even if she had, it wouldn’t be an especially great shock. As long as things went well regarding the plan with the Atúr cavalry and Vera-Sylvie, we were still likely to emerge victorious, after all.


      Faced with my stare, Viscount Fourdrain shrugged his shoulders. “I could never hope to understand that person’s thinking.”


      Well, Count Ethaiq had supposedly ordered him to come here to this tent as a hostage in the first place.


      Just then, one of the messengers present suddenly said, “Your Majesty, I am well aware it is impertinent to do so, but would you permit me to state my opinion?”


      The messenger was a young man who appeared to be in his later teens, and I couldn’t say I knew his name. Normally, it’d be unthinkable for a mere messenger to offer his opinion to the emperor. That said, we were in battle, so I didn’t particularly care.


      “Very well. Go ahead.”


      “Right! Pardon me! To start, assuming Count Ethaiq held ties to the enemy from the beginning, would their forces not have already joined up with the opposing army and risen up within the city? And assuming the count had abandoned us, they would have never appeared on the battlefield in the first place, or at most quickly confirmed the state of affairs and then left.”


      I see...


      Sure enough, Count Ethaiq had yet to do either. Instead, she had moved to a position where the enemy could see her and stayed put.


      “Additionally, at present a portion of the enemy are not making a move, seemingly out of caution toward Count Ethaiq’s forces.”


      That was true as well. The enemy was attacking the three walls, but a number of units to the rear of the enemy to the north remained fixed in place.


      “Are you suggesting those enemies are squaring off with the Ethaiq forces?”


      In other words, Count Ethaiq’s forces had successfully drawn a portion of the enemy away from Brogau City, huh?


      “Indeed. And if the enemy were to use a small force to try to drive off Count Ethaiq’s forces, they would suffer heavy losses in the counterattack. Meanwhile, if they devoted a large number of troops to the effort, the Ethaiq forces could easily exploit their mobility to maintain a comfortable distance.”


      “There is a logic to that.” Honestly, what this man was saying was probably correct. It seemed I had lost my composure. “What is your name?”


      “Bresolle Zehf.”


      Was he a commoner? But Zehf was a noble imperial surname—perhaps he had ties to their family.


      “We shall remember you.”


      It was a waste leaving someone that competent slumming it as a mere messenger. I’d need to have my spies run a background check on him in the near future.


      “There is also the possibility that cowardice has rendered them immoble,” the count palatine raised as another potential explanation.


      Viscount Fourdrain had been standing there aimlessly all this time, but at that, he broke out in laughter. “Count Ethaiq?! Cowardice? Impossible! I’m completely clueless when it comes to military affairs, but I can firmly state that the sun would sooner freeze solid. Your Majesty, I may not understand her thinking, but whenever she makes a move those around her cannot understand, she always accomplishes something an ordinary person could never hope to.”


      Perhaps being branded a traitor had driven him to lose his wits?


      “I’m more concerned about whether or not you can manage to control her.”


      “Viscount! That is far too rude toward His Majesty!” Bresolle Zehf shouted out. Wait, but aren’t you the one getting angry here?


      Just then, a different messenger flew into the tent in a hurry. “Your Majesty! I have a letter from Count Ethaiq!”


      That certainly was impeccable timing.


      “Read it.”


      That said, as we were having this conversation, the ambient mana had begun to refresh. Perhaps it was about time to order the mage unit out again.


      “At once! ‘I will put my neck on the line to take responsibility for the results of this battle. However, any glory earned goes solely to the Empire and His Majesty. Long live His Majesty the Emperor!’ That seems to be it.”


      “We see.”


      I got what she was saying there. In other words, she didn’t need any reward if she won, but if she lost she’d take responsibility. And so, she wanted me to let her act as she pleased.


      “Tristan, is Count Ethaiq perhaps fond of the theater?”


      “Huh? Ah, yes, very much so.”


      No surprise there. That felt like it had been plucked right from a script. I guessed she was the right age for that...


      Still, perhaps she had just predicted the message might end up in the hands of the enemy. And besides, I was pretty sure I could recall a general serving Frederick the Great had said something similar when acting insubordinately.


      “Do you have any response?” the count palatine asked.


      “No, it’s fine. Leave her be.” I was pretty sure that Prussian general had emerged successful, after all. I was expecting her to show me the same.


      Another messenger ran in then, and at the same time cheers erupted from the direction of the northern wall.


      “Your Majesty, the river has been restored!”


      That’s Vera-Sylvie for you. And Péter Pál, fine work on your end too!


      “The river is flowing high in turn, and the enemy forces clinging to the northern wall have been swept away.”


      It was overflowing? That meant the enemies attacking the western and eastern walls no longer had a path to retreat!


      “Open the gates! All forces, charge! Don’t worry about defense!” I ordered, and the messengers there in the tent took off running in all directions.


      And at the same time, a single messenger entered in their place and reported, “Your Majesty! Count Ethaiq’s forces have begun their charge!”


      Anyone could mount a charge once victory was already assured. If anyone was going to boast as much as Count Ethaiq had, I’d need them to show me what they were truly made of.

    

  

  
    
      Menace of Garfure


      If you know anything at all about equestrianism, you’ve likely seen a spur before. It’s a small protrusion affixed to the heel of a boot, and is used by a rider to more firmly urge the horse to charge forward. For Garfurians, the spur was an emblem of nobility. As they had been an equestrian people to begin with, they ascribed to the notion that anyone who couldn’t ride a horse was unfit for the nobility. Every noble trained in mounted warfare, and every right-thinking Garfurian admired cavalry. That was the foundation of the Garfurian cavalry’s overwhelming strength.


      Spurs, extravagant armor, and battle flags... To Garfurians, those were the three great signifiers of noble standing. All three were strewn across the ground amid the heaps of the dead.


      “To think they would go this far...” By the time the river’s waters had receded, the sun had begun to set. I was only able to lay eyes upon this sight the following morning. “How many of the enemy survived?” I asked.


      “Roughly twelve thousand enemy soldiers before the eastern and western walls surrendered once their retreat was cut off... That’s all that made it,” the count palatine replied.


      In other words, odds were good that the remaining eighteen thousand had fallen—over half of the total enemy force. From here, I could see a mountain of corpses stretching far off to the north.


      At the time, the river had overflowed even more than I’d expected. It became a muddy stream that swept away and killed the enemy attacking the north wall and a portion of those assailing the east. Faced with that muddy torrent, the troops attacking the eastern and western walls realized their last escape route was no more, so they surrendered.


      Everything was just fine up until that point. That said, the enemy still had over ten thousand troops to the north of the river, and since they’d realized they had lost the battle, they’d moved to retreat. Since there were no longer any bridges over the overflowing river, the imperial forces couldn’t pursue. That should have been the end of it.


      However, there was just one unit there to the north of the river at the time—Count Ethaiq’s forces. They had a mere two and a half thousand troops, yet they managed to completely wipe out the fleeing Garfurian forces, who outnumbered them more than four to one. It was shocking, even considering the fact that the enemy was retreating.


      As that unfolded, we watched on from a distance. They charged; then, just when it looked like they had broken through from west to east, they charged again from east to west. Then they charged and broke through from west to east, followed by another charge—wash, rinse, repeat. Seriously, it just didn’t stop. It probably kept going all through the night, and was likely still playing out even now.


      “Is she really human?”


      It was such a one-sided assault that I couldn’t help but wonder. Sure, cavalry were at their most effective pursuing targets on the run. That said, the enemy was surely fighting back desperately, not wanting to let themselves be slaughtered, and they were armed soldiers. I could see corpses from Count Ethaiq’s forces in the mix.


      Regardless, the Ethaiq forces had dominated an enemy over four times their size, and they still had cavalry left to spare. They cut through the enemy like a hot knife through butter. And since we couldn’t cross the muddy stream, all we could do was watch.


      Of course, Count Ethaiq had only pulled it off when the enemy was already routed. Ultimately, what she had done was turn our victory into an overwhelming one. We didn’t owe her the win. In the end that had only come to pass because the Garfurian forces thought they were the only ones launching a surprise attack. They’d succeeded in stopping the river, and since we had fallen for their trap at the time, they’d been lulled into a false sense of security, not realizing until the very end that we were targeting the same location.


      When you thought you were the one launching a surprise attack, you stood to face the greatest losses from a surprise attack in turn. I had experienced that firsthand. Their offense had been entirely one-sided, while we were only able to defend, but now we had thoroughly crushed our foe.


      “Where is Count Ethaiq now?”


      “It seems she’ll reach the border shortly.”


      Did she have a grudge against Garfurians or something, to chase the enemy that far?


      Sure, I got that strategically it was the right choice. When the enemy force collapsed, you pursued as thoroughly as you could. There were too many examples to count throughout history of an army getting drunk on the victory immediately in front of them only to let an easy win in the future slip through their fingers.


      Even though I understood that, it was only human to want to catch your breath along the way. To press on all the way through the night... The Ethaiq forces really were exactly as relentless as I’d heard.


      “That lot is trouble.”


      After that, our forces retrieved the flags of the Garfurian nobles. The elaborate armor and ornamentation they wore was left for the locals to salvage and sell off.


      All that was left was a pile of corpses and a heap of spurs. Even though spurs could be sold for a bit of money too, there were just so many of them that even beggars didn’t bother gathering them all. That was how this conflict that would leave its mark in history came to be known as the Battle of Spur Mountain.


      ＊＊＊


      From that point, my expeditionary force managed to reclaim the Marquessate of Nunvalle from Garfure, all the way to the border. Naturally, we didn’t face even the slightest resistance. As we approached the border, we finally met up with Count Ethaiq’s forces.


      “Enemy reinforcements?”


      So went the report I received from Count Ethaiq after we joined up. As for the punishment for acting arbitrarily on her own authority, well, the matter was raised, but I naturally pardoned her without any reprimand. The rule in the Empire was to forgive such acts when they achieved fittingly grand results. The count had indeed pulled off something on that level, and thinking it over carefully, because she didn’t attack, the enemy fixated on Brogau City and we were left with twelve thousand prisoners of war after their retreat was cut off. In this world, results were everything.


      Besides, if I punished her for this, I would undoubtedly face criticism. I mean, Count Ethaiq’s nickname among the troops of the Empire was “the Menace of Garfure.” The Bundartian people had been long-standing enemies with Garfure, so I could praise her, but I wouldn’t be able to reprimand her.


      Ah yes, and regarding Vera-Sylvie, I certainly didn’t want her to see the horrific spectacle to the north of Brogau, so I had her act separately and head south. Her new task was to link up with Valenriehl, who had headed to Gotiroir territory to investigate a ruin. She was to check if Valenriehl was causing any trouble for the Gotiroir, and if she was, to send her loony ass straight to prison and pay reparations. So yeah, she had some pretty serious work on her plate.


      Getting back on topic, the enemy that Count Ethaiq was talking about had turned out to be something altogether different from reinforcements.


      “No! I’d thought so—I was preparing to charge—but then a messenger from the other side came insisting he just wanted to make peace.”


      “Make peace, you say? What was his name?”


      “Stefan Ferlay.”


      That unctuous bastard. Did he have to pick now of all times to show up?


      At any rate, we went ahead and glanced over the terms Stefan Ferlay had proposed. Its chief demand was, in its own terms, that “Emperor Carmine will acknowledge that responsibility for this battle lay solely with the belligerent contingent within Garfure, acting of their own volition and independently of the Republic.” Normally that alone would get me steamed, but I held it back and continued reading.


      It went on to state, “That said, anticipating that you will not accept that point, the republic will offer reparations, as well as the heads of those responsible.”


      “Those responsible? Did I let them escape?” Count Ethaiq questioned with a tilt of her head. Apparently, she took that to mean that she hadn’t managed to defeat the enemy general in her pursuit.


      In actuality, all of the enemy leaders were either dead or our captives. The chance that any of them escaped was practically zero. I was confident that we’d utterly annihilated every last Garfurian noble on the field. Still, it would be a hassle to try to object, so that bit could just be ignored. Besides, they surely just intended to offer up some random nobles as scapegoats anyway. After all, this had been organized by all of the Garfurian nobles aside from the moderate faction, not some extremists running wild.


      The final point stated that if we didn’t desire peace, “The forces of the moderate faction will have no choice but to enter battle.” They numbered twenty thousand strong.


      “What do you think?” I asked my vassals in attendance. I more or less knew what I’d get back, but I figured I should still ask to be safe.


      “It would be difficult at present for us to face them on even ground, head-on, with no strategy to speak of.”


      “I’m of the same opinion.”


      No real surprise there.


      We had won a total victory here that would go down in history, the sort that could easily end up in textbooks in the future. However, we had paid dearly for it.


      To start with, we’d cut the battle to hold the city about as close as you could while still getting the win. We had left a great many wounded back in Brogau City, and we had liberated locations all over on our way here, so our troops had only gotten the bare minimum in terms of rest. Fighting fresh enemies when dealing with such exhaustion? Yeah, of course that’d be rough.


      “What of you, Count Ethaiq?”


      “Don’t worry. We’ll keep on fighting down to the very last man.”


      The implication in her words there was that she couldn’t win. Thanks to the countless reckless charges her forces had carried out during their pursuit, they had a great many injured. Honestly, she probably had fewer than half of the troops she’d had to start. So it was no surprise she’d make such a promise, after pushing her troops that hard to keep fighting.


      That said, Péter Pál had a bit of a different opinion.


      “If we chose to move to defending a fortification again, it would be possible, wouldn’t it?”


      In carrying out my unreasonable order, the Atúr cavalry had suffered the greatest losses of all my vassals in this battle. He must have wanted to believe the prestige of the victory was worth it.


      “How unexpected. The Atúr cavalry are unsuited to such a defensive battle, are they not?”


      Their greatest asset was their high mobility and the powerful bows they wielded on horseback. I couldn’t imagine they would desire a battlefield in which they couldn’t make use of that mobility.


      “Yes, that’s true for us, but you specialize in such defensive battles, Your Majesty. If nothing else, you are one of the best I have ever seen. It would make sense to choose the field of battle that suits your specialty.”


      Ah, I thought, I see... Now that he mentioned it, both this instance and the Battle of Chelán Hill were defensive battles. Meanwhile, during the Teyanave campaign we were on the offensive with sieges and the like—and at the time, I wasn’t able to accomplish anything at all.


      It really was pathetic to think back on. Honestly, didn’t it make more sense to say I was useless outside of a defensive battle?


      “But the enemy just suffered a painful loss,” said Arnoul. “They shall surely be on guard.”


      “Luring the enemy into your preferred battlefield is a part of proper tactics. It isn’t an original idea on my part,” Péter Pál said. That said, if they were on guard, we probably couldn’t utilize the same tactics again. Even if we more or less annihilated them, that didn’t guarantee there were no survivors.


      “Shall we move forward with making peace under different terms?”


      “It’s vexing, but they are our neighbors, after all,” Arnoul said, the disappointment in his voice clear.


      With a strained chuckle, I remarked, “Our hopes were high for the young Marquess Arndal.”


      Ultimately, he didn’t win against Garfure even once. In fact, he didn’t even put up a proper fight so much as a single time. And of course, the main Garfure force came to the Marquessate of Nunvalle, where we crushed them. That meant he was dealing with far fewer opponents, but he had lost terribly to a weak enemy.


      “He just barely managed to hold out thanks to the reinforcements from Countess Nunvalle, but I worry about the future,” Count Palatine Vodedt harshly added. Honestly, he was unlikely to think of the man at all moving forward.


      “Still, were we able to achieve our initial objective?”


      “Yes... You saved us,” Arnoul expressed, his voice full of polite gratitude. We had decimated the Garfure forces pressing forward and thoroughly pushed them back after they broke through the front lines. That was our goal, so this was the perfect opportunity.


      Above all else, if we made peace with the Garfurians I could return my personal forces to the capital and then move them to Duke Warren’s territory next, where matters were a touch tense. Or perhaps I could prepare to launch an abrupt attack on the capital of the Kingdom of Apraada.


      With that in mind, peace seemed like the only option.


      Just as I made up my mind and was about to declare that, though, Count Nunvalle remarked, “Ah, I forgot. There was one more condition. He wishes to negotiate with you directly, Your Majesty.”


      You’ve got to say important stuff like that more quickly! Still, that fell within expectations.


      ＊＊＊


      Normally, peace wasn’t something established quite so quickly. Through advance negotiations you would work out the terms, feeling for points that the other side was willing to concede before coming to a mutual agreement.


      This time around, though, there were no such advance negotiations. That was actually based on their desires. I’d already seen through their scheme, and it seemed likely they would use their OOPArt again. Personally, I was just grateful that they were setting us up to get this over with quickly.


      The appointed meeting place was a village located right on the border between the Empire and the Garfure Republic—a place where territory struggles had frequently broken out.


      “We have received word that an advance party has been sent ahead to the village and is setting up a location for the meeting.”


      They had requested that the emperor himself come in person, so they were making efforts to prepare an appropriate reception. Cleaning the space for the meeting, setting up and activating mana-sealing wards, and the like. That much wasn’t especially odd in the least.


      “Your Majesty, will you be accepting those terms for peace?” Timona asked as we rode on horseback. Come on, I thought, you’ve been with me so long that surely you have at least a bit of an understanding of how I think.


      “No, I have no such intention whatsoever.” To begin with, there was just one condition I wanted the Garfure Republic to acknowledge. And so, I grinned at the trustworthy pair with me and said, “Bally, Timona, I have a request.”

    

  

  
    
      The Truth Behind the Disloyal Retainer


      The meetings were to be held in a large tent erected outside of the village, and Stefan Ferlay had arrived first as the diplomat for the Garfure Republic. That was entirely natural. Since I was emperor, I held the highest position imaginable. It was standard procedure that I make the other side wait.


      However, we went and did something far less natural after. Which was to say, the emperor’s trusted and well-known attendant and the captain of his imperial guard entered before him.


      Had he noticed? Well, even if he found it odd, if he couldn’t guard against it, I would still come out on top.


      ＊＊＊


      “Well, it’s fine even if we mess up,” I said as we approached the tent where the meeting was being held. I gently touched the sword sheathed at my hip. The blade, not being a proper sacred sword, had no real power at all beyond storing mana. That said, hardly anyone was aware of that fact.


      Though I was quite skilled with magic, I didn’t openly make a show of it. And so when I needed to use it in front of people, I always brought along the sword to camouflage it. During my coronation, I’d used this blade’s mana to wrap it in my Flamma Lux, then used it to behead the chancellor and minister of ceremony. As a result, many people probably thought the blade was a magical tool with such a power. That was why I’d use Flamma Lux again here.


      Everyone in the tent was bowing their heads. No surprise, since the emperor was stepping in. If we were on the battlefield there’d be no need to worry about such manners, but this was a place for politics instead. The pen was mightier than the sword here, so they’d let their guards down.


      The real issue was that I was terrible at handling a blade. If I swung it, I’d have trouble telling if I was even cutting with the sword or the magic. On top of that, there was an off chance I could slip up and take a few of his fingers, but well, that would be just fine. He was that sort of guy. If he was going to use that OOPArt knowing what it did, he would have to be prepared for that much.


      As I stepped into the tent, I placed my hand on the sword’s grip. And as everyone glanced up, shock crossed their faces and I drew my blade. The Garfurian guards reacted, but Balthazar and Timona already knew what was going to happen and kept them in check.


      In that moment, our eyes met. Stefan Ferlay... Up until now I had just seen him as a shiftless heap, but he instantly moved to protect his vitals with a speed that was hard to imagine from his large frame. He must have originally been a warrior of some prowess after all.


      At that, I swung my blade.


      “Wh-What are you doing?!” someone who looked to be a civil official for the Garfure Republic shouted out. But the person who should have been shouting out more than anyone watched on in shock as the jewel fell.


      “Our apologies for acting impolitely.”


      At that, I stomped on the jewel. Fortunately, it didn’t seem to be the sort of magical tool that could be operated remotely. I couldn’t see any shifts in either Timona or Balthazar. Could it not be activated there under my boot, or did that break it just now? Well, figuring that out could wait for later.
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      “It is just such a revolting magical tool that we cut it without thinking.”


      A look of astonishment crossed the man’s face. At the moment, he didn’t look vulgar in the least. No, instead he was just a bit plump, but plenty of nobles out there looked just like him. Naturally, I didn’t feel any sort of physiological revulsion.


      “You are fine with that, are you not? After all, you are acting out of goodwill, correct?” I said with a grin, my foot still there atop the jewel-shaped OOPArt as Stefan Ferlay’s face was stuck frozen in shock. “Now then, why don’t we begin our fair and just negotiations?”


      ＊＊＊


      “When did you figure it out?” Stefan Ferlay managed to force out, rather than criticizing my violent act or showing confusion at the sudden outburst.


      Sure enough, I felt no revulsion. His voice now seemed totally normal. I didn’t think I had been exposed to any illusory visions or sounds. At the time, I had surely seen the same thing. He’d just forcefully manipulated my impression, I believed.


      “If we needed to say, from the moment you touched that ring at the banquet.”


      Back then, the intense revulsion I’d felt had turned to contempt in an instant. That said, most ordinary people likely wouldn’t have been able to pick up on that. It was possible you never would have realized without advance knowledge of OOPArts. But I had firsthand experience with the ridiculous capabilities of OOPArts, and fortunately I was able to make use of that.


      With the revulsion his OOPArt conjured, he put his target on edge; then, with the contempt, he released that tension. That gap forced them to let their guard down and come to think of his demands as trivial. In doing so, he made them think, I don’t especially care, but this unsightly bastard keeps on begging, so I’ll just accept that bit of nonsense and get him out of here. Finally, he made himself seem utterly insignificant to prevent the other party from thinking later that something was out of place.


      “It was a fine method, but it was just too repulsive.” Not knowing whether my thoughts were my own or if my emotions were being manipulated disgusted me beyond belief. But now he didn’t have that edge over me. “Still, though we may be emperor, we acted terribly rudely. And so...”


      The lot that seemed like enemy diplomats were in a panic, and on our side, only Timona and Balthazar had been informed in advance, so the rest had no clue what was going on. Honestly, I hadn’t even really given those two a proper explanation. I just told them not to say anything and protect me when I drew my blade. Still, they carried my instructions out faithfully, without the slightest objection or hesitation.


      “We may pretend this peace meeting never happened.”


      “Are you saying you intend to fight us?” Stefan Ferlay questioned.


      “We do not wish to fight, but if your side does, we shall have no choice but to strike back. Ah, but if you can guarantee our safe retreat, we would not mind returning our prisoners. What do you say?” I went ahead and piled it on even further to make it seem I had no intention of making peace. “For a day’s ceasefire, we could return a thousand soldiers. No, make it two. They have been proving a touch of a burden, after all.”


      Honestly, I wanted to make peace with the republic here and now. My strongest desire at the moment was to be done with this war so I could return to the capital, get my personal forces back in order, and then head on to the next battlefield.


      However, letting the other side know I wanted peace would be to their advantage.


      “Our conditions were acknowledged by parliament, so it is rather difficult for me to reply personally.”


      Garfure was a parliamentary republic of nobles. With that in mind, what he was saying wasn’t especially odd.


      “So, how many years shall it take to resurrect that parliament? A single year, perhaps?”


      We had ultimately slaughtered a great many nobles in this battle, and plenty of them had held seats in parliament. Nobles needed to serve concurrently as both men of war and politicians. And in an instant, many of them had been left as mere corpses after this single battle.


      We hadn’t just handily crushed the Garfurian forces here. We had also shattered the core of their government.


      “Surely it shall take several years at the very least. If you say it will not be possible to negotiate the terms of peace during that time, we shall have no choice but to maintain the current state of affairs.”


      In actuality, we could go without accepting peace if needed. We’d already accomplished our initial goal of pushing back the front line of the battle, after all. And above all else, we had succeeded in killing a great many of their nobles all at once. The Republic was sure to fall into a state of utter chaos, perhaps even collapsing in the process.


      To sum matters up, they were likely in no state to put up a proper fight aside from the forces Stefan Ferlay had with him at present. They could certainly damage us severely if they attacked my forces as we retreated, but with prisoners of war on our side, we could likely make it work.


      “We would not mind dealing with our war with the three southern kingdoms first. Battles with Garfurians play quite well within our country. Your government’s capabilities are in shambles and you surely could not rebuild your army, so what need is there for us to accept your conditions in order to forge peace?”


      My strategy from the very start had been to make peace with the Garfure Republic as soon as possible. However, our victory here turned out to be far more overwhelming than expected. It would certainly be a poor plan to invade the Garfure Republic, but at least at a glance, continuing to war with them wouldn’t be such a bad option.


      Not long after, Stefan Ferlay gave a deep, deep sigh. “What are your conditions?”


      I knew it. He wasn’t afraid of the imperial forces getting away. He might not have even been worried about continued hostilities. If our forces invaded the lands of the Garfure Republic, he could take command and unite the country for a defensive war. He was one of the few surviving grand nobles, so he would be able to keep on fighting. Above all else, we would likely lose were we to war in Garfurian lands.


      No, his concern was us making peace with the three southern kingdoms first. Back during the banquet, their envoys had shown contradictory reactions, and Stefan Ferlay had been right near them. That wasn’t because they were isolated among the foreign envoys, though. No, he was acquainted with those envoys in advance—hence why they were seated at the same table. In fact, Stefan Ferlay was most likely the one who informed them that the three southern kingdoms would be declaring war. It was even possible he was the one who’d encouraged the Kingdom of Rocourt to declare war in the first place.


      Stefan Ferlay was called a disloyal retainer and construed as solely concerned with personal profit. If that were really the case, though, he would be thoroughly focused on attacking the belligerent faction during these peace talks. He might, for example, have ceded territory from the war hawks. Ah, but we hadn’t yet invaded Garfure territory, so that wouldn’t be possible at the moment. Still, at the very least he could have indicated specific nobles from the pro-war faction as responsible for the bill in terms of reparations rather than the Republic. But he had indeed said the Republic would pay, and in all likelihood he intended to shoulder most of the burden personally.


      “You wish us to lay out our conditions? We are not especially charmed by the idea of peace.”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. Time is an enemy to both of us, surely.”


      Ah, so he understood the Empire’s circumstances after all?


      “Is that so? We imagine with time the Kingdom of Hismaph would take action, despite its remaining oddly passive up until now.”


      Stefan Ferlay didn’t show any reaction to my words, to the point it was plainly unnatural. If he had no idea what I was talking about, he would have at least looked troubled. In other words, I had hit the mark. The Kingdom of Hismaph had refused to make a move against the Garfure Republic because of his clandestine maneuvers.


      We wished for peace as soon as possible in order to have a hand in the strife and infighting in the Imperium. The Garfure Republic, meanwhile, wished for time to recover from the historic loss they had suffered. Both sides desired peace here.


      “I would hear your thinking, Your Majesty.”


      “As we said, we see no appeal in making peace with warmongers running wild in your governing body.”


      We had investigated the factions the enemy nobles belonged to at Brogau City, and sure enough, none from the moderate faction had participated. However, the majority of the pro-war faction had come. They’d swarmed like moths to a flame, drawn in by the thought of taking my head. As such, the Garfure Republic had suffered even greater losses politically than militarily.


      We’d butchered the republic’s war hawks, but practically by Ferlay’s own admission the notion that the whole war could be attributed solely to them was pure bunk. He had never been looking to save his own skin first and foremost or expand his personal influence. No, Stefan Ferlay was working for the sake of the Republic. He had judged the Republic would need the pro-war faction in some form moving forward, and conjured from whole cloth a conspiracy of unchecked extremists with which to consume my attention and protect the pro-war nobles he saw a use for while I pruned the nonessentials.


      His one miscalculation was that those few he’d wished to protect would be no less eager to go and get pulverized yesterday. That was why he’d come in a hurry, leading his own forces.


      “We wish to negotiate with the Republic.”


      Surely Stefan Ferlay couldn’t admit to lying to the emperor, though. How would he handle this?


      “I forgot to mention that when we met in the capital, it was indeed a mere extremist faction you were facing, but in this battle, it would seem the Republic participated as a whole.”


      Ah, I see. It would be easy to insist that wasn’t the truth, but it would be difficult for the Empire to fully negate his claim. Honestly, that might well have actually been the truth from the start, shockingly enough. The surprise attack in the Teyanave lands might well have been committed by an extremist portion of the pro-war faction. Then, in order to make peace under favorable conditions from that destructive start, he spurred on the Kingdom of Rocourt. Yes, I could certainly see this coming down to Ferlay trying to clean up the mess those extremists created.


      At any rate, the man had gone and readily acknowledged that we were at war not with the pro-war faction, but the Republic as a whole. In actuality, the moderate faction had yet to enter war with the Empire. They most certainly could have acted in their own interests, yet they had gone and accepted responsibility in order to prevent further pursuit of the pro-war faction. A disloyal retainer? Please. Of all the foreigners I’d known, I wasn’t sure I’d met a bigger patriot.


      “Let us hear the Empire’s conditions for making peace with the Republic.”


      “To begin with, please keep in mind that we swung our blade without thinking.” Finally, I had gotten the Republic to the negotiating table, so I prefaced matters with that to begin. “You are to fully withdraw from the Empire’s territory, as well as the Grand Duchy of Gaeweigh and the Teyanave region. Additionally, you are to immediately annul any agreements or alliances with the forces currently claiming control of the grand duchy. Ah yes, and the Republic shall pay reparations to the Empire, naturally.”


      That said, I didn’t care what amount those reparations worked out to. No, what was important was the act of making them pay reparations in the first place. It was essential for the Republic to acknowledge both fault and their defeat.


      “Our nations shall also exchange prisoners of war, and there shall be a ceasefire for the next five years. For those five years, the Republic shall grant the Empire’s forces right of passage.”


      Stefan Ferlay had picked up on the Empire’s objective from the start. He surely knew what I was after and what I was thinking. Even though I had raised the name of the Kingdom of Hismaph, I hadn’t asked for any conditions or contracts between them and the Republic to be done away with. In other words, I had gone and shown that the Empire had no intention of interfering with the current state of affairs between the two. And on top of that, I had asked for the right to freely move our forces through Republic land.


      We were going to attack the Imperium. To do so, we needed to secure an invasion route from the north... In other words, it was essential that we pass through the Garfure Republic. As such, these peace negotiations also served as a message. The Empire was clearly stating that if they let us pass through without interference, we would overlook what had happened, but if they took the side of the Imperium, we would crush them. That said, Garfurians and Bundartians had been at war for so long that if we destroyed them and tried to rule, we’d be facing an endless parade of rebellions. That wouldn’t be profitable for either of us.


      “It will be necessary to negotiate the amount paid in reparations.”


      “Worry not. We solely wish to demand the ransom we would typically ask for our prisoners under a different name.” We had a fair few nobles who would ransom for a generous sum as prisoners, after all.


      Less than a week later, peace was declared between the Bundartian Empire and the Garfure Republic.

    

  

  
    
      Time Limit?


      With the conclusion of our negotiations with Stefan Ferlay, there was officially peace between the Empire and the Garfure Republic. Compared to everything leading up to that point, it felt like perhaps too abrupt of a conclusion. Of course, that made sense, considering my greatest objective had been the destruction of that OOPArt. Stefan Ferlay had misjudged that point.


      As long as that was done, the talks would go smoothly so long as our interests were aligned.


      For example, on my end, even at worst I would have been fine turning down the peace talks. My objective was to dispatch troops to the Empire’s borders with its neighboring countries and stabilize them. In other words, by the point that we’d inadvertently annihilated the main enemy force at Brogau City, you could say that goal had been met. At present, the Garfure Republic lacked the strength to invade the Empire. Even if we didn’t make peace, our border would be nice and secure.


      Even regarding the right to move troops through, we could’ve secured that through diplomatic negotiations when it became necessary.


      But still, I couldn’t help but want to make peace with the Republic as soon as possible. After all, my primary objective was to reclaim the former imperial territory held by the Kingdoms of Apraada and Rocourt. That said, the citizens of the Empire had seen Garfurians as enemies for so many years that I couldn’t move forward with negotiations that would invite them to see me as weak. Besides, since we’d gone and secured an overwhelming victory, plenty of nobles and citizens alike surely believed we should demand as much as we could.


      By violating basic decorum by drawing my sword at a peace talk, I got to have my cake and eat it too, establishing peaceable terms while maintaining an image of strength. Once word got out that I’d drawn my blade at the faintest provocation during negotiations with our hated enemies, it’d be an uphill battle trying to paint me as weak-willed.


      Stefan Ferlay seemed to grasp my thinking as well, as he rushed to make peace. It didn’t seem like the start of hostilities had been his idea in the first place, but he’d incited the three southern kingdoms to attack us in order to clean up his countrymen’s mess and allow the Republic to negotiate for peace from an advantageous position. Unfortunately for him, the Garfurian forces had taken a huge loss, and the whole peerage (besides Ferlay himself, obviously) had been annihilated, leaving the whole country in an unprecedented position. He was undoubtedly desperate to achieve peace while cutting their losses.


      As such, once our terms were ironed out, we were able to declare peace in a flash. Both sides wanted it.


      I’d decided that the next target for my personal forces would be the Kingdom of Apraada. As a bit of a break and a chance to change out troops, we were heading to the capital first. Along the way, we had set up the usual large tent out in a field, only for none other than Timona le Nain to come rushing in in a tizzy.


      “Your Majesty! Urgent news!”


      “Ugh...”


      This again? I really just kept getting one urgent report after another, didn’t I?


      No, I thought, calm yourself. There’s no need to lose your head; this is just how it goes. I have a role to play here. The emperor has to remain composed.


      “Which fiefdom’s declared independence this time? Or did another nation attack, perhaps?”


      “No, that isn’t it.”


      Ah, that was good. I had all my ducks in a row to guarantee that the three southern kingdoms couldn’t go against the Empire again. If another nation went and butted in I was going to have a fit.


      “Then is it some sort of disaster? Or has one of our vassals passed away, perhaps?”


      “No, not that either.”


      So far this was sounding fine. Not all urgent news was bad, I supposed.


      “Don’t go frightening us like that. What is the news?” Right, I thought, it’s not like something would get in my way just when things were looking good every single time... Hmm? But why is Timona looking so agitated?


      “What is the news?” the count palatine urged, and Timona went ahead and read the report.


      “Well... The divinity of the Teiwa Imperium, Helmut II, has fled from his confinement and is petitioning Your Majesty for asylum. That is the message we received from the capital.”


      “Huh?” The divinity wants to hide behind me?! That’s an insane interruption!


      “Ooh! Tales of Your Majesty’s strength have reached all the way to the Imperium! Just what I would expect!”


      Rather than bothering to try to reply to Count Ethaiq, I slammed my fists on my desk. “Damn!” This is the worst... The absolute worst. Why did it have to be this, of all things?! “Why now?!”


      The Imperium had a great many transmigrators, so if we didn’t deal them some serious damage soon, they’d most likely leave the Empire in the dust. That was why I needed to clear up matters with our neighboring nations and lost territory while the Imperium was still fighting over a successor, so we could capitalize on their civil strife to mount an invasion, not having to worry about watching our backs all the while.


      For the sake of that plan, I had cut off our war against Garfure, granted the Golden Sheep Trading Company vast authority, and courted Hismaph and Gordignon! Everything was crumbling around me. I was trying to get everything perfectly in order to invade the Imperium, only to face an incursion from them at the very first stage of my preparations.


      “It’s too soon!” Why? Why couldn’t you have at least held out for another year, Divinity?! Of all times, you pick when we’re going to war with the three southern kingdoms?! “How many are there?!”


      “The divinity and the overthrown crown prince, a handful of unlanded nobles who served in the court, and a few attendants and retinue members.”


      He essentially skipped town overnight too. I can’t use this... Think. Calm yourself and think.


      We couldn’t refuse him. The Empire and Imperium were rivals, but if we denied him entry on those grounds there was no guarantee he wouldn’t go running back to the Imperium in a panic. On top of that, he had fled assuming he could count on my good graces. It was a problem I had no choice but to resolve based on my sole judgment. If I refused him, it would be taken as tacit endorsement of the Imperium. Besides, he could easily serve to give us just cause to face the Imperium. Thinking on the future of the Empire, just letting him go would be utterly unthinkable. In fact, if we abandoned him, he’d just be picked up by some other nation. At worst, he could be used as a tool to attack the Empire. I couldn’t possibly choose to turn him away.


      If we accepted him, though? It would be akin to saying the Empire refused to acknowledge the new order that was being forged in the Imperium. In that case, they’d have a justification to invade us.


      And what of our neighbors? Now we were already wrapped up in the Imperium’s succession struggle—proof in the eyes of the other nations in play that war was coming between the Imperium and the Empire. With that in mind, our war with the three southern nations would no longer be a mere border struggle.


      Worse still, we were talking about the current divinity, not the previous one. He’d come here without abdicating first. It was going to look like the divinity was bending the knee to the emperor. Since the Imperium saw us as a rival, there was no way they could accept that. At worst, could the warring factions suddenly decide to work together and support a new divinity?


      If that happened, we’d surely end up outflanked in the middle of our war with the three southern kingdoms, right?


      “This is the worst.” I couldn’t drive him away, but if I accepted him, the war with the three southern kingdoms would be the least of my problems. “It’s the worst possible timing.”


      What should I do? Call for a ceasefire with the three southern kingdoms? Surrender the imperial territory Apraada and Rocourt have occupied to them? No, that’s just not possible. The nobles from the former Kingdom of Agincarl are already involved. If we stop now, they’re liable to focus their wrath on the Empire instead.


      That said, I can’t just not meet him. I mean, the capital’s already right ahead of us.


      “Damn!”


      Every single time! Why can’t things ever go smoothly?!
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      Extra Chapter: The Horse-Riding Prodigy


      The Battle of Spur Mountain... That was the other name the Battle of Brogau would later come to be known by, but it was not nearly the one-sided affair the results implied. In actuality, the city walls were scaled many times over the course of the Garfurian forces’ sneak attack.


      That said, the morale of the troops led personally by the emperor himself remained high, and through precise orders, they were able to hold fast and keep fighting. The Empire emerged victorious because they’d prepared the exact same plan of changing the course of the river, because the defensive units held out so well, and above all else, because they had a genius whose name would come to be respected throughout the whole of the continent on their side.


      “What’s the situation?” the girl on horseback casually holding a polearm longer than she was tall asked.


      A chief vassal well accustomed to the abnormal sight replied, “The smoke signal from Brogau City stated ‘failure.’ We have hurried along, as it didn’t say to call off the operation, but matters seem to have firmly shifted into a defensive battle.”


      The girl’s name was Alumel de Sévère. Based on the desires of the chief vassals of the house of Ethaiq and the former count himself, she had been raised as a man. And in order to raise her as a fitting lord of a house famed for its cavalry, she was introduced to horses at an age so early that she had no conscious memories of it. Her education had been better tailored to suit life as a cavalry leader than as a local lord. A few years back she had begun falsifying her identity and sortieing under the guise of a mercenary.


      By the time she’d arrived with her separate force of two and a half thousand cavalry troops, gunfire reverberated throughout the field of battle.


      “We cannot make out the fine details from here, but the enemy appears to be holding fast to the northern wall. Has the flow of the river already been changed?”


      Brogau City was facing an all-out assault from the Garfurian forces as Emperor Carmine strove to defend it. The enemy had changed the flow of the river and removed the natural defense protecting the imperial forces, leaving them like caged birds within those walls, forced to do all they could to hold off a superior enemy force.


      “That said, the enemy seems to have left their flank defenseless against us.”


      According to the original plan, Count Ethaiq’s forces were to take a large detour to circle around behind the enemy without being noticed, then charge after the sun set and sow chaos among the enemy forces.


      Foreseeing the shift in the state of the battle, though, Count Ethaiq’s forces had advanced to the field of battle at once. As a result, they were now in position to charge the flank of the rear units of the Garfurian forces.


      “In other words, the enemy is attacking and trying to capture Brogau City,” Count Ethaiq remarked, nodding her head with crossed arms, while everyone around her looked astounded at her prowess at restating the obvious. Even from their position, her point was self-evident.


      She was still only fifteen years old, and based on the sorely lonely brain cell that seemed to author her routine words and deeds, her subordinates believed she was only any good for combat. However, she had a firm grasp on the situation—better than anyone else’s. The key point her dubiously chosen words were meant to convey was that since the enemy was attacking and trying to capture the city, her own troops stood outside the trap they had sprung. Rather, they were an utterly unforeseen element to their foes.


      You could say that at this very moment, the initiative on this battlefield had fallen right into her hands.


      “We have a huge role to play here. It’s down to us whether His Majesty earns ordinary glory, or the sort that becomes the stuff of legend.”


      The Empire’s victory or defeat came down to the actions of her and her subordinates. She fully understood that fact.


      “We are already in position to charge. We can do so whenever you give the order.”


      “The enemy’s weak flank is exposed to us. This is the perfect chance!”


      The words of Count Ethaiq’s vassals sounded obviously true. Having succeeded in their surprise attack, the enemy was fixated on the opportunity to take the emperor’s head and focusing the whole of their attack on the city. If Count Ethaiq’s forces charged at their flank now, the enemy would soon be routed. That was how her vassals saw matters.


      However, Alumel de Sévère’s thinking differed. To her raging vassals, she briefly replied, “The enemy has no heat. Besides, they’ve noticed us and have moved accordingly.”


      As she said, the enemy had noticed the appearance of the Ethaiq forces and begun repositioning their infantry to intercept.


      That said, her vassals had no clue what she was talking about, so one of them asked her, “What do you mean by heat?”


      “There’s a particular passion—enthusiasm—when it seems you’re going to win. That’s lacking. The enemy is at a loss as to how to continue their offensive. Just what I’d expect from His Majesty.”


      Count Ethaiq’s opinion went as follows. Firstly, the Garfurian forces had launched a surprise attack followed by an all-out assault on the emperor’s forces in Brogau City. However, they’d failed to breach the walls, and things had settled down for the moment. With the enemy focused on attacking the city before them, a charge at the moment was sure to prove fruitful. But now that they were recovering their calm, the enemy would be able to respond logically to such a charge.


      “In other words, we’re to stay here and wait for the ideal opportunity?”


      “The enemy’s focus is divided. Going now would work just fine.”


      Regardless of such objections, it was decided that they would stand by based on Count Ethaiq’s decision.


      “Were it anyone else, I would have accused them of cowardice...” one of her subordinates stated. As he said, had the decision come from anyone but her, the orders would have been met with revolt. For generations, the house of Ethaiq had been famed for its valor. Its vassals were all hot-blooded youths or warriors confident in their own prowess. It was incredibly difficult for them to accept the premise that not pouncing on the enemy when their vulnerable underbelly was right there might prove more tactically fruitful.


      All that said, they offered no objections to the order. With the count saying it, no one so much as questioned it. This was no display of outsize loyalty, as the vassals of house Ethaiq would become renowned across the continent for; rather, it had only played out this way because of how she normally acted.


      “Have you ever known the count to tell us to do anything other than charge the moment we lay eyes on the enemy? Why would she tell us to hold back now?”


      “Is it because we need to be cautious of Garfurian cavalry? They’re no ordinary foes, after all.”


      Her vassals were shocked into impertinence. Typically at the first whiff of enemy contact she would not only lead from the front, but also fell more enemies than anyone else. Just the other day, she had plunged into the midst of the enemy forces and taken the head of their commander. Even the seasoned veterans among her own soldiers acknowledged her as a monster they couldn’t hope to measure up to.


      And yet Count Ethaiq’s thinking differed a bit from what her vassals expected. If we move now, the Empire will likely win. If they charged, the enemy was sure to resist. But if they moved to cut off their retreat, the enemy was liable to see this as the time to quit and withdraw. Understanding that, her thoughts went and swerved in an entirely unexpected direction. That would end in a plain victory, though. His Majesty is leading his personal forces, so this needs to be an overwhelming victory worthy of that fact.


      Count Ethaiq, Alumel de Sévère, possessed excellent talent as a commander and personal strength as a warrior. Outside of that, though, she was a complete and utter wreck. Put in gaming terms, she’d maxed out combat and leadership and left all her other stats at zero—a hideously overtuned and specialized build. She knew as much, which was why she so greatly admired Emperor Carmine, who possessed ingenuity beyond that of the adults around him despite being the same age as her. When she’d learned that everything he’d done since he was old enough to speak that had won him a reputation as a fool had been a fabrication meant to safeguard himself against the chancellor and minister of ceremony, only for him to carry out a dazzling purge when the moment struck, Count Ethaiq’s heart trembled. When she’d heard his famous address to his people in the capital from a minstrel, she became confident that Carmine would become the face of the era.


      While she was tearing around the fields on horseback as she pleased, the young emperor had been fighting a secret war against the most entrenched and corrupt people in her conception of the world. It would surely become a legend told in perpetuity.


      She had surely been born to serve this emperor. As a girl so fond of epics, she saw it clearly as her reason for being. Naturally she’d sworn absolute loyalty to Emperor Carmine, going so far as to lead her own troops to meet up with his expeditionary force. At the same time, though, that was also her greatest failing. In fact, it was precisely why she would come to be seen as the source of a considerable fraction of the emperor’s migraines moving forward.


      We’re talking about His Majesty, so surely he can easily handle an attack like this.


      To be blunt, her appraisal of Carmine was far too high. He was, in fact, fighting a desperate defensive battle and just barely holding on, but Count Ethaiq assumed he was managing everything with no issue.


      Suddenly, one of her retainers looked toward the city and pointed. “Count! The color of the smoke signal has changed! That’s the order to charge or pursue!”


      Even Count Ethaiq understood that was a signal meant to urge her forces into motion.


      “Count, His Majesty’s situation is likely critical! We must rush to his side at once!”


      Though a number of her vassals had started panicking, she had her own personal thoughts. Even if His Majesty is fine, the nobles and citizens are still there in the city. They must be getting impatient.


      Having come to that conclusion, she gave a single order to her vassals. “Unleash the pigeons we borrowed from Brogau City, and have them all carry the same message.” Count Ethaiq’s forces weren’t supposed to charge until nightfall in the first place. Night was a less than ideal time to rely on smoke signals. As a result, Count Ethaiq’s forces had brought along a number of trained carrier pigeons from Brogau City as an alternate means of communication.


      “Understood, but what shall the message state?” a vassal asked.


      Count Ethaiq gave it a bit of thought, then said, “With something like this, you want to make sure it’s something fine for the enemy to see, right?” She went ahead and composed her message. “‘I will put my neck on the line to take responsibility for the results of this battle. However, any glory earned goes solely to the Empire and His Majesty. Long live His Majesty the Emperor!’”


      She felt the turn of phrase would play well adapted to song and stage, and from where she stood, what better words could she pass along to the emperor?


      ＊＊＊


      After sending off the carrier pigeons, Count Ethaiq’s forces waited watchfully on the field of battle. As she stood at the head of her troops and stared out at the Garfurian forces, one of her vassals asked an insistent question.


      “Count, what you said before—that was just to shut up the rank and file, right?”


      The head of the House of Ethaiq was young and didn’t yet have a successor, but she’d sent carrier pigeons to the emperor saying she would take responsibility were a loss to occur. It was hardly a surprise that would make her feel uneasy.


      “No. Depending on how things go, I could be executed for defying my orders,” she casually replied while staring at the far-off enemy.


      “You speak as if it’s someone else’s problem...” one of her vassals remarked reproachfully. She had gambled her own life on long and obscure odds. On that front, Carmine and her were a lot alike.


      “I mean, when my grandfather died, a distant relative should’ve inherited the counthood, or I would’ve had to marry an influential noble once I came of age. You’re the ones who went and lied about my sex and covered up grandfather’s death.” Thanks to Carmine, the punishment for that had been deferred. Depending on the results of this battle, she could be judged unnecessary and done away with, and she knew it.


      “I still find that difficult to accept.”


      Despite being a woman, Count Ethaiq had been raised as a man. Though she personally saw herself as a woman, she still acted like a man as her vassals wished. With the example of Countess Nunmeidt established, though, her vassals believed it wouldn’t be an issue to have her stand before His Majesty as a woman. And so the girl had been granted an audience with the emperor. However, Carmine’s problem had not been with her sex, but rather her assumption of her inheritance under false pretenses. As that was instigated by her vassals, even if Carmine pardoned Count Ethaiq herself, he could still choose to dispose of them.


      “No,” she replied, “that doesn’t seem to be the issue here. Though I get your position, of course.”


      That total lack of risk aversion was precisely why Tristan le Fourdrain, the one and only clever thinker among the vassals, saw the rest of the house of Ethaiq as a pack of idiots. That said, even as he bad-mouthed them, Tristan accepted whatever punishments were sent his way without complaint, offering a glimpse of his true sense of duty.


      “Even so, a crime is still a crime. So if His Majesty chooses to execute me, that would be perfectly fine,” the girl declared, hoisting her polearm. At some point the sun had started setting in the west, and the light from it reflected off her blade. “The right and wrong of it is for God to decide, and so the decision falls to His Majesty as the bearer of God’s blessing.” As she held that light aloft, the girl looked nearly divine.


      For a moment her vassals were caught off guard, but then one of them called out in a fluster, “Even so, please stop standing on the front lines!”


      “The same principle holds. Leave such matters up to the heavens.” The conviction in her voice was plain.


      “This time is surely going to be more dangerous than usual! And to start with, last time...”


      Her vassals began lecturing her, but Count Ethaiq just let it wash over her. She was focused on the enemy in front of her. For Emperor Carmine’s sake, she wanted to give the order to charge at the most opportune moment. She was watching for the first sign of an unguarded moment from the Garfurian forces.


      With the increasing prevalence of infantry armed with rifles, armored cavalry were swiftly disappearing from the continent. Even with thick steel armor and helmets, if you took a bullet from close range, it would pierce through. That said, they still remained more than effective enough against rudimentary matchlocks. Unless you were especially close, the odds of a fatal shot were low, and it was difficult to pierce the armor. On top of all else, it took a long time to reload and fire another shot.


      Based on his knowledge from his prior world, Carmine knew just how threatening an armored cavalry charge could be. When they charged at high speeds with their lances at the ready, they could pierce through any armor, no matter how thick.


      Of course, there were still ways for infantry to resist. Pikemen could assume a dense formation, or anti-cavalry palisades or stakes could be erected. Such things were seen as effective against cavalry charges. Carmine didn’t rate the strength of his personal forces quite that highly, though. Even if they could defend against repeated attacks, when the assault came in constant waves, their formation would surely break. That was why he had chosen to mount a defensive battle and nighttime attack right from the start, rather than facing the enemy head-on.


      Meanwhile, as a cavalry commander herself, Count Ethaiq also understood how frightening the Garfurian cavalry truly were. Her own troops were more lightly armored than those of the enemy, so if they clashed straight on, they would never win out. At the same time, though, she also understood the enemy’s weaknesses. Wearing such heavy armor, the enemy had low mobility for cavalry. That said, no matter how much that slowed them down, they were still far faster than infantry.


      In other words, the most effective moment for the Ethaiq cavalry to begin hunting the Garfurian forces was the very moment they moved to retreat. On top of that, the girl could sense that the enemy troops were already getting a bit shaken. Though the shifts in their positioning and movements were slight, she judged they were expanding their formation gradually, as opposed to making a momentary change.


      “How about this, then, Count? Choose some of your strongest soldiers to act as a vanguard, and then...”


      Her decision came swiftly. Realizing now was the perfect timing, she lowered her raised polearm and shouted straight toward the Garfurian forces in front of her, “All forces, follow me, Alumel de Sévère!” Deploying her barrier to reduce wind resistance, the girl took off at full tilt atop her horse.


      “Damn! That count’s the same as ever!” the vassal who had just been trying to lecture her called out. His complaint floundered and vanished beneath the girl’s strong, clear voice.


      “Chaaaaaaaarge!”


      Count Ethaiq had no successor. That would normally oblige her to hold back in the rear, but her hot-blooded subordinates would never have followed the orders of some cringing whelp without the courage to stand at the tip of the spear with half the vigor. But that was just one part of it. At least when it came to the house of Ethaiq, she was seen as by far the strongest.


      “Follow her! Go all out and follow!” her vassals desperately shouted out, but by that point she had already left them in the dust. She was trembling with delight. The heavens are the greatest of allies! The sun at her back, the wind—it was all on her side. Even the mana that had run dry until just a moment ago had started to flow again. Above all else, the enemy were focused on what was in front of them, wholly unprepared for an assault at their flank. The enemy had likely grown certain of their defeat and were preparing to flee. It truly was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.


      Not wanting to let this perfect chance slip away, she cast a spell on both her horse and herself to amplify their strength and urge them faster.


      “Gya ha ha ha! Charge! Charge!”


      She had one additional talent, courtesy of her lifetime spent with horses. Her steeds took to her magic as if they were an extension of her own body. Such physical reinforcement magic relied on the user’s natural sensitivities to begin with; few could use it in the first place. And she was surely the only one who could cast it perfectly on her own horse.


      Horse and rider plunged as one straight into the weak flank of the Garfurian forces.


      “Long live His Majesty the Emperor!” the girl who would come to be known by the nickname “The Menace of Garfure” cried, her polearm flashing this way and that.


      Thus, the Battle of Spur Mountain ended in an overwhelming victory for the Empire. The Ethaiq forces would pursue the Garfurian army all the way to the nation’s border, wiping out nearly all of them in the process.


      With this, another who would go down in history as a famed general in service to Carmine had taken center stage.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Thank you very much for purchasing volume 6 of Imperial Reincarnation. I’m the author, Masekinokatasa.


      Volume 6 primarily follows the plot threads of Carmine’s weddings and the war with the Garfure Republic. As the author, I really liked getting to see the three heroines drawn so cutely in the first half. In particular, that scene with Rosaria having Nadine go “Ah” was just the best.


      Also, with this, our protagonist officially has a harem. I’m not that fond of harem stories and had been thinking I’d just give him a single wife, but the protagonist is an emperor and all, so I thought this would be more fitting. That said, I don’t plan on expanding things out further.


      This time around, we’re also introducing a number of new characters. The ones from outside of the Empire in particular will be key figures for their countries moving forward. They might be young and inexperienced, unready to lead a nation, but they will steadily continue to grow. Up until now Carmine has largely faced nobles of his own nation, but now he’s got other countries to deal with; in other words, he’s pitted against them. Sometimes they’ll use one another as allies, and at other times they’ll stand opposed on the field of battle. I also intend to introduce more rivals from here on out.


      On the other hand, we have a new character on the side of the imperial nobles too: none other than Count Ethaiq. She’s a real tomboy who acts politely in front of her lord, Carmine. On top of that, she’s a powerful warrior, skilled leader, and incredibly dutiful vassal, making her a bit unbalanced. I should note that I’m actually really fond of strong female characters myself. It only felt right to give her lots of opportunities to shine. Hopefully you’ll look forward to seeing what she gets up to next.


      To wrap up, thank you again to Kaito Shibano-sama as always for the wonderful illustrations. All of the visuals were just perfect and moved me greatly. And to TO Books, I’m sorry for causing you trouble yet again. Thank you so much.


      And, of course, from the bottom of my heart: Thank all of you who decided to pick up this book. I hope to see you again in the next volume!


      October 2023, Masekinokatasa
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Emperor’s Faction
Balthazar
One of the few competent
members of the imperial guard.
Left aimless after the death of
his former liege, he now serves
: o
Rosaria =
* ad * m
First Princess of the Kingdom of Protagonist. Reincarnated
Beluére and Carmine’s betrothed. as a puppet emperor doomed to
Her natural intelligence allowed her be assassinated. After ten years, m
to discern Carmine’s true nature, = ¥
and she has devoted herself to hel?_{{s fma‘ljl% purge:_ thelcorrupt '_-_".
supporting him. nobility and begun his rule. N
R AN (¢°)
-
Duke Warren @
A military man to the core and =
former imperial grand marshal.
Created the opporturity for [))
Carmine to purge the corrupt m
dukes.
. .
Timona Count Palatine Vodedt
.
Daniel * . — .
~——— Carmine’s personal attendant. Rotahlian Watchman and
An old elf dedicated to Though initially hostile toward Spymaster of the Empire.
sufeqtlmrdin?' txnsvr:iiq'r‘nwr.& the young emperor, a key turning Has allied with Carmine,
::;:thm;g;":w:,:fd ggfofﬁ;"‘ point transformed his mistrust who is nevertheless wary of
the emperor some day. into unshakeable belief. his underlying fanaticism.
g G .
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Nadine
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Duke Warren's daughter.
Known as the “Thorn Princess.”
Butts heads with Carmine on
occasion, but worries for him
deep down.

Became the Minister of Ceremony by Carmine’s mother and
utilizing his vast wealth derived from

foreign trade to marry his daughter regent Of the Empire.

Acretia to the crown prince. Purged Has t?tallg bought
by Carmine at the coronation. Carmine’s act.

Count Chamneau’s daughter.
Magical prodigy.

Chancellor. Throws his weight
around as if he’s the Empire’s

sovereign. Purged by Carmine
at the coronation.
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