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  Prologue:
Marianne’s Geas


   


  I WAS DREAMING OF MY YOUNGER SELF. Exhausted from my rigorous training, I plopped to the ground with my face to the sky. The soft grass brushed against my cheeks, and my mother, Marianne, sat beside me. Her eyes softened, kindness emanating from them, when she gazed down at me. She stroked my short hair and spoke in a quiet voice.


  “Faust, do you know what the word ‘geas’ means?” she asked. 


  I recalled hearing that word in my past life. If memory served, it meant “taboo” in Irish. In Celtic myths, heroes like Cú Chulainn and Diarmuid met their tragic demise precisely because they were bound by their geasa. When Cú Chulainn broke his geas, the strength left his body, weakening him in his battles. Because Diarmuid couldn’t break his geas, his life, which could’ve been spared, was lost. I refused to ever make such an oath that was akin to a curse. Only a monumental fool would ever shackle themselves that way.


  “A geas is a knight’s fate,” my mother explained. “As long as there’s a druid who acts as a priest and a knight who’s hailed as a hero, they can swear a geas to God. When you grow up and there comes a time when you’re heralded as a hero, you might be able to form a geas of your own.”


  I had already resolved that I wouldn’t place a geas upon myself, but my mouth refused to open. I was utterly exhausted, and there was no doubt this dream wouldn’t allow me to speak.


  “It’s now seen as taboo, and no one dares to form a geas,” my mother went on. “And I don’t blame them. Why would anyone ever wish to put themselves at a disadvantage? Even the lord who rules over a hero wouldn’t ever allow such a curse to be placed on their subordinate.”


  That sounded logical to me. There was no reason for a person to go out of their way to create a weakness for themselves.


  “But see, Faust,” my mother continued. “A geas isn’t actually supposed to be an oath that you create. During the ancient years, a geas was already fated to be and forced on a hero upon their birth.”


  What?! I thought. Then heroes can’t even avoid them! 


  I tried to open my mouth to vocalize my thoughts, but my voice failed me.


  “Faust, I…” My mother paused. She didn’t wait for my response before she started speaking again. “I believe that I’ve got a geas of my own—to give birth to you and raise you as a hero. I realize that I’m no hero. I’m an ­impoverished knight, a lord and a mother with my own lands, but I truly think that you are my geas.”


  I couldn’t quite understand my mother’s implications.


  “If I get to see you grow into a splendid knight, I wouldn’t mind dying soon after,” my mother said. “I think that this is my fate—the geas that I was born into. So you don’t have to feel any sorrow upon my passing. All I’ve done is fulfill my role.”


  What in the world was she talking about?


  Only when I lost my mother, only when I couldn’t speak with her anymore, did her words finally sink in. 


  I recalled how sickly my mother became. She looked like a withered tree; her hair had lost its luster, and her eyes were glazed over, unable to focus on me when I was right in front of her. 


  And then, I saw my mother in another dream.


  She was feeble and ill, her body frail and thin like a dying branch of a tree. My mother’s body could no longer allow even a spoonful of soup to pass her lips. She only lay there, awaiting her death. My mother, Marianne, managed to groan some final words—they sounded like an apology to me.


  I had become an honorable knight, and I clutched my mother’s bony fingers. She, in turn, gripped mine; unlike hers, they had become tough like an oak tree. She seemed to shout something, though her words were incomprehensible. I failed to understand her, but I could tell that she was apologizing. For what and why, I couldn’t say. No longer could my mother form coherent words.


  “I’m sorry, Faust,” my mother said, seeming to be in a daze.


  Until she lay on her deathbed, I had never heard her utter a word of apology to others.


  I just barely made out her cries, but I couldn’t truly understand the meaning behind her apology. My mother had raised me into a splendid knight; what did she have to apologize for?


  Tears began to flow; they streamed down my cheeks and refused to stop. And even then, I couldn’t say a single thing to reassure my mother. I knew that I was dreaming, but I had done all this before. I could only cry as she lay dying right in front of my eyes.


  What have I done? I’d allowed my mother in this world to die with regrets. Only now did I realize the cruelty that I had imposed on her. She raised me perfectly with all her love, yet all I did in return was allow her to pass to the afterlife with remorse plaguing her mind. No doubt she raised me to the best of her abilities, possibly shaving off a few years of her life with her sickly body, and I rewarded her with a pitiful death amid the disappointments that she kept within her chest. And I couldn’t apologize to her.


  Hence, I made an oath. I would do anything for the things that my mother treasured, and for the people who resided in the Polidoro fief. I would make any sacrifice in order to safeguard the fief. If anyone dared to invade my land, I would use any method at my disposal to put a stop to my enemies. I would gladly withstand any suffering and torture if I could protect my domain, which I vowed to pass down to future generations. In fact, I would happily throw my life away for the sake of my land.


  That was the vow that I made—the geas of Sir Faust von Polidoro.


  Chapter 46:
Anhalt’s Hero


   


  THE CITIZENS OF ANHALT REGARDED FAUST von Polidoro’s appearance as an anomaly. The kingdom had tall men. While many chose the route of being househusbands and rearing their children, some had strong convictions to make their own paths. Some decided to become smiths or take up other occupations that required one to be brimming with muscles. Some women in Anhalt preferred their men burly, and these tastes weren’t so odd that they warranted a mocking remark or two.


  In fact, Queen Liesenlotte of Anhalt had chosen a tall, brawny man for her consort. Initially, nobles and commoners questioned her taste—did she need to select a man who wasn’t seen as conventionally beautiful? However, they just chalked it up to Her Majesty’s preferences and fetishes. Ultimately, it was seen as one of her quirks, and no one really deemed it an aberrant sexual inclination.


  Nevertheless, no one had ever seen a man so vastly out of the scope of the norm as Faust von Polidoro. Faust easily exceeded the height and weight of an average man. He stood over two meters tall, weighed more than 130 kilograms, was so muscular that his rippling brawn could easily be seen through his chainmail, and looked so sturdy that his body must’ve been made from a special sort of steel.


  This lord knight also possessed a horse that boasted an impressive size. Even great horses and steeds used for military tactics were, at most, just shy of a meter and fifty centimeters tall. Yet Sir Polidoro’s trusty partner, Flugel, easily towered over two meters as he allowed his towering master to ride on his back. Flugel’s face, however, was anything but unsightly. In fact, the horse exuded dignity; his eyes were as sharp as those of a regional lord who boasted a rank.


  As initially mentioned, almost all the citizens of Anhalt saw Faust von Polidoro’s appearance as an anomaly. Most of them preferred rosy-cheeked young men, and Faust was so different that people couldn’t possibly find him ­beautiful. A vast majority rejected him for his ugly exterior.


  Hence, when he defeated Knight Captain Claudia von Reckenbell during the Campaign of Villendorf, many knights refused to send him praise and compliments. With his feat of valor that served as his first distinguishing act in the war, Sir Polidoro became worthy to be called a hero who’d saved his kingdom. Yet, during the victory parade in the wake of his honorable deeds against ­Villendorf, people still struggled to cheer loudly and laud him for his win.


  This struggle came from hesitation, which also invited contempt. Naturally, it encouraged women to occasionally speak ill of him behind his back at taverns.


  “I can’t believe an unmanly wannabe knight like him became a hero,” one grumbled.


  The moment the insult left her lips, another woman sitting at a nearby table stood up abruptly and punched the gossiping woman in her face. When the woman toppled to the ground, the assailant stomped on her, then kicked her solar plexus.


  “Did you dare insult Sir Polidoro?” the assailant demanded.


  She was none other than a soldier who belonged to Duke Astarte’s army and had just returned from the Campaign of Villendorf. During that battle, Anhalt had fielded the duke’s army of five hundred troops, the crown princess’s corps of thirty, and twenty citizens of the Polidoro fief. All in all, there were five hundred and fifty of them against Villendorf’s army of over a thousand. It was a horrendous battle where the Anhaltish army was outnumbered two to one.


  The five hundred soldiers of the duke’s army were waist-deep in filth as they fought with their lives on the line, their numbers reduced to a mere three hundred by the end of the dreadful war. Amid this dire scene emerged the embodiment of valor and bravery—the unrivaled Sir Polidoro. His mere existence was like a beacon of hope within the whirlpool of despair. The assailant—the woman in the tavern—was also one such soldier who’d had her life spared thanks to Sir Polidoro.


  “I’ll ask again. Did a mere plebeian like you dare to ridicule our hero, Sir Polidoro?” the woman snarled as she kept beating the other. “Wanna die here?”


  “Guards! Guards!” the owner of the tavern called.


  At once, guards rushed to the scene, allowing the victim to avoid a devastating debacle. This sort of scene occurred several times, and yet the soldiers beating the civilians weren’t thrown into prison. They weren’t even scolded by their senior officers. In fact, they were praised for acting instantly. The only admonishment that the soldiers received was for not landing finishing blows. Unfortunately, they didn’t bring their blades with them to drink at taverns.


  The woman who’d dared to speak ill of Sir Polidoro was thrown into prison for a time and even received a hefty fine. Both Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte considered Sir Polidoro their comrade in arms because they’d fought alongside each other on that hellish battlefield. If anyone spewed even a word of mockery about the Knight of Wrath, they would pay the price with their life. Indeed, both Anastasia and Astarte regarded the ­punishment of a prison sentence and a fine as too soft.


  Unfortunately, this did no favors for Sir Polidoro’s reputation. It was as though there were a gag order on his name; no one dared to insult him openly, but no one was willing to offer him praises either. The minstrels, however, continued to weave poems about his bravery.


   


  “Oh, women of Anhalt! Gather round to hear my story.


  It’s one of a male knight who engaged in a duel in the Campaign of Villendorf.


  This intelligent man, a brave lord knight who owns the Polidoro fief,


  Is none other than Faust von Polidoro, advisor of Princess Valiele, the actual chief.


  Heavy the blows from the swing of his sword, his unrivaled power makes women groan.


  He races through with his swift steed, raining hellfire on the battlefield as he rushes alone.


  When his allies were confused during the battle that would’ve led to certain death,


  He swiftly threw himself into the enemy without even catching a breath.


  There is no doubt that he is a passionate man.


  He uses his sword to cut down soldiers because he can.


  He commanded his twenty citizens against Villendorf’s fifty knights


  And charged into his enemies with his vicious attacks, akin to God’s smites.


  He cut down nine knights, parried lightning-fast arrows, and all was well


  Until he reached the enemy commander, Knight Captain Reckenbell.


  Claudia von Reckenbell is the greatest knight in Villendorf’s history.


  How the two roared their names and clashed hundreds of times is forever a mystery.”


   


  The minstrels sang about Sir Polidoro’s valor, and the fact that he was the strongest knight in Anhalt despite being male was a topic worthy of discussion. In fact, songs about the Knight of Wrath were popular for a while. Unfortunately, the citizens weren’t very happy with these poems and songs. While the story of his duel with Reckenbell was repeated ad nauseam, the tales of the heroic feats of Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte were by far more widespread. Everyone agreed that Anastasia was the brains and Astarte was the brawn. Their teamwork had allowed them to clinch a victory. However, not one person mentioned the valor of Faust von Polidoro, who was undoubtedly part of this team during the Campaign of Villendorf.


  Indeed, Sir Polidoro’s very existence was seen as a sort of taboo, though his name wasn’t overlooked. Everyone recognized him at a glance, and any person with a proper head on their shoulders held their tongue when it came to him. 


  Faust von Polidoro continued to accomplish great deeds. In recent months, he’d performed remarkably as the younger princess’s advisor. During Princess Valiele’s first battle, he singlehandedly obliterated more than half of the enemy army, which had boasted a hundred soldiers. He stopped the traitor Caroline from fleeing into Villendorf and cut her down. After his heroic duties, he knelt with his forehead to the floor before Queen Liesenlotte and a full house of high-ranking lords and Nobles of the Robe, imploring them to spare the life of Martina, Caroline’s daughter. The commoners who’d kept their lips shut began to mutter about him as though they’d never once considered him a taboo subject. Even in taverns, they spoke their minds.


  “I didn’t expect that male knight to have a cute side,” one said. “He may be a knight who puts women to shame, but he’s still a man at his core—he can’t kill a child, I suppose.”


  “He may have entreated for a life to be spared, but how could a noble press his head to the ground?” another asked. “What’s more, he saved the life of a traitor’s daughter. She’s worthless.”


  “That’s what makes him adorable. He can slaughter hundreds of people on the battlefield, but he can’t take the life of a child.”


  The chatter continued. The commoners had the ­image of this unusual man seared into their minds, and the peculiar tale of his heroism began to spread. Whenever someone spoke of Sir Polidoro at a tavern, it became a subject of great controversy. Some questioned his actions, but their opinions were solely divided on whether his dignity had led him down the right path or not. No insults were hurled at him, and the nobles seemed to agree.


  “I can empathize with Sir Polidoro,” one said. “That nine-year-old child is intelligent and has a bright future ahead of her. No one wants to be the one to take her head, him included. Is this not the job of executioners?”


  “But it’s a royal order,” another refuted. “And it’d be remiss of you not to touch upon how Martina, the girl in question, wished for her own death. No future awaits her. With that in mind, is it not best to behead her to preserve both of their honors? Yet not only did he refuse, but he also rubbed his face on the ground! Does he understand what it means to have honor as a noble?”


  “Sir Polidoro took responsibility for his actions and for Martina’s future by making her his apprentice! If you find his desperate act of kowtowing a horrendous sight, I won’t be able to forgive even you, my friend!”


  Another ruckus then broke out. It was clear that commoners and nobles didn’t differ much when it came to debates of honor. Despite that, all the citizens of Anhalt began to talk of Sir Polidoro and his deeds; the unspoken taboo was broken for good.


  As the topic of the knight became more popular, the people were reminded of those tiresome poems that they’d heard from minstrels who ostensibly lauded the Knight of Wrath.


  Time passed. Not even two months after Caroline’s Revolt, and with the debacle still vividly remaining within everyone’s minds, Sir Polidoro was ordered to head to ­Villendorf. He went as Princess Valiele’s advisor and assistant envoy to negotiate a peace treaty. Keen-eared merchants, citizens, nobles of all ranks, and anyone worth their salt were acutely aware that Sir Polidoro was actually the chief envoy in these peace negotiations. 


  Everyone held their breath; negotiations with Villendorf had failed until now, and they nervously anticipated a potential Second Campaign of Villendorf.


  “Please negotiate peace, Sir Polidoro,” the entire kingdom of Anhalt vehemently prayed.


  They knew that they couldn’t pull off a second miracle; they would never be able to clinch another victory against Villendorf, and the atmosphere grew heavy with despair. Lords who possessed land close to the Villendorfian border were especially terrified of their fate should negotiations go awry. These regional lords and their subjects attended church daily to pray to Sir Polidoro, rather than to God. Everyone knew that they would lose a second bout against Villendorf.


  Anhalt’s triumph against Villendorf was a portent, and one that couldn’t be repeated. No one dared to vocalize their fears in front of Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte, but the regional lords were distraught and pessimistic.


  As Anhalt waited with bated breath, they received good news—Sir Polidoro had successfully negotiated peace. Everyone sighed in relief, but the condition for peace made everyone cock their heads in confusion. Why must Sir Polidoro give Queen Catalina of Villendorf a child? It implied that the entire thing was a contract to make Sir Polidoro her lover. The knight had sold his body to Villendorf to negotiate peace.


  Those with sharper minds were immediately dismayed by this report. Both the Nobles of the Robe and the lesser lords wondered how the kingdom of Anhalt would reward the knight for this deed. It was especially a concern for the regional lords as it would set a precedent. The lords and their subjects relied on a feudal system that required service in exchange for receiving favors.


  Although Anhalt had been left with no other choice, sending a weak regional lord knight with three hundred residents under him to practically singlehandedly nego-tiate peace with a princess-elector nation was nothing short of an unreasonable request. Ultimately, he was successful, albeit at a price. Everyone had their brows ­furrowed, wondering how the royal family would handle this situation. This wasn’t a simple issue where people could only sympathize with Sir Polidoro’s position and express righteous indignation at his poor treatment. Rules had to be followed. Even if the Knight of Wrath remained humble and silent, the royal family had to persuade all the other lords as well. Sir Polidoro had to receive not only high praise and gratitude from the royal family, but also a substantial reward as a fair payment for his deeds.


  What about land? A plot of land as recompense would need to be exorbitant in every sense of the word. How about a bloodline? After everything that he had done, Sir Polidoro couldn’t receive the daughter of a lowly noble as a wife. He would have to marry someone who was decently well-off. Money then? Money had value, of course, but it seemed far too gauche a reward. When Sir Polidoro had finished the Campaign of Villendorf and ended Caroline’s Revolt, he’d been offered monetary prizes. Sir Polidoro had practically been worked to the bone, and repaying all of his tireless efforts just with money felt insulting at this point. Everyone knew that and naturally ruled out coin in favor of land or a bloodline. Queen Liesenlotte was thus forced to make a choice. 


  Some dunces still dared to mock Faust von Polidoro because of his hideous appearance and claimed that he was being used by the royal family, while those with sharper minds focused on the royal family, pondering how exactly they would reward Sir Polidoro for his accomplishments.


  All the while, Sir Polidoro, the man in question, was returning home to Anhalt.


  “We should be able to reach home in about a week,” Faust said. “I wasn’t challenged to any duels on the ride home.”


  “Were you planning on dueling people on the way back too?” Valiele asked.


  Faust nodded. “If that is what they wish.”


  He was more than willing to battle another hundred knights if the Villendorfians challenged him.


  “I don’t think there’s a Villendorfian who’d challenge the future father of Villendorf’s next monarch…” Valiele began, then stopped herself. “Wait, they might. Maybe their nation finds that to be an honor as well.”


  “Precisely,” Faust replied. “In fact, I was more surprised that they didn’t challenge me.”


  “Maybe they held themselves back for our ride home. I suspect that even the Villendorfians have enough sense to mind their manners.”


  The Villendorfian knights guarding the border escorted the Anhaltish delegation midway before the two groups parted ways. Only when they were out of sight did Valiele breathe a sigh of relief, her role finally over. However, she immediately straightened her posture, realizing that her journey wasn’t done just yet.


  “Mother must be furious about the stolen roses,” Valiele said.


  “Please don’t forget that you promised to apologize with me,” the Knight of Wrath reminded her.


  “Faust, you’re so… Oh, never mind. I’ll apologize with you, of course.”


  Neither Valiele nor Faust realized what the situation was in Anhalt. Queen Liesenlotte couldn’t have cared less about the roses at this point; her mind was filled with how she could bestow a proper reward to her subject who had performed his role well. It was the most important duty of a lord, and everyone in Anhalt paid careful attention to the queen’s actions.


  “I feel like my sole role has been to just apologize,” Valiele said.


  The princess couldn’t have known that her name was among the candidates for being a potential reward for Faust.


  “I’ll apologize for what I’ve done to the roses, but I’m still intent on receiving the rewards that I’ve been promised,” Faust said.


  The Knight of Wrath hadn’t noticed that while the royal family did pledge a reward for him, money wouldn’t have been nearly enough.


  “Sir Polidoro, when we return to Anhalt’s royal capital, let’s go on a date. Just the two of us,” Zabine said.


  She was the captain of Princess Valiele’s corps and knew that the intimate kiss that Faust had shared with Queen Catalina was still on his mind. As a result, she had plummeted in priority within the Knight of Wrath’s heart.


  “We can worry all about that when we reach the royal capital,” Valiele said. “I know we’re all exhausted, but we’re almost there. Just one more push.”


  And so, she quietly spurred her horse forward toward the capital.
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  Chapter 47:
The Limits of a Measly Lord


   


  IN ANHALT’S ROYAL CAPITAL, TWO HUNDRED soldiers of the duke’s army lined the wide main street that led straight to the royal castle. They were joined by two hundred more soldiers provided by other nobles. They all stayed on the alert for any misbehavior as they kept the street open.


  This was a parade—a warm welcome for Princess Valiele and me, Sir Faust von Polidoro, in honor of our successful peace negotiations with Villendorf. The center of the high street was lined with soldiers to keep it clear for their returning heroes. The royal castle’s gates were opened wide, and I gazed at the scene with a tinge of nostalgia.


  “Reminds me of the Campaign of Villendorf,” I muttered.


  “I heard from chief squire Lady Helga that you weren’t celebrated, Sir Polidoro,” Martina said as she rode atop my trusty steed, Flugel. “In fact, I was told that the citizens practically spat insults at you—a welcome completely unbefitting your efforts.”


  My mind went back to the parade after the Campaign of Villendorf. It’s an awful memory, I thought. They’d looked at me as an anomaly, an aberration. The gazes I felt weren’t those that they would give an ugly man, nor were they of contempt or praise. The people stared at me like I was some sort of unusual creature that didn’t belong. Those cold stares were extremely uncomfortable and upsetting. Not like it matters anymore.


  Reputation was everything for a noble. To protect our honor, we had to kill anyone who dared to underestimate us. I had my reputation to uphold as the lord of the Polidoro fief, and I didn’t dispute that I also shouldered the honor of my land. The bare minimum I had to defend was my dignity as a measly lord knight with three hundred citizens. If I wasn’t insulted to my face, I really didn’t need to do anything. If I were ridiculed face-to-face, of course, I would beat that person half to death since I had no other choice.


  Frankly, it’s all just a huge pain for me. I sighed internally. I was an anomaly in Anhalt, like a bacterium that contaminated the kingdom. I knew that more than anyone.


  “I imagine this’ll be a repeat of my return from the Campaign of Villendorf,” I said. “I don’t expect much.”


  “Should I dismount from Flugel?” Martina asked. “I wouldn’t want your reputation to suffer any further.”


  “No, cling to my back.”


  This’ll be a learning experience for her. Although Martina was bestowed with hereditary knighthood and her rank was guaranteed, she also had a problem of her own—her mother was a traitor. She knew that a rocky path awaited her, and as her mentor, I felt that this would be a good opportunity for her to learn a bit of pain. I only hope that this will help her. I turned back to my men. Good, they’ve unsheathed their spears and swords and are preparing to shoot their crossbows… Wait, what?!


  “What are you guys doing?!” I asked in alarm.


  “Preparing to kill, my lord,” Helga replied. “If anyone dares to throw an insult at you this time, we’ll be sure to end their life in one blow. Please leave that to us.”


  Leave it to you? How could I? I couldn’t just idly watch them draw their weapons against our people!


  “On the contrary,” I said. “Put your swords away, wrap the spear tips with cloth, and return the crossbows to the carriage.”


  Helga took three steps forward, voicing her trepidation on behalf of my citizens. “Pardon my impertinence, Lord Faust, but this concerns the reputation of our Polidoro fief.” She practically had tears in her eyes as she continued. “Please recall the parade following the Campaign of Villendorf. You fearlessly went out on the battlefield where death was imminent and fought tooth and nail, accomplishing heroic feats. And yet, the people of Anhalt didn’t praise you for your valor. On the contrary, they treated you like some sort of monster that they’d never seen before. To this day, the twenty citizens who joined the campaign, including myself, lament how we didn’t beat those impudent wretches to a pulp.”


  Of the thirty people I’d brought with me this time, twenty of them—the ones who’d joined me during the Campaign of Villendorf—nodded their heads vigorously. My citizens were fiercely loyal to me, and if I headed for certain death, they would all tag along without an ounce of hesitation. I was proud of them. 


  “You don’t have to do anything,” I said, waving my hands at them to reject their idea. “Just don’t.”


  What reason did I have to sully the hands of my precious subjects with the blood of others? What’s more, Duke Astarte’s soldiers, my comrades in arms, were managing the parade for us. If any idiot dared to ridicule me, the duke’s army would capture the fool on the spot and throw them into prison. Queen Liesenlotte had surely seen to it that everything would go perfectly. I decided to voice my thoughts to my chief squire.


  “The duke’s army is in charge this time around,” I said. “Her Grace fought on that grisly battlefield alongside me—do you think she’d ever allow anyone to throw out words of mockery?”


  Helga shook her head. “No… I don’t.” 


  Thank goodness she understands. As I breathed a sigh of relief, Helga raised her spear high in the air. Its point was visible for all to see.


  “I understand that, but I question whether we should merely stand back and entrust everything to your comrade in arms, the duke,” she said. “This time around, I swear that we residents of your fief shall display our dauntless side and show the Anhaltish royal capital’s citizens what we’re capable of.”


  “Helga, just to be sure, you do know that I, Faust von Polidoro, have formed an agreement with the kingdom of Anhalt that ensures our land’s safety, don’t you?” I asked. “I’ve sworn my loyalty to them, and the royal family rules over me. You know that, right?”


  “I do, my lord. But while we have sworn our fierce loyalty to you, we don’t remember ever being loyal to Anhalt. Your liege isn’t ours, and she cannot rule over us.”


  I mean, logically, sure, but… Ugh, my head’s starting to hurt. After seeing me so warmly welcomed in Villendorf, my residents now harbored greater hostility toward Anhalt. What should I do now? Maybe I’ll scold them. 


  However, before I could raise my voice, I was interrupted by the royal beside me.


  “Helga, I’m abundantly aware just how unhappy you are with the treatment that my citizens and nobles have exhibited toward Faust,” Princess Valiele said. “In fact, I’m most upset about how foolish and cold our people are.”


  “Your Highness,” Helga acknowledged, lowering her spear.


  “I’m no different, truth be told. After I finally expe-rienced my first battle, I was held in higher regard than before, but among the nobles, I’m still treated as ­worthless. So admittedly, I’m not sure just how much my head is worth, but…” Princess Valiele trailed off as she lowered her head to my chief squire, a mere ­commoner in Anhalt. “By my name, would you please put your weapons away?”


  “Please don’t bow your head, Princess Valiele. How can we possibly go against your words? We understand.” Helga bent at the waist and bowed in turn before she quietly gave an order to my troops. “Tuck your spears away and wrap them in cloth. Sheathe your blades and place the crossbows back into the carriage.”


  They swiftly obliged and formed a neat line to head to the parade. They really do look sharp and act quickly. My people had accompanied me on many military deployments and braved countless battles. This made them formidable soldiers, but they seemed to have short tempers.


  “As for order, Faust, you’ll be next to me, followed by my corps, and then Helga and your other residents,” Her Highness said. “Will that be all right with you?”


  “Of course,” I replied, my tone filled with gratitude. 


  Now that I think about it, Princess Valiele has matured in leaps and bounds since her first fight. Before she experienced battle, she was so meek that she wouldn’t have been able to take command like she’s doing right now.


  “Now then, let’s go, shall we?” Princess Valiele suggested. “We’re good to go, aren’t we, Zabine?”


  “Most certainly,” Zabine replied. “If anyone dares to utter so much as a word of mockery toward you, we’ll take their lives without hesitation.”


  “Uh, you were listening to what I was saying just now, weren’t you?”


  The corps’ captain reluctantly sheathed her blade and wrapped the tip of her spear with some cloth. While my residents were short-tempered, it seemed Her Highness’s troops were also her devout followers.


  “For my first battle, no one saw us off or welcomed us back,” Princess Valiele said as she took in the scene. “I’ve never had a parade hosted for me before.”


  We had brokered peace with Villendorf. My rewards aside, I wanted Her Highness to be repaid for her efforts as well.


  “I pray that we’re welcomed warmly,” I said.


  Once I saw everyone was all lined up, I gently patted Flugel’s head. My steed took that as his cue and quietly walked forward.


  “As do I,” Princess Valiele replied.


  She spurred her horse to walk alongside me, and we entered the street. The citizens who awaited us began to murmur, and the soldiers tightened their security as they lined the path. 


  Even I can tell that they’re being way too cautious. I can see why the duke’s army would be more wary, but why are the soldiers of the other nobles following suit? 


  It was as though this parade absolutely could not fail. Should anything occur, they would put their lives on the line to clean up any mishaps. I could practically see the nervous energy in their stances; my intuition as a knight told me as much.


  Puzzled, I tilted my head to one side. Had something happened in the royal capital while we were away? I consulted the bright nine-year-old behind me.


  “Martina, I sense that the soldiers are anxious,” I said. “Do you know why they might be?”


  “Of course they’re tense,” Martina replied. “Don’t be daft, my lord. Both you and Princess Valiele successfully negotiated peace with Villendorf. What do you think will happen if this parade somehow fails or turns into a huge kerfuffle?”


  “What’ll happen?”


  Since I was told that my great helm didn’t suit me, I had taken it off for the parade. I wore my suit of Maximilian armor and the greatsword that had been passed down to me through the generations. Because Martina sat behind me, I couldn’t turn around to see the girl’s expression.


  “Do you not see?” she asked. “The kingdom of Anhalt is terrified. They don’t want to incur your wrath any further, Lord Faust.”


  “I see…” I mused.


  She didn’t quite say what exactly would happen should this parade go awry. As for upsetting me further, I didn’t expect much from this parade anyway. My hopes were low for Anhalt’s citizens. How could I ask for anything from them? But no matter.


  I gently petted Flugel’s neck. Come on, partner. Let’s hurry up and end this boring parade. I hoped that Princess Valiele would be met with cheers, but that was all. The parade started.


  “Huzzah for Princess Valiele!” the duke’s army cheered.


  The two hundred soldiers were the first to voice their praise before the other citizens. I recognized one of the faces—one of my comrades in arms who’d fought on the front lines with me during the Campaign of Villendorf. I smiled at her, and we exchanged a slight nod.


  “Huzzah for Sir Faust von Polidoro!” the soldiers facing the duke’s army shouted.


  Once again, the citizens remained quiet as the nobles’ troops expressed their appreciation. I wasn’t familiar with any of them, but they’d likely been coached to shower me with praise. It had been a wise decision—someone had to cheer first, or else the people wouldn’t follow suit. 


  For times like these, there are always paid actors in the crowds—those who really get them going and encourage them to raise their voices. Knowing Queen Liesenlotte, I’m sure she’s got her bases covered.


  “Huzzah for Her Highness Princess Valiele and Sir Faust von Polidoro!” a person from the crowd cried. “Glory to Anhalt!”


  Yeah, called it. I’m pretty sure they’ve been hired to cheer for us. I knew Her Majesty would be meticulous, even for a parade like this. She’s really good. I just hope that this can really get the crowd going.


  “Glory to Anhalt!”


  “Hurray for Anhalt!”


  Over two thousand citizens were cheering loudly and proudly, proving Queen Liesentlotte’s tactic was a resounding success. I was the one being praised, but I still breathed a sigh of relief. If her plan had failed, and they had hurled insults at me instead, the duke’s army would have immediately clobbered those disrespectful people and likely escorted them off the premises. I would feel a bit guilty about that, and the parade would be a failure. Both Princess Valiele and I had our reputations to maintain.


  “First the soldiers rile up the people, followed by a few actors in the crowd,” Martina said. “I suppose Queen Liesenlotte’s ploy went very well.”


  Her cold analysis echoed quietly behind my back. She really is so sharp for being only nine. Every nation did things like this, though—it was by no means a rare method. Trained spectators would be prompted toward a cause, unifying the people.


  I wonder what was the most influential event that ever instigated a crowd? My mind went to Nazi Germany’s Propaganda Minister, Joseph Goebbels, and his Total War speech. Wait, that Total War speech? Right, right, I remember now. There were three themes that permeated throughout that.


  First was the declaration that the German Reich and the rest of Europe would fall to Bolshevism following their defeat. Second, the German people and the Axis Powers alone had the power to save Europe from this threat. Third, danger was at hand, and Germany had to act quickly before it was too late.


  I wonder if I could employ that tactic in some way. Maybe I can use the Total War speech to convince Her Majesty. I had to somehow hammer home the looming threat of Toqto’a Khan and the theoretical Mongolians. How in the world could I convey the sheer danger that they posed to us? It’d be great if the queen took my words at face value, but I highly doubt that she’ll actually fully comprehend the seriousness of the situation.


  This problem had been on my mind throughout the entire trip back home, and I realized that the way out lay in my memories from my past life. I didn’t think this would hit me during the parade at the royal capital. Faust von Polidoro, you absolute fool! I scratched my head, knowing that time was not on my side.


  “Oh? Are you embarrassed, Faust?” Princess Valiele asked. “That’s rather unusual for you.”


  She smiled and waved in response to the cheers of the citizens, then turned to me. The princess misunderstood my actions as a sign of embarrassment. Wrong! This flat-chested fourteen-year-old girl had a cute smile, but it did nothing to pacify the stormy waves in my heart. I had practically drowned out the noise from the crowd as well. If only I had the time to coach Princess Valiele and prepare her to play the role of the carefully selected crowd for my speech. Do I have to go through this alone?


  I had some time after the parade before I had to offi-cially report to the queen on my negotiations. 


  Is it enough to manipulate Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte to play the role of the audience? Could I ask them to put in a few words of warning before I personally tell the queen about my fears and the information that I’ve got? No, those two are bright—I don’t think someone like me could manipulate them so easily. I’m just giving it my all to convince them, and nothing more.


  It didn’t help that I was a weak lord knight with only three hundred people under me, and my mother had cut ties with her relatives. I didn’t have any relationships with other nobles, and thus I possessed no skills to firmly state my position while preparing a trained audience to agree with my stance.


  Ah, goddammit! Faust, you puny lord knight! Although my wisdom from my previous life could aid me, I couldn’t utilize it as skillfully as I had hoped.


  This is your limit, kid. If there was a deity who’d reincarnated me into this insane storybook world, I felt like they were mocking me while gleefully telling me what I could and couldn’t do.


  I wanted a wise advisor and a tactician. If I were greedy, I would want a military strategist and a consultant as well. But above all, I wanted a counselor by my side who could offer solutions to my woes. My knowledge from my ­previous life was of very little help if I couldn’t make use of it, and I became painfully aware of my own incompetence.


  “Lord Faust, the parade shall end soon,” Martina said. “I understand that you might be upset about it all, but please don’t look so angry. Why don’t you try to end it with a smile, at the very least?”


  When I heard her voice behind me, I wondered how upset I looked. She couldn’t have seen my face from her position, but she must’ve sensed it. After this parade, I would pour my heart and soul into a speech about the threat of Toqto’a to the queen in a room full of nobles of all ranks. That’s all I can do, and nothing else. I quietly clicked my tongue and forced my lips to curve upward into a smile.


  Chapter 48:
Preparations for the Official Report


   


  TWO LADIES SAT IN CROWN PRINCESS ANASTASIA’S living room within Anhalt’s royal palace.


  “How did the parade go?” Duke Astarte, the crown princess’s advisor, asked.


  Her Grace poured herself a glass of wine and took a sip. It was still the afternoon, but she wanted to get drunk and was in the mood for binge drinking. The issue of finding a legal wife for a certain man was driving the duke to turn to alcohol for an escape. No longer could Faust remain single.


  The Anhaltish royal family’s initial plan had been to make Faust the paramour of Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte. The duke’s youngest child would inherit the Polidoro fief and become the next lord. Unbeknownst to the Knight of Wrath, his future was being decided upon without his say. Ina-Catalina Maria Villendorf threw a wrench in those plans when she made him her lover. Now the regional lords throughout Anhalt were paying close attention to how Faust would be treated, though the man in question didn’t know about any of this.


  “He first flashed a calm smile,” the captain of the crown princess’s corps reported. “Your Grace’s army, who fought alongside him during the Campaign of Villendorf, greeted him, and he likely was delighted by that.”


  “Yeah, I don’t doubt that he’d pay his respects to my soldiers. They take pride in knowing that they get along with him.”


  The captain had watched the parade—or more precisely, carefully analyzed Faust’s reactions to report to Anastasia and Astarte.


  “The moment the citizens raised their voices and cheered for him, he frowned,” the captain stated.


  “Fair enough,” Astarte replied.


  “I don’t blame him,” Anastasia added.


  His efforts hadn’t been rewarded. During the parade following the Campaign of Villendorf, the citizens of Anhalt had refused to cheer for Faust von Polidoro, the hero who’d saved the kingdom and boasted the most impressive victory of the war. The campaign, though a grisly one, was of limited scale. It occurred at the border of Anhalt and Villendorf, hardly affecting the rest of Anhalt. 


  Needless to say, the fight was an important one—had Villendorf successfully blown even a single hole through Anhalt’s defenses, the barbarians would’ve rushed into the kingdom to occupy as much of Anhalt’s land as they could. The regional lords would be the first to fall before the kingdom’s very existence fell into peril.


  Even so, the Knight of Wrath received nary a word of praise from the kingdom’s citizens. Anastasia and Astarte, who’d braved the hellish war alongside Faust, immediately considered killing all of them for their insolence. But while they could punish any idiots who ran their mouths and insulted Faust, even they couldn’t lay a finger on those who’d technically done no wrong. It was a tough pill to swallow for both of them and remained a bitter memory of their powerlessness.


  It was Faust who specifically requested a certain reward for his feats, and Queen Liesenlotte simply complied. All he asked for was money. 


  Anastasia and Astarte didn’t seem to mind—only they understood Faust’s charm, since they’d experienced that gruesome campaign with him. The public sentiment actually made it easier for them to monopolize him, and they viewed their citizens’ disdain of him with optimism.


  The situation, however, had taken an unexpected turn. If Anastasia and Astarte sat back and twiddled their thumbs, Villendorf would provide Faust with a legal wife. The crown princess and the duke’s efforts until now would be all for naught.


  “Negotiating peace with Villendorf was a tall order, but Faust managed it,” Astarte said. “In exchange, he sold his chastity to them. How can the royal family reward him? What reward will make all the regional lords who’ve formed contracts with the royal family nod with satisfaction?”


  “Land or bloodline,” Anastasia replied. “Or both. But offering him land is unwise. I don’t mind ceding part of Crown land over to him, but it’ll be an exclave. Faust would probably not like that, and what use is there in harassing a man who should be rewarded?”


  Astarte downed the rest of her wine without leaving a single drop behind. She considered pouring herself another glass, but stopped herself and drank straight from the bottle instead.


  “Then let’s go with bloodline,” the duke said. “He’ll have to marry someone, but who?”


  “I suppose Valiele would be the best fit for the role,” the crown princess replied. “Or rather, she’s the best available option.”


  The duke sat across from the crown princess and clicked her tongue. Faust had to be offered the bloodline of someone related to the royal family; no one else would do.


  “Would I not be suitable for that role?” Astarte asked.


  “Absolutely not,” Anastasia replied. “If he became your husband or mine, he’d be a prince consort or a member of a duke’s household. He can’t hold that high a rank.”


  “Even with all his accomplishments?”


  Astarte set the bottle of wine down and used the back of her hand to wipe off any remaining droplets from her lips. Her thoughts raced as she tried to think of a way to somehow make Faust her husband. 


  “Succession” flashed across her mind. She was third in line for the throne. What made Valiele, who was second in line and ostensibly a higher rank, a better fit for the Knight of Wrath?


  “Don’t make me spell it out for you,” Anastasia said. “At the end of the day, Valiele’s my backup. She doesn’t even come close to you. You command tens of thousands of people in your duchy, and you’re set to inherit your house.”


  The crown princess sighed with resignation at her own words. Astarte clicked her tongue and turned to the captain of the crown princess’s corps. Due to the confidential nature of this conversation, the captain waited on them instead of a servant.


  “A bronze for your thoughts, Alexandra?” Astarte asked.


  Alexandra, the captain of the crown princess’s corps, was over 190 centimeters tall and had a body packed with muscles, underscoring her power. Her breasts were large and full, and her sheer beauty could make a page boy squeal at the sight of her. The second daughter of a certain noble, she’d been personally scouted by Anastasia for her extraordinary capabilities. Alexandra was among the very strongest in all of Anhalt; excluding the times when the royal family went into a state of frenzy, driven mad by their circumstances, she stood second only to Faust himself. Nevertheless, the gap between her and Faust was vast and deep.


  “Are you telling me to go off and marry Sir Polidoro, Your Grace?” Alexandra asked. “If you are, I’d do so happily.”


  “That’s not what I mean, dolt,” Astarte replied, casting the captain a weary glance.


  During the Campaign of Villendorf, many women who’d stood on the same nightmarish battlefield, waist-deep in all the filth, were charmed by Faust’s feats of valor.


  “I do believe I could give birth to a child with extraordinary abilities,” Alexandra said, confident that her child could lead the next generation.


  “If you’d let me have my way with him, I wouldn’t mind making you his legal wife,” Anastasia replied. “But the situation doesn’t call for that.”


  Her words of denial were clear. The crown princess took the bottle of wine from Astarte and poured herself a glass. Anastasia took small sips, nursing her wine.


  “We must provide him with a bloodline,” Anastasia said. “And we need one of high rank to make everyone agree that we’ve rewarded him accordingly. That’s the one condition that we must meet.”


  “Then I guess we’ve only got Valiele,” Astarte replied.


  “Precisely. We can go to Valiele and somehow convince her to cede Faust’s virginity to us.”


  The crown princess was fixated on taking Faust’s virginity—it was the one thing she refused to yield to anyone else, no matter her situation. The man was chaste, innocent, modest, earnest, and most importantly, a virgin. Anastasia wished more than anything to make him open up to her like a flower blooming in a field.


  This was the single greatest personal desire that gripped Anastasia’s heart. Her second greatest wish was to whisper sweet words of love into his ears, and the third was to give birth to his child. Anastasia had fallen head over heels for Faust, and she would have it no other way.


  “Do you think Valiele would agree to that?” Astarte asked.


  “I’ll make her agree,” Anastasia replied. “Besides, Valiele still believes that she’ll end up in a monastery one day. Sure, she might marry a weak lord knight, but it’s still leagues better than the alternative. What’s more, her husband is her advisor and the Faust. It’d be odd if she ever uttered a word of complaint.”


  If Valiele were married off, she would be a free woman and wouldn’t be shackled to an abbey. While Anastasia lusted after Faust von Polidoro, she also found her younger sister adorable and wanted to take good care of her.


  “But what about Faust?” Astarte asked.


  The duke glanced worriedly at the wine left in the bottle after Anastasia poured herself a glass. Being astute, Alexandra swiftly left the two ladies to fetch another bottle. The crown princess clicked her tongue.


  “He’ll agree, I’m sure,” Anastasia answered. “Faust wishes to erase the infamy of his mother, Marianne, who served as the previous lord. If he could integrate a bit of royal blood into House Polidoro, his goal would be basically accomplished.”


  “Sure, logically, it makes sense,” Astarte replied.


  Faust was twenty-two, and Valiele was fourteen—there was an eight-year gap between them. It wasn’t particularly unusual for a political marriage to have a vast age gap, and in fact, it was Faust who was marrying late. In terms of his position, he had no reason to decline this offer. At least, under normal circumstances.


  “Y’know, I’ve got this funny feeling that Faust just won’t agree to it all,” Astarte remarked.


  “Why not?” Anastasia asked. “Do you think he’s become attracted to Queen Catalina of Villendorf?”


  “Not exactly.”


  The duke turned pensive as she brushed her fingers against her lips. Something just didn’t feel right. Astarte had been born with impressive intuition; one might say it was almost beastlike… Or perhaps a sixth sense. She’d used this talent to expertly maneuver during the Campaign of Villendorf, allowing her to survive to this very day.


  “Hmm, I’m not really sure how to explain this feeling I’ve got,” Astarte mumbled. “I just sort of feel like Valiele isn’t Faust’s type or something.”


  “Type?” Anastasia parroted.


  “Yeah. He must have his own preferences.”


  Astarte felt like the entire proposal would end in failure. This wasn’t wishful thinking on her part either. She instinctively believed it would be so. Anastasia frowned, a touch upset that her younger sister wouldn’t suffice.


  “Then what do we do?” the crown princess asked.


  “Well, we’ve gotta convince him somehow,” the duke replied. “I don’t know—we could try encouraging him to become our paramour?”


  “Don’t you think Faust would find it odd that we’re trying to court him? After all this time?”


  Anastasia feared that Faust would assume the ladies were trying to court him only because he was about to be stolen by Villendorf. Indeed, they were already a step behind Queen Ina-Catalina Maria Villendorf. If the poems that had spread throughout Anhalt were to be trusted, the queen had stolen Faust’s first kiss.


  Anastasia gritted her teeth and forced a strained smile on her face.


  “I really didn’t think Faust would charm Queen Catalina to this degree,” the crown princess said. “To my knowledge, she doesn’t possess the same standards of beauty that Villendorf holds. I didn’t expect her to fall in love with Faust after laying eyes on him.”


  “Women of great taste can tell,” Astarte replied. “That’s all there is to it. In fact, if more women learned of Faust’s kindness and beauty, there’d be a large line of them at his feet, charmed by his heart.”


  True enough, both Anastasia and Astarte were two such women who were attracted to his gentle and innocent demeanor. No matter the case, it was clear that Anastasia, Astarte, and the Anhaltish royal family as a whole were backed into a corner. It was now or never.


  “We have to persuade him somehow,” Astarte said. “Faust’s legal wife will be Valiele, and once that’s decided, he’ll have a wife who can give birth to a proper heir to his fief. Surely then he’d accept becoming our paramour.”


  “This is the chaste and innocent Faust that we’re talking about here,” Anastasia replied. “Queen Catalina might be an exception, but don’t you think he’ll claim that he’d offer his body only to his wife?”


  “Anastasia, you don’t understand him one bit, do you?” The duke shook her head at the crown princess’s ignorance. “Faust might be chaste and innocent,” she said, her tone laced with delight, “but when I press my body against him and whisper sweet words of love into his ear, he turns bright red. I’m absolutely positive that he’s a lewd beast in bed.”


  “What in the world are you on about?” Anastasia protested. “You’re an eighteen-year-old idiot virgin! What do you know?”


  The crown princess gazed wearily at the duke, but Astarte didn’t hesitate to give a rebuttal.


  “I know! I do!” Astarte insisted. “He might seem earnest and modest, but underneath that veneer slumbers his primal desire to be ravished by women as they see fit! When I touched his butt, he didn’t seem to be wholly against it! The only drawback was that I was almost killed by his people.”


  “That’s just your wishful thinking, and nothing else.”


  Anastasia couldn’t deny that she hoped he would be innocent in the streets but lascivious in the sheets. She wished that they could enjoy a wild, crazy time in bed. However, these desires were nothing but blind hope from the two virgins; it was closer to delusion, in fact. 


  Anastasia shook her head, ridding herself of these stupid thoughts, when she heard two soft knocks on the door to her room.


  “Pardon me, Princess Anastasia, Duke Astarte,” Alexandra called.


  “Huh? Just come on in,” Astarte replied. The duke hoped that the captain beyond the door had brought another bottle of wine.


  “Er, you see, when I went to fetch you more wine, I bumped into Sir Polidoro. He claimed to want to speak with both Your Grace and Her Highness, so I’ve brought him here.”


  Anastasia and Astarte exchanged a glance. What business could the Knight of Wrath have with them? The duke, however, was relieved that no one else had overheard her raunchy discussion.


  “May I open the door?” Alexandra asked.


  “Just a moment,” Astarte replied. “Is Faust alone?”


  “No, he’s with Lady Martina, his apprentice.”


  Why did he want to speak with the two ladies? The knight should’ve had the day off. He had the excuse of wanting to freshen up a bit from his long journey before visiting the queen to provide an official report. What was so important that he was willing to cast aside his precious break after the parade?


  “Tell Lady Martina to stand outside the room,” Astarte ordered.


  “Certainly,” Alexandra replied. “I shall do the same. Sir Polidoro, please step inside.”


  The male knight, towering over two meters tall and sporting muscles as tough as steel, emerged from the door as he set foot into the room.


  “Your Highness Anastasia, Your Grace Astarte, it’s certainly been a while,” he said.


  “It hasn’t even been a month,” Anastasia replied. “I’ve eagerly awaited your return. You’ve done well at the peace negotiations.”


  “Sit beside me,” Astarte said, patting the spot next to her on the sofa.


  Faust obediently took his seat, noting that the sofa didn’t creak under his sturdy body. As he shifted around to make himself comfortable, he turned to them.


  “Before I report to Queen Liesenlotte, I’ve come to speak with you two,” he said. His usual humble and modest demeanor was gone, replaced with one of earnest urgency.


  Chapter 49:
The Sole Foolish Method


   


  A NEW BOTTLE OF WINE WAS SET ON THE TABLE, and a fresh glass was prepared just for me.


  “Come on, have a sip,” the duke encouraged. “It’ll help you lubricate those vocal cords so you may speak.”


  “I don’t think we should drink in the afternoon… No, never mind,” I conceded. “I’ll have a sip, thank you.”


  Her Grace poured a glass of wine for me, filling it to the brim. I took small sips to pace myself. Yum. This is a far cry from the cheap liquor that I usually drink, I thought. However, I snapped back to my senses. Now wasn’t the time to enjoy my drink like a sommelier—I’d come here for a very important request.


  “I’d like to start with a question for both of you,” I said. “Were you already aware of the reason Villendorf agreed to hold peace negotiations with us?”


  I chose my words carefully, making it clear that both Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte must’ve known something before I went to Villendorf.


  “Are you implying that there’s a factor other than yourself in the peace treaty that you’ve brokered?” Her Highness asked.


  I had followed Queen Liesenlotte’s advice to find a way into Queen Catalina’s heart, but that was only one of many wheels that must have been turning behind the scenes.


  “Correct,” I nodded. “How deep is your understanding of the situation? This is something that I must know.”


  I put clear emphasis on my words.


  “Villendorf’s royal family had weakened considerably following the loss of their hero, Reckenbell,” Princess Anastasia said with a grimace. “She was especially responsible for destroying the nomadic tribes in the north. They might pop up again and launch an attack—it was imperative to have some sort of measures in place to repel them. Thus, these negotiations provided a benefit for Villendorf beyond just the fact that Queen Catalina was promised a child with you.”


  The crown princess was clearly disgruntled at the outcome. I couldn’t deny that the two nations working together in anticipation of those nomads was one of the reasons Villendorf had wanted peace. However, I knew that there was a far more important factor at work.


  “You aren’t able to provide a proper response to my query, I take it?” I asked.


  “What are you trying to say?” Her Highness replied.


  “You can’t not know. I’m just a weak lord who only has three hundred denizens, but you two must know more. I’d like for you to spell it out for me. This is my wish as Faust von Polidoro, your comrade in arms in the Campaign of Villendorf. Are you still unable to share?”


  I wanted to coax them to talk. How much did they truly understand the threat that loomed before us? Did they actually understand the terror of Toqto’a Khan, the woman from the far east beyond the Silk Road? 


  Her Highness and Her Grace glanced at each other before they each expelled a sigh.


  “Would you feel insulted if I said that we couldn’t tell you until now?” the crown princess asked. “Would you see it as an act of betrayal toward a comrade?”


  “I would not,” I replied. “Even if the two of you had some sort of intel, I can understand why you’d hesitate to tell me, a weak lord knight with only three hundred people to his name. I assure you that it won’t upset me.”


  I knew why they’d stayed quiet until now, but I wanted to know if they would still maintain their silence despite my making it abundantly clear that I already knew the full situation. I gazed into Crown Princess Anastasia’s eyes. 


  She gave a smile in response and began to confide in me, offering her reassurance for our friendship.


  “If this comes at the behest of our comrade, surely I have no choice but to speak,” she said. “We received a report from the Holy Gusten Empire. A massive dynasty in the east had fallen; that much was clear. The empire also planned on sending us an intermediary to negotiate peace between our kingdom and Villendorf. They ordered us to cooperate with each other and prepare for war—to construct a bulwark to defend ourselves against the potential threat to our nation.”


  Uh, what? I didn’t expect the Holy Gusten Empire to gaze so far into the future.


  “Did Anhalt not accept the intermediary from the empire?” I inquired. “You wouldn’t have had any need to rely on me then.”


  “Villendorf was the first to decline this offer,” Her Highness replied. “To protect our reputation, we couldn’t show any sign of weakness and had no choice but to decline as well. Only after I officially appointed you as an envoy did I realize that Villendorf had probably wanted to drag you into their nation.”


  I see. Thinking back, it felt like Queen Catalina wanted a glimpse into Anhalt by using me as her crystal ball. Recalling the conversation I’d had with her, I was left with the impression that she was rather disappointed in the kingdom. Probably because my own nation doesn’t really treat me well.


  “But we managed to make peace,” I said. “Now we should—”


  “We must prioritize the nomads of the north,” Her Highness interrupted. “Once they’re dealt with, we ought to cooperate with Villendorf to bolster our forces. It’s a bit infuriating that we must follow the orders of the Holy Gusten Empire, but we’ve got no choice.”


  Now’s not the time to be so contrarian. While on the surface, Anhalt was a subject of the Holy Gusten Empire, in truth, the kingdom was an independent nation. I could see why she would be upset to follow their orders, but they were right this time around. Does the empire have someone so keen? One who can see so far into the future? What was the Holy Roman Empire like before I reincarnated here? Since when did they predict the western expedition of the Mongolians? 


  I was neither a historian nor a researcher, and unfortunately, I’d met an untimely death in my past life.


  “You should follow the warnings of the empire,” I advised.


  “Naturally. I understand that best,” Her Highness said. “Hence, we’re willing to cooperate with Villendorf as I mentioned before.”


  She let out a groan and frowned. I was happy that she was so cooperative. She had made the right call, but that was not nearly enough.


  “That alone is insufficient,” I said.


  I hadn’t been able to convey the full intention behind my words. I didn’t expect them to completely wrap their minds around my fears, and I was aware that presuming as much was unreasonable. Even Queen Catalina, who was already enacting countermeasures, didn’t completely comprehend my dread either. To defeat Toqto’a and the theoretical Mongolians, we had to devote every force that we could muster. Their power was far greater than anything we could ever imagine.


  In fact, I suspected that the full forces of Anhalt and Villendorf combined weren’t enough to tackle our enemies. Reinforcements from the Holy Gusten Empire would do little to increase our strength. No normal means would work against Toqto’a. 


  At the very least, Anhalt and Villendorf couldn’t collaborate half-heartedly—they had to set aside their differences and have the determination to overcome this trial together as allies. If there was no solidarity between the two, the chances of victory were zero. This peculiar kingdom that resembled medieval Europe couldn’t possibly hold a candle to the cunning tactics of the hypothetical Mongolians. We differed in every sense of the word and couldn’t possibly eke out a win against our enemies. I ­internally buried my head in my hands with despair.


  “So, Faust, are you saying that you attained information in Villendorf that even we aren’t privy to?” Duke Astarte asked as she sat next to me and refilled her empty glass with more wine. The duke was generally more aloof, but even she looked rather concerned. 


  I’m glad they’re so quick to pick up on things. I do have some information that I received from Villendorf; should I use that as my excuse?


  I decided to convince them first via a casual conversation instead of a speech.


  “Queen Catalina has allowed me to meet with Lady Yue, a warlord of the east,” I started. “She’s a superhuman, a woman of extraordinary abilities, who escaped with her life from her ruined dynasty.”


  “Did she use the Silk Road to head to Villendorf?” Her Grace asked.


  “Villendorf will allow one to climb through the military ranks so long as they exhibit power and talent. She’s currently staying in House Reckenbell as a guest.”


  With her talent, she’ll probably climb the ranks to be a knight captain by the time Nina von Reckenbell reaches the age of maturity.


  “A warlord of the east survived and is aiming for revenge in Villendorf,” Her Highness said. “Am I correct in my assumptions?”


  The royal’s frown turned into a look of earnestness. 


  That’s the face I wanted to see. You’re the woman who managed to utilize my troops and the duke’s as though they were your own during the Campaign of Villendorf. I need that brain of yours right now—the intelligence that you’ve shown time and time again, the extraordinary insights that make me assume you’ve gotta be on some sort of drug. Please, just hear me out and treat this matter seriously.


  “The nomadic cavalry tribes of the north have attacked us countless times before Anhalt even became a kingdom,” Princess Anastasia said. “I’ve read as much from historical texts, but I thought that they’d only be on the move after they forced the dynasty of the east to surrender. Do you know the name of the nomads’ nation?”


  “I do not,” I replied. “But I know the name of their sovereign: Toqto’a Khan.”


  “Toqto’a Khan…”


  There were a few moments of silence. I knew that Princess Anastasia had to be using the secret information she’d received from the Holy Gusten Empire. The knowledge she possessed flowed through her mind as she contemplated each data point like a researcher perusing stacks of papers. One by one, she was mentally collating documents that allowed her to draw her conclusions.


  “Do you know in how many years the enemy will arrive?” Her Highness asked.


  “No,” I said curtly.


  In 1234, the Jin dynasty fell. In 1241, the Battle of Legnica occurred. Only seven years passed between those two major events. In this world that had fantastical elements like magic already providing us with the tools for instant communication, it wasn’t unreasonable to ­assume that Toqto’a would be here sooner than the events that had transpired back on Earth. I couldn’t provide a clear answer because there were way too many unknown ­factors at play here.


  Her Highness, however, was able to sense the uncertainty and apprehension in my tone.


  “Your estimates will do just fine,” she said. “Just state your opinion.”


  “I believe they’ll be here in less than seven years,” I said.


  Her intelligence allowed her to intuit the urgency that plagued my mind. I couldn’t hide my panic and averted my gaze. She knew that I had my reasons for my oddly specific assumption, and I couldn’t lie to her.


  “Why do you think that?” Princess Anastasia asked.


  I could only respond with silence. How could I tell the truth? How could I claim that I was using knowledge from my past life before I’d been reincarnated here? That hinged on insanity. 


  And so, I resorted to another excuse.


  “My intuition as a superhuman,” I replied.


  “That’s not a solid basis,” Her Highness said, furrowing her brows. “If you had some sort of intel, I could act immediately and accordingly, but…”


  I had no other options, and no other reason came to mind.


  “I’ll say a word or two about this to my mother,” Her Highness said. “However, I doubt my advice will be as resolute and urgent as you hope.”


  “Your Highness, that isn’t nearly enough,” I said. I couldn’t help but cling to a sliver of hope.


  “Faust, unfortunately, the royal family cannot act based on pure speculation—it should come as no surprise that we require concrete evidence. I understand your fears, but that alone cannot force a nation to follow your whims. I suspect that you wish for the country to unify and prepare to use our full forces against the threat from the east, but that request requires our citizens to sacrifice a great deal and shoulder a fair bit of burden. Besides, how can we convince the nobles to prepare for a battle that may or may not occur? Our kingdom doesn’t operate on an absolute monarchy, and just because I give out my orders, doesn’t mean anyone will listen to them.”


  “But if you only act when the threat approaches, it’ll be too late!” I cried desperately, rising from my seat.


  Both the crown princess and the duke didn’t bat an eye at my emotional outburst, likely expecting as much.


  “I ask that you abandon your false sense of hope that this danger is but a mere illusion!” I implored.


  “And what if, after we desperately rally our nation and prepare for war, our enemies never come?” Her Highness asked, coldly dismissing my appeal. “Do you think our kingdom will settle with a ‘Thank goodness, at least Toqto’a didn’t arrive’ and everything will be all fine and dandy? The royal family can only command so much power, and we don’t have limitless money.”


  “It’s difficult to act against an enemy without knowing when they’ll arrive,” Her Grace added. “If we had a precise date, we could at least maintain morale. But it’s tough to keep that up over several years and rally the nation to prepare for war. It’ll take less than two years for people to be exhausted. I guarantee that they’ll lose their initial gusto. We’ll be left with a dysfunctional army. The false sense of hope that you mentioned earlier will undoubtedly fill their minds, and they’ll start to search for a scapegoat. ‘Who in their right mind assumed that Toqto’a Khan and her nomadic tribes would make the long journey from the east using the trade route?’ the people will wonder. And should that occur…”


  The duke paused and encouraged me to sit down again. She nudged me to take a sip of wine in a comically cheerful voice that wasn’t fitting for this occasion, claiming that it was an expensive bottle, before she went on. It was likely in hopes of calming my nerves.


  “Should that occur, you will be the one on the chopping block, Faust,” she said. “The two of us are worried for you.”


  “I never needed any sort of honor!” I insisted. “I don’t care if they drag my name through the mud; that’s the least of my concerns!”


  I couldn’t help but raise my voice, though I obediently followed the duke’s suggestion and took a seat. I then sipped my wine.


  “We’re saying that mere insults simply won’t be the end of it,” Her Highness said. “We will have to punish you as a traitor, tempted by the wiles of Queen Catalina to spread misinformation within our kingdom.” The sorrow was clear in her timbre. “I’m truly grateful for your words of warning—I know you’re doing it for the sake of our nation. But the fact remains that it comes at a horrible time. I know this was solely because of our orders, but I need you to refrain from acting out right after forming friendly ties with Queen Catalina. Someone might even suspect that you’re colluding with the enemy somehow. Faust, I assume that you’re planning on telling everyone about this threat when you deliver your official report to my mother tomorrow. I suggest you cease making any appeals.”


  “Why must I?” I asked.


  “I don’t want to lose you. No one will believe your warning. At best, people will laugh at you for plotting with Villendorf to put Anhalt into a state of confusion in a curious attempt to gain some sort of leverage. Even if you somehow managed to convince everyone and to mobilize our kingdom, only for your prediction to be terribly wrong, everyone’s efforts would be for naught. And then…”


  Princess Anastasia trailed off, unable to bring herself to state the cruel punishment that I would receive. 


  She would have to kill me. Losing my honor wouldn’t be enough; my land would be taken from me and would go to the royal family. 


  I fell silent and gritted my teeth in frustration. What do I do now? Both the crown princess and the duke were right—even I was painfully aware of that. I wasn’t revered here. I had proudly told the Villendorfian knights that I was the hero of Anhalt, but I doubted that the citizens of my kingdom’s royal capital saw me as such. In Villendorf, I was a powerful man renowned for defeating Knight Captain Reckenbell, but here, I was nothing but a measly lord knight with only three hundred citizens to my name. I lacked the power and influence to do anything.


  This cold, harsh slap of reality was tough to face.


  “I won’t ask for you to mobilize all the forces of Anhalt by tomorrow,” I said. “I simply ask that those below you won’t deploy their forces on their own and will at least heed your commands, Your Highness. You stand at the top. I must convey that, without doing so, we have no hopes of winning, and the nobles of Anhalt ought to understand the urgency of this matter. If we are woefully unprepared or underestimate them, we will, without a doubt, fall into ruin.”


  “I won’t allow you to do that, Faust,” Her Highness said.


  Desperation was clear on her face, but I had already made my decision. The crown princess and the duke furrowed their brows and implored me to reconsider.


  “I won’t allow you to needlessly stir confusion within Anhalt,” Princess Anastasia said. “I cannot have you denounced for your claims before my eyes.”


  “I plan on telling Queen Liesenlotte, the lords, and the Nobles of the Robe present in the room tomorrow about the threat from the east,” I declared.


  “Listen to us, Faust!” Duke Astarte roared. “Are you unable to heed our advice?!”


  In anguish, they tried to stop me, but I refused to listen. I knew that as my comrades in arms, they were deeply worried about me. We’d fought through Hell together. Caked in blood and sweat and standing in our suits of armor, we paid no heed to our filthy selves on the battlefield, hugging each other in relief that we were still alive. Despite all that, I couldn’t back down.


  “I came here today in hopes of asking you both to implore Queen Liesenlotte to provide assistance,” I said. “But I see that you both are correct. I’m the one in the wrong, and I’m quite certain that the nobles of Anhalt would agree. I realize now that any actions I take would do very little to remedy this situation.”


  I couldn’t deny that I was just running wild using the information that I had from my past life. I was the one acting like a fool. After all, I had no concrete proof that these so-called Mongolians would journey west, and I’d failed to extract any further details from Villendorf. It didn’t help that Her Highness and Her Grace had no solid information from the Holy Gusten Empire.


  However, I felt like I had to stand my ground here lest we be too late to act. My knowledge from my past life and my extraordinary intuition told me as much, setting off alarm bells within my head.


  “With all that in mind, I’ll still appeal to Her Majesty tomorrow,” I finished. “I plan on steeling myself and finishing my preparations before then.”


  “Preparations?” the princess asked.


  I had said too much. I quickly bowed my head and refused to answer the question.


  “I must go,” I said. “Our discussion is over. Please forget this entire conversation—it was simply the ramblings of a madman.”


  “Don’t give me that,” Her Highness replied. “If you’re still intent on following through, we’ll at least lend our aid. Surely we can find a more discreet and gentle way of phrasing your appeal so that you won’t be censured.”


  “But that just won’t do, Your Highness. I require a powerful blow that will snap the nobles to reality. What better opportunity do I have than tomorrow, where the room will be filled with many important figures?”


  I kept my head down as I mentally prepared myself. Only one method came to mind. People might say that it trod into the realm of insanity, but it was the only shot I had to display my resolve in this world filled with magic and other fantastical elements. This was how I would show my determination, and I planned on doing so before I was denounced for my claims. 


  I can at least disembowel myself first.


  Frankly, I didn’t really like my nation. It was a crappy kingdom filled with people who mocked me for being an ugly man. However, I had nothing against the royal family—Queen Liesenlotte, Crown Princess Anastasia, Duke Astarte, and Princess Valiele. 


  And…there was something of utmost importance that I had to protect.


  “Princess Anastasia, Duke Astarte, there really is one thing in the world that I absolutely cannot allow,” I said. “One thing that I simply cannot concede. I cannot allow some nobody whom I know nothing about to step into my fief and trample all over my mother’s grave, sweeping away her mark on this world and rewriting history.”


  I finished my glass of wine. The two ladies opened their mouths once more, but I didn’t listen. In fact, their desperate appeals sounded like music to my ears—a song of military triumph. This was the only intelligent move I had left, as a pitiful lord knight with only three hundred citizens, to convince Queen Liesenlotte of the threat that the nomadic tribes posed. 


  It’s not intelligent at all, I guess. It’s actually foolish.


  The corners of my mouth tugged upward as I left the room. I grabbed Martina’s hand, cutting her off from her friendly chat with Captain Alexandra, and walked away from the crown princess’s room.


  Chapter 50:
A Religion Known as the School of Cologne


   


  WE SAT IN THE CARRIAGE THAT WE’D RENTED from a place that had them for hire. Helga, my chief squire, sat in the coachman’s seat and held the reins. A simple bench was nailed to the body, which meant Martina and I sat next to each other. 


  It was my apprentice knight who broke the silence.


  “How did negotiations go?” she asked.


  “Not well,” I replied.


  “I expected as much. It was an impossible feat. I knew that you wouldn’t be able to persuade Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte to leap into action.” She let out a small sigh.


  Even knowing that I was asking for the impossible, I’d still tried my luck. However, all I received was a dose of reality. To be more precise, I didn’t have a source of information that could translate into action—I didn’t have any concrete proof that could convince others.


  “Lord Faust, you don’t have to rush into things,” Martina said. “I don’t think you have to call for action and rally our nation right this instant.”


  “We must,” I replied, refusing to take her advice. “Or else we’ll be too late.”


  “I simply don’t understand. What basis do you have for your claims? Why are you acting with such haste?”


  I was silent for a few moments, pondering how I could answer her query. My strongest argument, which I couldn’t tell anyone, was that Lady Yue’s story of Toqto’a Khan bore a striking resemblance to the history of the Mongolians of my previous world. 


  Which isn’t enough, I thought. 


  I recalled Princess Anastasia’s warning and realized that I actually didn’t have any specific evidence now that pointed to Toqto’a Khan’s journeying west and repeating how the Mongolians had invaded Europe. 


  Even with my knowledge as a person who was reincarnated into this world, it’s not convincing enough. 


  Still, I knew that it would be far too late if we only acted once they arrived. We wouldn’t make it in time.


  “Martina, what do you think we lack to fend off the nomads?” I asked. “Give me an answer.”


  “I suppose it’d be a strategy against the Parthian shot,” she replied. “The easiest solution was employed by Claudia von Reckenbell. She simply boasted a greater range with her longbow and thus triumphed against the nomads.”


  “Exactly. The damage that long-range weapons can dish out will fluster any army. Coupled with the high mobility that the nomads boast, soldiers can’t react in time. It disturbs their battle formation.”


  Those who had longer spears and ranged attacks would win in the end—it was a basic battle principle. Ever since the ancient days, this hadn’t changed. My people knew how to form a small tercio, a configuration we utilized during military service. Five of my squires used crossbows, while some wielded custom pikes that were around six meters long. Not everyone had the luxury of using these weapons since my land didn’t have much money to spare, so the rest of my troops were armed with swords. 


  I discreetly laughed at myself. But those swords don’t seem to matter much since our unit’s so tiny. 


  “I’ve got another question for you,” I said. “How exactly will one battle on the plains?”


  “I’d say a direct clash,” Martina replied. “Cavalry knights are vital weapons that can devastate infantry. My mother, Caroline, taught me as much.”


  Maneuver warfare was a favored tactic back in my previous world with all its major technological advance-ments. However, during the Middle Ages, people preferred mobile warfare. Back then, if firepower was lacking and both sides of the war possessed around the same number of troops, the more fluid forces always won. 


  Toqto’a Khan and the hypothetical Mongolians were all cavalry.


  In contrast, Anhalt and Villendorf’s combined army of twenty thousand was composed of several thousand knights along with infantry forces led by lord knights. The performance of these troops depended solely on their loyalty to their lord and the commander’s talents. Subjects only followed orders of those directly above them and paid no heed to those at the very top of the hierarchy.


  This feudal system was a fatal flaw against the Mongolians. Sure, a crystal ball laced with magic could allow those in command to communicate and take charge, but the people would never listen to the orders of another lord—they only followed their own. Some staunchly loyal ones wouldn’t even heed the commands of their sovereign. In other words, teamwork and mobility relied heavily on the generals.


  But what about the hypothetical Mongolians? When Fei Long, the dynasty that Lady Yue had once been a part of, fell into ruin, the tactics of Toqto’a Khan’s forces mimicked the actual Mongolians very closely.


  “Martina, because the nomads form little tribes of their own, even if their commander falls, a new one can quickly take their place,” I explained. “With a single word from their leader, they can work with impressive teamwork to break through, circumnavigate, and surround. It’s a masterful display of the three factors of mobility. Toqto’a Khan, the leader of our hypothetical enemies, can command an army of tens of thousands of soldiers if she pleases and train them as though they’re out on hunts.”


  “It’s a system that our feudal structure cannot mimic,” Martina remarked.


  During the campaign of Villendorf, when I’d defeated Knight Captain Reckenbell in a duel, the Villendorf forces froze for a moment. That opportunity allowed us to eke out a victory. I couldn’t hope that the same would occur with Toqto’a Khan and her army.


  “Lady Yue provided further insight on our enemies,” I said. “Toqto’a commands an army of over a hundred thousand, and they’re all cavalry soldiers. They won’t all venture west to attack us, but I predict that around seventy thousand will make their way toward our nation. I’m not certain, so it’s just a guess.”


  I suspected that fifty thousand Mongolian soldiers would head west along with twenty thousand civilians conscripted for service. The Han Chinese and the specialists from Persia would also join the fray. In the Battle of Legnica, the Mongolians had only fielded around twenty thousand cavalry units. Of course, this knowledge was from my previous life, and there were no guarantees that it would be the same in this fantasy world.


  As it was, I couldn’t obtain any sort of information about Toqto’a, and even Princess Anastasia had no clue about the nomads of the east. If she’d known more about them, she surely would’ve been more willing to listen to my warning. All I could do was wait for Queen Catalina’s message; she’d promised me that she would try to gather more intel through the merchants who used the eastern trade route. If I were incredibly lucky, Queen Liesenlotte might accidentally leak some information she’d received from the Holy Gusten Empire. However, I wasn’t holding my breath for that.


  “If, by any chance, we clash against Toqto’a, do you think we could win?” I asked.


  “We cannot,” Martina replied. “But I wonder if it’s as hopeless as you predict.”


  “If Lady Yue’s story is to be trusted, this isn’t a mere prediction. Her army easily eclipsed the hundred thousand soldiers that Toqto’a Khan commanded, yet Lady Yue still lost. I’m anxious precisely because this isn’t a matter of pure numbers—our situation feels hopeless in more ways than one.”


  From what I understood, Genghis Khan was like an overpowered character in my previous world. 


  “The fifth angel sounded his trumpet, and I saw a star fall from heaven to earth; and to him was given the key to the bottomless pit. When he opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like it was a gigantic furnace. The sun and sky grew dark from the miasma.”


  This was the fifth judgment of seven from the Book of Revelation. Genghis Khan was like a swarm of locusts released onto the earth. I had to think of a way to counter this menace that would arrive on our soil, before it was too late.


  I had no time to systemically create a centralized power structure, nor was I keen on doing that to begin with. Orders needed to follow the chain of command, and at the very least, lord knights and civilian infantry had to follow commands given by those higher than them without any pushback. That was the bare minimum that was required.


  “Why must I risk my life for this absolutely basic, crappy requirement?” I grumbled.


  “Are you planning on risking your life?” Martina asked.


  “That’s all I can do if I hope to ever turn this situation around.”


  I had to unify military authority. I knew that this was an impossible dream when centralized power was a fool’s notion in this era, but I wanted to bring everyone together for this one shot. That was all I needed. For just one battle, I wanted everyone to follow the chain of command. That felt like a possible feat to me. 


  Or rather, I have to make it possible.


  Blood rushed to my brain as I tried to keep thinking of ideas. I need someone to indoctrinate our people about the Mongolians and the terror that they could unleash. In the Battle of Legnica, the Mongolians had used textbook military tactics and executed them flawlessly. I needed the royal family to look into their strategies and relay them to the Holy Gusten Empire, with the hope that they could create some sort of counter to our enemies’ formation. The rest would be out of my hands.


  Clearly, the Holy Gusten Empire had someone who was far more intelligent than I ever could be—so much so that she’d already advised Anhalt to construct a bulwark for their defenses. It was clear that whoever this person was had the ability to see far into the future without the knowledge that I possessed from my past life, implying that she was a genius ahead of her years. 


  I’ll just leave it to her.


  “Lord Faust,” Martina whispered, cutting off my train of thought. My quiet agony was lost on her.


  “Yeah?”


  “Why don’t we just flee?”


  “What…did you just say?” I asked, my eyes widening with astonishment. I could hardly comprehend what this nine-year-old was implying.


  “I initially wanted to change your mind, Lord Faust. I tried to consider every possible idea. I wanted to convince you that no one would ever make the journey from the far east, beyond the trade route, to invade our land.”


  “They’ll come. There’s no doubt in my mind.”


  “What makes you so sure, my lord? It would be a long and arduous expedition to the west. Do you understand the sheer resources necessary to embark on that journey? Surely you know the sacrifices and suffering that would be required for that one battle.”


  Because they’re nomads. 


  Only agricultural tribes would be satisfied with the taxes they could collect from the prosperous Fei Long dynasty that they had conquered. Perhaps those people would stay and be content with their wealth. But there were others who wanted more, much more, so they could give plenty of land to their subjects.


  In my past life, I hadn’t been able to understand that mindset. I’d felt so detached from those events when I read about them in textbooks, but now, after being reincarnated into this world, I could finally comprehend that greed. These nomadic tribes, while undeniably intelligent, were equipped with nary a shred of logic. To them, agricultural societies were fragile piggy banks that they could bust open at any time, or people worth less than horses. The nomads reveled in plundering and slaughter. If my past life’s history was anything to go by, they’d only journeyed to Europe because they truly believed that they could conquer the continent.


  They could’ve done just that had the forces sent to the west not been called back to lament the death of their commander. 


  I doubt anyone in this world would believe my claims, though. 


  In this world, only I and a small group of people in the Holy Gusten Empire were positive that Toqto’a Khan would begin a full-scale invasion. It was almost hilarious how wretched this situation was.


  “You said we should flee,” I said. “Where to? We’ve got nowhere to go.”


  “We can retreat deep into the heart of the Holy Gusten Empire,” Martina replied. “You’ve got extraordinary abilities, and I’m certain that you’d be warmly welcomed wherever you went.”


  “Martina.” My voice was kind. 


  Even nine-year-old Martina, with her precocious wisdom, could only suggest that I retreat. 


  Her world only went as far as the entirety of the Holy Gusten Empire; even she couldn’t suggest that I run to the British Isles of this world. I found it a touch comical and couldn’t suppress a smile as the girl puffed out her cheeks and turned to me.


  “Why are you smiling?” Martina asked.


  “I would’ve wanted you to suggest that I flee to the islands,” I replied.


  “The islands to the west? We can’t even speak their language. I’ve heard of their existence, but nothing more.”


  She probably doesn’t know her geography. To be fair, the map of this world is similar to the one of my previous life, barring a few differences. 


  I felt like we were near Germany and Poland. Both Anhalt and Villendorf had grassy plains to the north, and the terrain was charming.


  “You’re laughing again,” Martina pointed out, frowning once more.


  “Sorry,” I apologized.


  I’m not laughing at you, but at the misshapen landscape in this Middle Ages-esque world. God, I was born in such a peculiar and curious place. But enough daydreaming.


  “I won’t flee,” I said.


  “Why not? I guess it’s silly of me to ask.”
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  “My residents, my land, and all my assets would be left behind. If I were alone, I might be able to dig up my mother’s remains and flee with her, but…”


  I knew that my mother would lament my actions. No doubt her bones would rattle loudly as her ghost would ask why I’d abandoned my land.


  “Ancestors shackle people, and land does so as well,” I said.


  “I suppose,” Martina replied.


  “I don’t wish to negate that.”


  I feel like that was one of the maxims that Adolf Hitler said in his speech. Damn. He was a terrible guy, but I think there’s some truth in that one saying of his. 


  The Polidoro fief was my everything. My residents and I clung to the land, and I refused to let it out of my grip. They would have to pry it from my cold, dead fingers.


  “Now that you understand me, let’s go, Martina,” I said.


  I tousled her silver hair; her locks were soft to the touch. She slapped my hand away and looked annoyed.


  “Where to?” she asked.


  “The church,” I replied curtly.


  Martina looked a touch hesitant, unable to understand the thoughts behind my actions. “The church? Are you going to pray to God for help or something?”


  “Yep. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”


  It was all I could do. I was genuinely glad that this world had magic, miracles, and legends; I could now put my determination on display. 


  I’m still going to put my life on the line, though. 


  I knew that I had to go to extremes to make everyone truly understand our imminent danger, and even then, it might not be enough. Even so, I couldn’t think of any other method. I knew that I had gone mad; I couldn’t deny it at this point. There was a small voice in my head asking over and over if there was no better option, or if I couldn’t implore someone who had more wisdom than I ever would.


  However, Crown Princess Anastasia, Duke Astarte, and even the bright nine-year-old Martina couldn’t provide the response that I hoped for. As I surrendered to my temporary insanity, this was the only path I could think of.


  “Lord Faust, weren’t you disliked by the church?” Martina asked. “You like using crossbows, the very thing that the Pope forbade.”


  “But we’ve still got a church in our small fief, don’t we?” I replied.


  “Sure, but it’s…”


  She was referring to one of the schools within the church, situated in the royal capital’s cathedral. But before she could finish her sentence, the carriage rolled up to our destination.


  “Lord Faust, we’ve arrived at the cathedral,” Helga reported.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  I stepped out of the carriage. This cathedral belonged to the School of Cologne, a minority faction within the church that practiced monotheism. True to their reputation, their cathedral was rather small and humble. 


  However, a majority of people in this world embraced monotheism.


  In fact, the Western nations in this world possessed many different interpretations of certain doctrines and thus also practiced a variety of worship rituals; naturally, there was an absurd number of different branches and factions. Monotheistic teachings in this world were an amalgamation of various ideas, including components of Norse mythology like Valhalla.


  It truly was baffling. I recognized some religious orders that closely resembled ones from my previous life, like Cluny Abbey and the Cistercians, but that was all I knew. Frankly, it was a fool’s errand to try to keep tabs on all the religious sects. Religion was needlessly complicated, strange, and troublesome, and it didn’t help that I wasn’t an expert on it either. 


  All I knew was that there once were saints and saintesses who accomplished extraordinary, magical feats—also known as miracles—which made a majority believe in one God and turn to monotheism. That was all I needed to know, honestly.


  Now, for a quick summary of the Cologne school. When I’d managed to obtain crossbows from bandits, I turned to the only priest—or priestess, rather, given this world’s gender roles—within my Polidoro fief for advice.


  “Since you’ve got them, you should use them to your heart’s content,” she said. “This must be a blessing from God.”


  The priestess, who belonged to the School of Cologne, had her fist clenched with gusto as she made that declaration. While the Pope banned the use of crossbows in this world, this priestess went against those teachings so openly that I could only call her insane. Admittedly, I was going to use the crossbows anyway. If I could decrease the number of casualties in my fief, the ban be damned.


  “You should stay in the carriage, Martina,” I said.


  “I’ll go with you,” she insisted.


  “I’m telling you not to come.”


  While I spoke to the priestess of the School of Cologne, I was certain that Martina would try to interrupt our conversation—even a half-mad person like me could tell. She would only be a hindrance.


  “I’m giving you an order as my apprentice knight,” I said. “Stay in the carriage.”


  “Yes, my lord,” Martina said.


  The hesitation was clear in her voice, but she had no right to refuse. 


  And I’ll be off. 


  As I left the carriage, I told Helga to keep an eye on Martina, parting ways with my chief squire. From this point forward, I would go in alone. 


  Will I drown in my insanity, or will logic defeat me? I’ve got some preparations to make before I report to Queen Liesenlotte.


  I couldn’t stop myself from flashing the faintest of smiles as I stepped into the church.


  Chapter 51:
Only One Bullet


   


  PLENTY OF SISTERS TO RELY ON, BUT NOT ONE single bro… I joked to myself as I set foot into the building. The Holy Gusten Empire had a Pope, cardinals, bishops, priestesses, and pastoresses. However, none were ever addressed as “Father.” In fact, there weren’t any priests at all in this world—instead, they were replaced by pastoresses. In other words, they were all women.


  It would be remiss if I failed to state that Christ was a woman in this world, unlike the beliefs of my previous life. There weren’t any brothers—that is, monks—in the churches. In this world, women outnumbered men nine to one. If each man didn’t make at least ten children, the population would be on the decline, ultimately leading humanity to extinction. Barring extreme circumstances, there wouldn’t be a young monk in a church. Those were the rules of this world.


  For some inexplicable reason, the outfits of these sisters bear a striking resemblance to the garments I’m familiar with from my past life. That’s the real mystery here. 


  In this crazy world, the veil itself was the very symbol of purity before God. There wasn’t any reason to actually be covered up—it didn’t imply modesty. 


  I shouldn’t worry about it. Who cares? That’s not the real issue here. For now, I just need to focus on why I’m here.


  “I shall guide you to the priestess,” a nun said. “You’ve got our utmost gratitude for the alms.”


  “Myself and all my residents are in your debt,” I said. “I apologize for the paltry sum of money I can muster.”


  “Don’t be. Every resident of the Polidoro fief is a follower of the School of Cologne. That alone grants you the right to meet with the priestess, Sir Polidoro.”


  At least they always welcome me, I sighed internally. 


  In my past life, the Cologne school was the name for a set of medieval German painters, or the name of a noble clergyman, but in this world, it was a sect within the official religion of the Holy Gusten Empire. While the group was small, they had enough members to create a faction, and they seemed to worship the same deity too.


  The greatest difference that I noticed from my past life was the Order of the Cistercians and Cluny Abbey. The former, with their agricultural tools, prioritized work and learning as they developed their land like farmers. The latter went on a more pious path of honoring prayer, following the commandments, and favoring more lavish rituals that made them more akin to nobles. However, in this world, both factions were different, and honestly, it felt like everyone just followed whatever religion they liked. 


  Besides, how could a monotheistic religion draw so strongly from Norse mythology? After a warrior dies, people believe that they head for Valhalla and join the einherjar. How does that make any sense? You know what? I just don’t get it anymore. In summation, the religions of this world are as crazy as the last. 


  Hence, I had no desire to learn more about it, though it wasn’t like I had the opportunity to do so. I only really had any insight into the School of Cologne, which had been established in my fief five generations ago. My mother, Marianne, told me that our church was different from others. She asked that I just accept reality and not question it. I wished for those in other fiefs to do the same and just accept this church, but I knew that it wasn’t meant to be. I didn’t really mind if we were different from other territories.


  “Um, Sir Polidoro, how many crossbows do you have now?” a nun asked.


  “I’ve got five that I’ve taken from bandits,” I replied.


  “Wonderful!”


  Really? Wonderful? How so? 


  The School of Cologne highly recommended we use crossbows on the battlefield, an act that was considered taboo by the Pope. They claimed that the crossbow was a lovely weapon that allowed even commoners to kill knights. 


  Seriously, how can they say that? In my previous life, there was a theory that crossbows were banned precisely because they allowed commoners to kill knights in chainmail so easily. 


  I wasn’t sure if there was any truth to that, though. I couldn’t understand why the School of Cologne was so contrarian. My mother had said that our church was vastly different from others and that I simply had to accept that. 


  How can I? I just cannot. This church is clearly headed in the wrong direction, openly going against the orders of the Pope. I don’t even know how they can persist after committing such acts of heresy, but to be fair, I’m not one to talk. 


  I ignored the commands of the Pope too, after all.


  No one really followed this crossbow rule. Anhalt, Villendorf, and almost all the other nations within the Holy Gusten Empire couldn’t abandon their use. If their enemies used this powerful weapon, and they didn’t, all their people would die. I could parry the arrows from these bows and remain standing, but I was the exception to the rule.


  “Recently, firearms have improved significantly,” a nun said. “Unlike the days of yore, where they were treated as toys that could make loud sounds, they’ve become capable of piercing a knight’s breastplate and other armor. Please, have a look at the musket.”


  She pointed to a gun in the middle of the church. I followed her gaze as I patted my own breastplate on my suit of Maximilian armor. Even someone like me would struggle to parry a bullet with a sword, though it wasn’t wholly impossible to do so.


  “I don’t deny that I’m impressed by these technological advancements,” I said. “But my suit of armor is engraved with magic sigils and can surely defend against bullets.”


  She laughed cheerfully. “It’s quite unfair for you to mention your armor.”


  I’d told myself time and time again that this church was different from others. In short, this place worshiped firepower. That was why they decorated the center of the church with a musket; they believed that force was necessary to get rid of any heretics. With power, they could save their allies by defeating as many enemies as possible. That was their belief, and I couldn’t say that I disagreed with their mindset.


  But how could pious people say that? Does this feel wrong because I still retain my values from my previous life? No, I think Earth also had military orders where knights were also monks and such. 


  In this world, military orders were comprised of women, and they acted as knights. Many thoughts swirled within my mind, putting me in quiet agony. Knowledge from my past life, my ethical values from contemporary society, my honor as a knight in this life, the fact that my land was in the School of Cologne, and my refusal to join any other sect… It was all mental torture.


  All of it only makes my head hurt more, but no matter. I’m not here as a part of this sect or to ask about their religious teachings and practices anyway.


  “Where might the priestess be?” I asked.


  “She’s currently in the confessional, listening to the penitents,” the nun replied. “I’m sure she’ll be back soon, so if you would, please wait here.”


  She took me to a room within the church. I stepped inside and sat on a small chair. It was far too tiny for a massive man like me. While I waited for the priestess, I stared across the room at a large desk that she used. 


  I realized how familiar I was with her already. It’s already been two years, huh…


  Before I’d become Princess Valiele’s advisor, I’d been set to report to Queen Liesenlotte that I had taken charge of my land. However, I was forced to wait three months to be granted an audience. I went to the priestess for help, wondering if there was a way to cut the line and meet the queen. She bitterly shot down my hopes and said that her sect was so tiny, she didn’t have any power to interfere with the political affairs of the kingdom. Furthermore, the School of Cologne wasn’t adept at negotiations. Ultimately, when I became Princess Valiele’s advisor, I was quickly ­allowed to meet with Queen Liesenlotte, so all was well.


  Yup. I knew that this church didn’t have any political leverage, and I was also aware that they didn’t have the skills to win over others to their side. Nevertheless, I’d decided to come here anyway. I was living on a prayer and hoped that God would heed my call. This was the only way I could think of to tell Queen Liesenlotte about the danger from the east. After the nun left, I quietly waited in the room.


  The priestess finally arrived after some time.


  “Thank you for your patience,” she said.


  She was rather elderly, though no doubt younger than Villendorf’s Minister of War. However, it was clear that she was at an advanced age and in gradually declining health. As the tiny priestess slowly walked toward her desk, I stood up to welcome her. It took her a few moments to sit down, and she gave a small cough before she turned to face me.


  “It’s been two years, Sir Polidoro,” she said, speaking slowly. She seemed like she was in no rush.
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  “It’s been a while,” I replied, lowering my head sluggishly in turn. “I’ve been rather preoccupied, and I apologize for not visiting you until now.” 


  “Nonsense—I know that you’ve been very busy,” she replied. “Faust von Polidoro, you’re a man of this church and Anhalt’s hero. To be quite honest with you, I saw you as a peculiar male knight when I met you two years ago. Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined that you’d be widely talked about throughout the land. It brings me great pride to know that a believer from our School of Cologne, one who was baptized in our church, became a hero.”


  “You honor me.”


  “I heard from one of the sisters that you provided a hefty sum for alms as well. As the priestess, I’d like to personally thank you.”


  She gave a deep bow. It made me a bit uncomfortable to see an elderly lady who only went up to my hips lower her head, and I wished she’d refrain from doing so. 


  But no matter. Now really isn’t the time for that sort of talk.


  “Priestess, I came here today with a very important topic,” I said.


  “Oh?” she replied. “What does the widely celebrated Sir Polidoro need from an elderly lady like me?”


  “It’s a request that only you can fulfill.”


  My request was already on my mind, and I knew very well what I needed. I had also run simulations of this conversation in my head, making sure I had my answers ready and my thoughts organized before I posed my first question.


  “First, I’d like to ask if you’ve received any sort of intel from the Holy Gusten Empire,” I started.


  “I wonder…” the priestess replied.


  She was obviously feigning ignorance. I stared straight into her eyes for several moments, and she finally gave a look of resignation.


  “It seems you know,” she said. “The cardinal stationed in the imperial capital sent a message to all priestesses. ‘Prepare for war,’ we were told. ‘Erect a bulwark to counter the threat.’ If push comes to shove, I plan on forcing my old bones to get up and grab a musket to head to war.”


  “I don’t think that’s what the cardinal wished to convey,” I replied.


  She’d likely asked the church to be a pillar of mental support for the citizens who feared the theoretical ­Mongolians, and to provide sanctuary should the time come. 


  I think that’s what the cardinal wanted to say. But even if people flee into these churches, I doubt our enemies give a crap about our religion. They’ll show no respect and light the churches on fire, slaughtering the people who flee from the flames.


  Mongolians aside, the knights of the Holy Gusten Empire would often ignite gunpowder to make these churches explode. They would shout with glee at the sight of a church because they’d found a piggy bank. 


  Soldiers across the globe were violent when it came to plundering and capturing their spoils of war. Piggy banks that were built with wealth would be cracked wide open. 


  “If you know that much, this’ll be quick,” I said.


  “Whatever do you mean?” the priestess asked.


  I didn’t beat around the bush. “I’m talking about Queen Liesenlotte. I must convince her and rally the nation into action. However, I lack a decisive blow to persuade the masses, including the queen.”


  “I see. And you believe that our order will be of use to you?”


  “Through an oracle.” I paused before I went on. “What if I said that I’d received a vision from God? What would happen then?”


  The priestess’s eyes grew wide. “I see. There’ve been superhumans in the past who claimed to have received prophecies and heard the words of God. However…”


  “I know. They all met grisly ends.”


  “Precisely. The most famous case is probably him, who hailed from another nation. He was a rare boy, a superhuman born to a farmer, and he claimed to have heard the words of God. He was ultimately put on trial for heresy and burned at the stake for his deeds. There was another trial to reinstate him, and his honor was restored. But what happened was so horribly cruel and brutal. Would you like to become like him as well?”


  Hmm… How can I work around that?


  “If I claimed that in seven years, an apocalypse shall arrive—that a being akin to the fifth judgment of seven shall attack the Holy Gusten Empire—would you believe me?” I asked.


  “I would not,” the priestess replied.


  “Even if I said that I’d heard the voice of God?”


  I gazed into the priestess’s eyes. She locked her gaze with me as she spoke in her usual, languid way.


  “You’d best refrain,” she said. “It’s a blasphemy toward God, and She will surely smite you with Her judgment should you use Her name in vain.”


  “Priestess…” I started.


  “I’m saying this for your sake, Faust, follower of our sect. I will do what I can. I shall draft a letter to the bishop and relay any necessary information to the cardinal.”


  I’m sorry, but that still isn’t enough. 


  I discreetly clicked my tongue.


  “Please understand that I’m not jokingly claiming that I’ve received the word of God, nor am I saying it on a whim,” I said.


  “I understand that you have your own reasons for making your claim,” she replied, “but that is precisely why I must stop you. Dear follower, I ask that you halt for a moment and regain your calm. God will not forsake you, and the deity will protect you without requiring the self-sacrificial tactics that you’re trying to employ.”


  It was too late. The insanity ate away at my mind, and I refused to listen.


  “Priestess, I’d like for you to accompany me to my audience with the queen tomorrow,” I said. “I’d like for you to help me persuade her. I’m sorry, but I won’t take no for an answer. I’ll drag you with me if I must.”


  “I don’t mind trying to persuade Her Majesty,” she replied. “If it satisfies you, I shall comply and even offer my full cooperation. But the moment you mention anything about hearing the words of God, I shall oppose you immediately and claim blatherskite for your delusional words. I will firmly declare that they’re mere babblings of a lunatic and deny you. Will you be all right with that?”


  Fine by me. As long as you come along, then and there, you won’t be able to escape. 


  I raised my hands in surrender.


  “Very well,” I replied. “I only ask for your cooperation to persuade the queen.”


  “So long as you understand,” the priestess said with a smile. “Thank you, my child.”


  She pressed a hand against her chest and breathed a sigh of relief. Unbeknownst to her, everything was going as planned.


  “I shall arrive tomorrow morning and fetch you via carriage,” I said as I stood up to leave. 


  The stage was set. My one and only bullet was loaded into the musket’s chamber. I just wasn’t sure if this one shot could pierce Queen Liesenlotte’s heart.


  So long as the sky didn’t fall upon me and crush me alive, I would never break my vow.


  Well, Faust? Are you prepared to put your life on the line? 


  My oath to God was one that would shackle and protect a knight. 


  Have I made my decision? Do I have any regrets? I quietly asked myself as I prepared for tomorrow. All the while, this lunacy, like the devil whispering over my shoulder, quietly agreed with my actions.


  Chapter 52:
Nobody Relinquishes Military Power


   


  I STOOD IN CROWN PRINCESS ANASTASIA’S ROOM. The two nobles—Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte—remained seated while I, Alexandra, captain of the crown princess’s corps, stood beside them with a grimace. As they filled me in on the details, I felt my face growing strained by the second.


  “What are you planning to do?” I asked.


  “We wait,” Duke Astarte replied. “A report on Faust after he left the royal palace will soon reach my ears. I’m absolutely certain that today, he’ll take a different course of action from usual.”


  “A report?”


  Her Grace nodded. “Whenever Faust stays in the royal capital, we always have someone spying on him. We don’t want any troublesome pests to approach him.”


  “It would indeed be a problem if he became close with nobles who might try to use him for their own nefarious purposes,” Princess Anastasia added.


  Er, it clearly looks like you’re just trying to isolate Sir Polidoro from the other noblewomen, I thought. 


  I surmised that these two ladies wanted to monopolize him, but I knew better than to say as much. I had more sense than that—especially more than Princess Valiele’s corps, infamous for their intelligence that put them on par with a troop of chimpanzees. So, I turned a blind eye to the truth. In lieu of speaking, I let out a small cough. 


  Just then, there was a knock on the door. I don’t think Princess Anastasia was due for any guests today, but I doubt the guards of the palace would let an assassin through.


  “I shall go check,” I said.


  I kept my sword at the ready just in case. I was approaching the door when I heard Her Highness speak up from behind me.


  “I suspect it’s my subordinate or someone from Astarte’s house,” she said. “You need not worry.” She raised her voice to call to the visitor. “Come on in! You may enter my room!”


  There was a small click as the doorknob turned, and a very familiar face appeared at the threshold. Our guest was a high-ranking Noble of the Robe.


  “Marina von Vespermann here!” the guest announced.


  The young lady had just risen to power in her house and was brimming with energy. She was still only sixteen, but our kingdom conducted inheritance battles at a rather early age. House Vespermann, headed by Lady Marina, handled the intelligence of our kingdom and supervised the agents and spies that we deployed to neighboring nations. Under orders of the royal family, she would occasionally negotiate with the Minstrel Guild to carefully craft information for the masses. If we required someone in a different nation—or someone useless in our kingdom—to be assassinated, she would take care of it for us. Her true role was that she was a noble in charge of our covert operations. On the surface, she acted as a normal diplomat.


  “I’m here to report on Sir Polidoro,” Marina said. “Some of his actions were a touch…unusual.”


  Wasn’t she the second daughter? She was originally set to become the captain of the Crown Princess’s corps, but the eldest daughter was rumored to be hopeless. Ah, I remember now! The eldest daughter’s Zabine von Vespermann, the captain of Princess Valiele’s corps! Her parents determined that a stupid chimp like her would never be able to do any espionage or take control.


  I felt like that was a wise decision. I had heard poems, of course, claiming that Zabine gave a speech during Princess Valiele’s first battle, rallying the villagers and drafting them into service. Zabine couldn’t be underestimated, but despite all that, I felt like she was fundamentally lacking as a knight. House Vespermann had made the right call to expel her from their household. 


  But enough about that.


  “After Sir Polidoro left the palace, he headed straight for the School of Cologne’s cathedral!” Marina reported.


  Duke Astarte tapped her temple with her index ­finger. “A church of the School of Cologne? I do recall that Faust was a follower of that sect, but…as far as I know, he hasn’t visited the cathedral once for the past two years. Any worshiping he did was done in the church near his villa.”


  “Precisely, Your Grace!” Marina shouted; her energetic voice filled the room. “In the time since I was first ordered to keep watch over Sir Polidoro, I’ve never seen him do anything like this before!”


  At first, I wondered if Marina’s loud voice was due to her nervousness in front of Her Highness and Her Grace, but it seemed she was always like this. Her report echoed off the living room walls.


  “Anastasia, this isn’t looking good,” Her Grace said. “He went to the priestess of his sect to ask for support.”


  “Marina, do you know anything about the priestess of the School of Cologne?” Princess Anastasia asked. “Do report.”


  “Yes, Your Highness! I’ve got some information about her!” Marina replied. She locked eyes with the crown princess and kept up her energetic demeanor. “As you may know, the School of Cologne worships power and strength; it’s a minority sect that openly allows the usage of crossbows. They have also delved into technological advancements in artillery weapons, such as muskets that require gunpowder. Naturally, the priestess of the cathedral also supports the development and usage of these armaments.”


  They’re as nuts as they’ve always been. 


  Yet this small sect boasted ancient roots, ones that went deep into our history. The priestess, head of the School of Cologne, had been chosen to become a cardinal.


  “They always claim that if one wishes to attain peace, one must prepare for war!” Martina shouted. “The School of Cologne constantly preaches the vital importance of always preparing for conflict! They’ve repeatedly sent this reminder to our kingdom! The priestess has done the same, always advising our queen to prepare for war! My mother has told me that Her Majesty has long found it to be quite an annoyance!”


  Marina then snapped her mouth shut as she finished. Her Highness and Her Grace exchanged a glance before the duke broke the silence.


  “Faust’s planning on dragging the priestess of the School of Cologne into the royal castle.”


  “Does he plan on asserting the threat of the nomadic tribes?” Her Highness asked.


  “That’s guaranteed. But…”


  Duke Astarte trailed off awkwardly, leaving me wondering what filled her mind.


  “Something doesn’t feel right…” Her Grace muttered. “Faust must be plotting something else, don’t you think?”


  “Plotting what?” Her Highness asked. “Do you believe that he’ll collude with the priestess to claim that he was provided with an oracle of sorts? Absolute rubbish. Faust is abundantly aware of what befalls those who claim to have heard the words of God.”


  “Faust probably knows that much. With that in mind, he must’ve sought a different method. However…” Duke Astarte paused and glanced at Marina. “Tell me, Marina. If, by any chance, Faust were to claim that he’d received an oracle about Toqto’a venturing west, would the priestess of the School of Cologne find that legitimate?”


  “She would not,” Marina replied curtly. She elaborated further, “It would be clear that one of her followers was willingly choosing to be burned at the stake. Even the priestess of the School of Cologne wouldn’t idly stand back and watch that happen. I suspect that she would instead try to convince him to cease his foolishness.”


  “Agreed.”


  The duke looked visibly relieved to hear her thoughts validated. Even a nutcase like the priestess of the School of Cologne, a sect that prioritized military action above all, wouldn’t allow Sir Polidoro to make such a foolish move, especially since it involved faking an oracle—a blasphemy against God.


  “But I still know that Faust will do something,” the duke said. Her lovely face twisted into one of concern as she lowered her head, and a small groan came from her lips. “What do you think, Anastasia? Faust didn’t seem to be in his right mind when he was with us. He sounded as though some kind of other species would eat him alive or something. I felt that primal fear of impending doom from him when he asked us for help.”


  “No doubt the fear that Faust feels is real,” Princess Anastasia said. “In his mind, his cries for help are nothing but the truth. Unfortunately, we’ve got no unbiased information that we can use.”


  The crown princess turned to the noble. “Marina.”


  “Yes, Your Highness?” Marina asked.


  “You’re a Noble of the Robe, and one who leads our intelligence agents, no less,” Her Highness said. “Do you think that this Toqto’a Khan, who conquered the dynasty of the Far East at the end of the trade route, will venture west within the next seven years?”


  “I do not.” Marina’s response was firm and short. “I suspect that her people will first try to solidify their base within that ruined dynasty and the land that they stole. They finally got their hands on some arable land, and they don’t even have to till the fields. They’ve got a territory they can collect taxes from. No longer will they need to brave through heavy snowfall, low temperatures, strong winds, and no food, with starvation always imminent and their throats never quenched as they use the teats of livestock to assuage their thirst. These nomads, who reveled in plunder, are finally able to satisfy their hunger and lead stable lives thanks to this land. Is there a need for them to break their piggy bank? After all, that bank will keep coughing up money in perpetuity.”


  All of us shared Marina’s views.


  “From what I’ve heard, the dynasty they conquered is vast, like the Holy Gusten Empire,” she continued. “If they continue to rule over the land and collect taxes, that’ll be more than enough to satisfy the tiny nomadic tribes. What reason do they have to head west, beyond the trade route, to conquer our empire? If their bellies are satisfied and they can lead lives of luxury on their conquered land, surely they’ll have no need for anything more. If they can accurately assess the funds they’d require to head west, it’ll be the end of their current generation. If they must head out for new conquest, that can wait until the next. They have no need to expand their territory in one go. Why in the world would they want even more than what they have, after all that they’ve obtained?”


  Marina made a very fundamental and simple point. And yet…


  “Indeed, it’s natural to assume so,” Her Highness replied. “That would be the normal course of action, and to us, it sounds like common sense. That’s how normal people would react. However…”


  Sir Faust von Polidoro clearly didn’t agree. What were the true wishes of these nomadic tribes? Princess Anastasia mentioned that it looked as though he had grasped the crux of what the nomads wanted. Even the Holy Gusten Empire told us to prepare for war and to erect a bulwark to defend ourselves against the threat. They likely didn’t expect the nomads to come in seven years as Sir Polidoro did, but it was clear that our enemies, while human, exhibited a ferocity that made them akin to beasts. There were many times in history when the nomadic tribes had tried to conquer our nation. Was that going to happen again?


  “Astarte, I’ve made my choice,” Her Highness said. “I’ll side with Faust tomorrow. By being his allies, we’ll be able to stop him.”


  Duke Astarte nodded. “I guess that’s all we can do.” 


  “Precisely. I cannot let Faust run wild in front of my mother, the other lords, and the Nobles of the Robe tomorrow. We’ll only allow him to entreat my mother and the other nobles for support against the threat in the east. If that can calm him down, I say that it’s good enough for us.”


  “Do you really think Faust will be satisfied?”


  “Honestly, I don’t know.” Her Highness frowned in anguish. “Nobles who command sizable plots of land and decently ranked Nobles of the Robe may have heard that the Holy Gusten Empire is wary of the east. They likely won’t reject all of Faust’s claims and ignore him, but tomorrow…”


  “It will be a grand ceremony to celebrate negotiating peace with Villendorf. Regional lords with smaller plots of land will be present, and some will certainly be ignorant of the threat.”


  “How much can you hold them back?”


  Her Highness wanted to know if the women who would turn up their noses and laugh at Sir Polidoro could be kept in check. Those fools, naïve to reality and ignorant of the truth, didn’t know better and would just openly mock Sir Polidoro for his desperate claims. How could we avoid incurring his wrath? Our most immediate concern was to avoid that situation. 


  Her Highness and Her Grace agonized over a solution, and neither Marina nor I could interject.


  “Both you and I must hold them back,” Her Highness said. “Should people learn that both of us side with Faust, no one will be stupid enough to openly mock him.”


  “But if his desperate pleas go through, that’ll be a problem in and of itself,” Duke Astarte replied. “What then?”


  “We’ll head to my mother immediately. To prevent Faust from running amok, we need Mother to at least listen to everything he has to say, then agree to it all. From there on…” Princess Anastasia paused. She took a deep breath before she continued. “From there on, I feel sorry for Faust, but we’ll muddy the waters a little. We can’t let his request go through. Faust mentioned that he wasn’t hoping for our nation to immediately come together; he knew that was unfeasible. He simply wanted to convince those below to accept orders from above without question, and to provide information to let everyone know of the threat. He wishes to share the danger that Toqto’a poses to Anhalt’s nobles and unify military authority. That’s his goal, I believe.”


  “No one will listen to him.”


  “You’re exactly right.”


  The lower a lord was in rank, the less likely she would be to listen to Sir Polidoro’s words. Minor as they might be, they were still lords, and no one wished to simply relinquish their military authority. They would only do so if all was lost otherwise—the hopeless situation that Sir Polidoro had predicted.


  “Then let’s go,” Her Highness said. “We need to inform Mother. Marina. Thank you for your report. You may leave the room.”


  “Yes, Your Highness,” Marina replied.


  Without a sound, she slowly walked out the door and left the room. Princess Anastasia then rose to visit Her Majesty, but Duke Astarte remained seated.


  “Anastasia, slow down,” Her Grace said. “Queen Liesenlotte must be enjoying a conversation with her daughter as we speak.”


  “Ah, you’re right,” Princess Anastasia said.


  Her Highness returned to her chair as Her Grace poured two glasses of wine—one for herself and the other for the princess.


  “Mother must be asking if Valiele is willing to become Faust’s bride,” Princess Anastasia guessed.


  “But I’m not sure if Faust is willing to accept the offer,” Duke Astarte replied. “Even I don’t have that answer—only time will tell, I guess.”


  “Don’t we need to ask for Faust’s consent first? Or are we just going to suddenly announce his engagement with Valiele tomorrow? We haven’t really spoken with him about it yet.”


  It was a question that came far too late.


  “We were supposed to ask him about it yesterday, but…” the duke said.


  “We were overwhelmed by Faust’s energy,” Her Highness replied. “There was nothing we could’ve done about it.”


  After filling both of their glasses, Duke Astarte heaved a deep sigh. The bottle of wine was finally empty.


  “I wonder how things will go tomorrow,” she muttered.


  “There’s nothing we can do now,” Princess Anastasia replied. “Pondering about it at this point will do us very little good. We’ll only do what we can.”


  They didn’t have nearly enough time. They’d given Sir Polidoro a day to rest his weary bones from his travels before he reported to Her Majesty on his negotiations, but now, they regretted not giving him a week. Unfortunately, minor lords from across the kingdom were gathering at the capital for this report. They wanted to know how the royal family would reward him for his deeds. Sir Polidoro’s recompense would set a precedent for many. There couldn’t be a lengthy wait for this meeting.


  “What a horrible situation,” Her Highness mumbled.


  “Anastasia, drink your wine,” Her Grace encouraged. “Once you’re done with your glass, we’ll slowly make our way to the queen.”


  I watched two of the three most powerful people in Anhalt’s royal family go through a series of emotional ordeals, and I let out a sigh of sympathy. Should Sir Polidoro run wild tomorrow, it would affect both him and the royal family negatively. All I could do was make a vehement prayer within my heart. 


  May everything go well.


  Chapter 53:
Recollection


   


  I, VALIELE VON ANHALT, FIRST MET FAUST VON Polidoro a little more than two years ago. Back then, I’d sought an advisor—one who could become my guardian. More specifically, I wanted a lord who possessed territory and an army that could back me up and generously provide me with a decent-sized host of troops during my first battle. All I wanted was such a lord knight. My mother, Queen Liesenlotte, didn’t provide me with an advisor of my own.


  “Your older sister, Anastasia, found an advisor all by herself,” my mother said. “You should do the same.”


  How could I? I found it unfair that my sister had immediately chosen Duke Astarte, the third-most-influential person within our nation, as her guardian and advisor. Thinking back, the duke was chosen because my sister wished for a well-balanced and more rounded royal family. A backup like me, one who was treated as practically worthless, didn’t really require a guardian. I suspected that my mother thought as much.


  Still, I was welcome to take on an advisor myself, ­assuming I could find one. I might have been a princess of my kingdom, but no lord knight was eccentric enough to approach me. In any case, my mother gave me an oddly specific, yet vague order. I was twelve at the time and at a loss for what to do.


  Even I was hesitant about entering my first battle with no soldiers and no guardian. Frankly, I did have a cornucopia of idiots, fifteen of them in my corps. While they were precious and important to me, they didn’t really give me peace of mind in battle. However, there was no regional lord out there who found it to her benefit to lend me a hand. 


  What do I do now? I wondered. 


  It was then that I heard rumors of Faust von Polidoro.


  “Did you see his towering body?” someone asked. “How will a man like him ever find a wife? And how in the world could Queen Liesenlotte allow a male knight to officially take over his mother’s land?”


  “But Sir Polidoro has entered military service many times,” another replied. “For the past five years, that male knight has been serving in the military in lieu of the late lord. I’d assume that Her Majesty has no choice but to reward him for his efforts.”


  “And yet, she’s delayed granting him an audience for three months. No doubt those higher ranked are quarreling about letting a male knight like him succeed his house.”


  Rumors swirled between bureaucrats—the Nobles of the Robe. Faust von Polidoro, the rare male knight, was visiting the castle district. The previous lord of the Polidoro fief had passed away, and he wanted to report to my mother that he would succeed as its new lord. I told my corps captain, Zabine, to gather information about Faust.


  The man was enormous, boasting a height of over six and a half feet and a weight of nearly three hundred pounds. His burly body, packed with muscles, seemed like it was made of special-grade steel. He had personally killed hundreds of bandits, and during his military service, he always stood at the vanguard, defending his people.


  He ignored the orders of the Pope and preferred to use crossbows as his weapons. He had five of them in his arsenal, all stolen from the bandits that he had slain. While he only had three hundred residents, they were all brave and refined soldiers. Bandits would sometimes attack Sir Polidoro’s villages while he was away. However, the criminals would underestimate the inhabitants, and the Polidoro citizens chased them away with very little effort. They even turned the tables, killing the ruffians and stealing their belongings instead.


  What kind of knight is he? I can’t even begin to imagine him. 


  If he had been born and raised with the barbarians of Villendorf and regarded as their masterpiece, I wouldn’t have questioned it. But after all was said and done, I figured that this was the perfect opportunity for me. Zabine’s additional information further piqued my interest.


  In Anhalt’s long history, a male knight had never been the head of a house, and the Nobles of the Robe were quarreling about whether to make an exception for him. Even in the rare case that a household only gave birth to a man as their successor, they usually married him off while he was young to the second-eldest daughter of a different fief, making her the lord. The fact that Sir Polidoro struggled to meet with my mother was the perfect opportunity for me. I could use that as leverage to ask him to become my advisor. 


  That’s what I’ll do.


  “Zabine, gather the corps,” I ordered. “We’ll head to Sir Polidoro.”


  “Right now, Your Highness?” she asked.


  “The sooner the better. It’ll do him good too. Oh, and once you’ve gathered everyone, I want only you and Hannah to head out first to meet with Sir Polidoro so that you can announce my arrival.”


  For the past three months, Sir Polidoro had been forced to wait within the royal capital, and we were past the point of making him even more impatient. He was definitely ready to meet with my mother and leave right after, so I thought it was better if I met with him as soon as I could.


  “Then I’ll prepare a horse,” Zabine said. “We’ll go on foot.”


  Sir Polidoro stayed in a cheap lodging within a poverty-ridden district. The streets were dirty, and crime rates were high. Zabine let out a small noise of complaint and headed out of my room to gather the rest of the corps. I headed for the stables to ready my trusty steed.


  After organizing my thoughts and getting myself prepared, I decided to meet with Sir Polidoro on the same day that Zabine brought me additional information about him. I moved rather nimbly, if I may say so myself. I learned later that if Faust had waited just one more week, he would’ve been able to meet my mother. That had to mean I’d acted much faster than I usually did. Even to this day, I thought so, and my haste allowed me to meet with Faust.


  “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Princess Valiele. My name is Faust von Polidoro.”


  He reminded me very much of my father—though not physically, of course. My father had been tall and burly and liked farming, but he still seemed tiny in comparison to Faust. The Knight of Wrath was over six and a half feet tall and nearly three hundred pounds. No normal person could match his size. While both my father and Faust were muscular, their bodies were still vastly different; the former had been toned thanks to agricultural work, but the latter had been raised like a knight; his body was as tough as steel.


  Their faces didn’t look the same either. Faust was handsome and even exuded an air of dignity, but he didn’t resemble my father one bit. No, they felt alike; the two shared this sort of familiar air. Faust bent his knees, trying to make his massive body small and display his respect and manners as a knight. I was instantly transported back to my childhood days with my father—a tall man who’d crouched and visibly made himself smaller for my sake, allowing my younger self to peer into his face. He emanated kindness when he spoke with young children. He was like the sun. Robert, my assassinated father, had shone brightly. He was dazzling.


  Every mannerism and look that Faust gave reminded me of my father. At once, I genuinely wanted him for myself. Originally, I’d wanted us to form a relationship where we helped each other—we were both in tight spots and could lend the other a hand. It would be a give-and-take affiliation where we served and received favor in return, allowing us both to benefit from our bond. But once I met him, I changed my mind. I now wanted Faust von Polidoro as my advisor. Pure and simple, no strings attached.


  The words came out of nowhere and tumbled out of my lips. 


  “You, become my advisor,” I said. 


  “Huh?” Faust replied.


  He scratched his head in confusion. 


  How dare he act this way toward me? I’m sure that he knows how people make light of me, but he doesn’t have to give me that look.


  “What’s with that attitude?” I demanded. “I said that I shall make you my advisor.”


  “Uh, well, you say that, but…” he trailed off. He looked troubled, as though he wanted to imply that he could reject my offer if he wished, before he continued speaking. “Are there any benefits to taking that role?”


  “I shall allow you to meet my mother by the end of the week,” I offered. I knew that this would benefit him greatly.


  “I’m very grateful for that, but that won’t be nearly enough. I don’t wield enough power. Why do you want me to be your advisor? I’m but a humble knight and lord of the frontier with not even three hundred citizens to my name.”


  Well, that’s only natural if you compare yourself with my sister. She has way more military power. 


  My sister, Crown Princess Anastasia, had Duke Astarte as her advisor. The duke commanded tens of thousands of citizens; she had silver mines, horses, and all the riches that one could imagine. She was also third in line for the throne, and to top it all off, she led a personal army of five hundred refined soldiers. I didn’t blame him for thinking that he was lacking as a princess’s advisor, but everyone knew that I was purely dead weight.


  “How many people have you killed with that sword of yours?” I asked.


  “I don’t know,” he replied. “I stopped counting after I reached a hundred.”


  Oh, damn… So, Zabine’s intel was true. Sure, they might be bandits, but how many people have killed over a hundred bandits? Is there anyone in this world—no, in our kingdom’s history—other than Faust who’s accomplished that feat? 


  As I tried to search my memory for any knowledge of history, I recalled a peasant woman giving birth to a rare male who’d also happened to be blessed with extraordinary abilities, but that was all. That man was more of a commander and wielded charisma; his skill with the sword was questionable at best. 


  Yeah, Faust is the crazy one here.


  “I’m just making the first move to secure pawns that I deem competent,” I said. “I don’t find that to be a problem.”


  Truth be told, part of me wanted Faust purely because he reminded me of my father, but that aside, there was no reason for me to allow a knight of his caliber to slip through my grasp. I felt I had made the right move in calling dibs.


  “I’m honored to hear your praise, but as I’ve said, ­accepting this role won’t benefit me at all,” Faust replied.


  “For your future military campaigns, why don’t I provide you with some funds?” I offered. “It shall come straight out of my budget.”


  I didn’t really have hefty resources and had very little to spare. I only had a tenth of what my mother and sister had, and that seemed far too blatant a signal. 


  And the entirety of my sister’s corps can ride on horses, but all my subordinates go on foot. Ugh.


  I noticed Faust pondering his options here, and since even I could afford to pay a dozen or so of his residents, I decided to make one final push.


  “And you’ll be allowed to make some choices during your military service,” I added. “I’ll at least let you select your own battlefields.”


  “You’re saying that I don’t have to chase bandits around anymore,” Faust said. “I can just keep an eye on enemy nations that have no intention to start a war, and that’ll be that.”


  Precisely. 


  My personal recommendation would be to guard our border with Villendorf. It was near his fief, and we hadn’t engaged in any battles with them just yet. Faust thought for a few moments before he finally nodded in agreement.


  “Very well,” he said. “I shall become your advisor, Princess Valiele.”


  “I’m glad to hear it,” I replied. “Now then.”


  I stretched out my arm, and Faust went on one knee to kiss the back of my hand. 


  Ah, that really takes me back. Such a nostalgic memory. 


  Shortly afterward, I sent Faust to guard the Villendorfian border when they broke our very delicate, unofficial peace and suddenly invaded our territory. He desperately fought for his life in the Campaign of Villendorf alongside my sister and her advisor, Duke Astarte. It was a hellish battle where people were waist-deep in filth, and I was at a complete loss for words.


  No. This wasn’t what I expected. How could a dunce like me ever expect an invasion to actually break out? Zabine’s household, House Vespermann, which was in charge of espionage and intelligence, had never sent out a warning. Is our kingdom’s intelligence just wholly incompetent or something? At least my sister and the duke’s army of five hundred just barely made it in time before Faust clashed against Villendorf, but still.


  When we returned, I secretly joined the crowd watching the parade on the high street with my corps, but we were the only ones cheering him on and praising him. 


  Why is everyone treating Faust so poorly after the war? Isn’t that horrible?


  At the very least, my sister and Duke Astarte agreed, and the duke’s army snapped whenever someone dared to speak ill of him. The fool would be clobbered into a pulp and thrown into prison. However, I felt like this did little to raise his reputation and instead gave him infamy.


  But now it was all water under the bridge. A whirlwind of events occurred after that campaign, including my first battle, also known as Caroline’s Revolt. My small army of fifteen was reduced to fourteen with the death of Hannah. To this day, I couldn’t bring myself to recruit another soldier—it felt like I was trying to find her replacement. My mother encouraged me to quickly find myself a new guard and handed me some dossiers on potential candidates, but I just couldn’t. Then came the peace negotiations with Villendorf. Faust was the main liaison for that ordeal; I was more of a bonus, or rather, a jester. I felt like I was just letting him drag me around. 


  The past two years truly were a storm of happenings.


  The recent years felt like a blur, but they were all stored away in my mind as part of my precious memories. The day I met Faust and realized that he reminded me of my father, I’d wanted him for myself. I hadn’t forgotten about my initial impression of him. 


  Which was why I didn’t know what to say when my mother sprung a certain question on me.


  “Valiele, how do you feel about Faust?” she asked. “Tell me.”


  “Um, I like him, of course,” I replied.


  “Yes, but do you love him?”


  The queen urged me to have a clearer response. I could see why. With a bit of explanation, even an average person like me understood that our current situation couldn’t be worse. Anhalt’s royal family couldn’t state with confidence that we had rewarded Faust accordingly for his accomplishments, and thus, we were eager to let all his hard work pay off. 


  I got all that, but even so…


  “I don’t really know what to say. You ask if I love him, but…”


  “Do you love him, or like him?” my mother urged. “Answer me. The royal family is currently in peril.”


  “I know, but…”


  The word “marriage” weighed heavily on the mind of a fourteen-year-old like me. 


  To be fair, it’s not really unusual for a girl under the age of ten to marry, so I should be old enough to make my choice, but…


  “Could I have some time to think about it?” I asked.


  “You cannot,” my mother replied. “We must announce your marriage tomorrow.”


  “This entire situation is awful…”


  Mother, at least give me a bit more time. I returned from Villendorf today, and now I’m marrying tomorrow? Zabine was wailing about something back in Villendorf, wasn’t she? Did she predict that Faust and I might marry? Ugh, if she really did think that, she should’ve clearly told me so.


  “What will you do if I decline?” I asked.


  “I’ll have no choice but to select a suitable high-ranked lady from the Nobles of the Robe,” Her Majesty replied. “Frankly, I’m not sure if any of them would match Faust’s stellar accomplishments.”


  “I don’t think they will.”


  I assessed our situation and knew that the royal family had worked Faust far too hard. There was only one way out of this, and as a member of the royal family, I steeled my heart.


  “Very well,” I said. “If we’re marrying only by name for now, I shall accept.”


  “Are you sure?” the queen asked. “Do you hate the idea of it? If you do, you can decline this offer.”


  “Which do you really want, Mother? I’m getting mixed signals.”


  Only then did I get an epiphany. My sister would surely mock me for being dense and noticing the signs all too late, and I couldn’t deny that. My mother, Queen Liesenlotte, was clearly smitten with Faust, who no doubt resembled my father, Robert. My mother’s feelings about the Knight of Wrath finally sank in, and so, I firmly gave my response.


  “Mother, I’d like to marry Faust. If I don’t, I’m quite sure that it’ll affect our kingdom rather negatively.”


  “I see…” my mother replied.


  She visibly looked dejected, but a hint of relief was evident in her actions. It was difficult to separate work and personal affairs, and I absolutely refused to become queen. I decided to retire with Faust to the frontier, where the Polidoro fief was located. Though of course, I could only fully withdraw to that land after everyone in my corps received hereditary knighthood. 


  No one could see the steadfastness that I planted within my heart.


  Chapter 54:
A Conversation with the Anhaltish Royal Family


   


  WITHIN MY ROOM IN THE ANHALTISH ROYAL palace, Valiele gave a very, very deep sigh. Her mind was racing as she thought about the Polidoro fief, where she was set to spend the rest of her life. What kind of place was it? I could see that she was already mapping out her future when there were two knocks on the door.


  “Who is it?” I asked.


  “Your Majesty, Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte have come to visit you,” a member of my corps replied. “They’d like to speak with you, it seems.”


  “Let them in,” I ordered.


  As my other daughter and the duke entered, I could sense their impatience radiating off them. All the while, my mind wandered toward Faust—the marriage was already decided, but were the two ladies trying to somehow pressure Valiele to follow their orders?


  “Have you finished speaking with Valiele?” Anastasia asked.


  “Is that why you came here?” I replied. “I must say that you act rather nimbly if you’re already trying to fight for Faust.”


  “No, I’ve come with a different topic in mind. I’d like to consult with you about Faust’s plan tomorrow. However…” She glanced over at the seated Valiele with her sharp, reptilian eyes. Anastasia might have come here for a different matter entirely, but she wanted to set the record straight first. “Valiele, you agreed to marry Faust, didn’t you?”


  “I did,” Valiele replied. “Did you want to hear details about that, or…”


  “No. I’ll just tell you that Faust’s virginity will be mine.”


  There was silence as Valiele froze, completely baffled by her older sister’s declaration. 


  Did Valiele think that Anastasia was only fixated on Faust for his power? I wondered. Anastasia loves Faust as much as—no, likely far more than you do.


  “Okay…” Valiele said uneasily.


  “Did you listen to what I just said?” Anastasia demanded. “Faust’s first night in bed will be mine. You’d best be aware of that. And I plan on making him my paramour so that I can give birth to many of his children.”


  “Wait, what? Why are you taking Faust’s virginity away from me? Were you always so deeply in love with him?”


  Valiele grimaced, her eyes gave a dubious look. No one wanted their marriage partner’s virginity stolen away from them.


  “Do I have to agree to this arrangement?” Valiele continued.


  “The Anhaltish royal family has a set of precepts, one of which states that the younger sister’s husband must first be tested by the older sister,” Anastasia replied.


  “Uh, I’ve never heard of such a precept before.”


  Because there isn’t one. If there were, I’d make one that claims that the mother must first test a potential suitor before her daughters. 


  I tried to put my thoughts aside and decided to switch topics. I needed to ask Anastasia why she’d come here today. But I ended up voicing a completely different concern, letting my personal feelings hinder my work.


  “Anastasia, now that I think about it, there might also be a precept stating that a parent must test their daughter’s suitor first,” I said.


  “Have you gone mad?!” Anastasia spat. “I’ll kill ya, you hag.”


  My eldest daughter was ruder than ever.


  “Oh, and I’m second in line,” Duke Astarte said. “Me. He’ll be my paramour too.”


  The duke, always a free spirit, gave a feeble mention that she also wanted Faust, making Valiele look at the two with exasperation.


  “Wait, so I’m third in line?” Valiele asked. “I’m his legal wife, but I’m sleeping with Faust third?”


  “Hey, it is what it is,” the duke replied. “Every younger sister has to overcome these hardships to mature as a person.”


  She was making stuff up to convince my daughter, as she usually did. The legal wife being third in line for her husband… I felt like overcoming such a hardship would gain Valiele nothing. She still didn’t seem to agree with this arrangement, but it had already been decided upon before her marriage to Faust. 


  Anastasia coughed and took a breath before speaking again.


  “Valiele, just go with it,” she commanded her sister. “This is my own compromise, I’ll have you know. As the older sister, this is as much as I can concede. What’s the harm? You’re already set to become Faust’s legal wife.”


  “Uh, but he hasn’t agreed to anything yet,” Valiele said.


  “Indeed. Now that I think about it, tomorrow might not be the best day for discussing a wedding. I suspect it’ll be a topic for another day.”


  Anastasia turned back to me. 


  Finally, she’ll mention why she came here. 


  I glanced at my bed, envisioning Faust’s massive body under mine. It had been five years since I lost my husband, and it had been so, so long since I felt someone’s warmth so close to me. My body was always crying out at night with loneliness, and I desperately wanted to draft a bill that stated that a widow was allowed to sleep with her daughter’s husband first. 


  I doubt that’ll happen. I had to separate my personal feelings from work, and never had I cursed my position as queen more strongly than today.


  “Well, Anastasia?” I asked. “What do you have to say?”


  “Tomorrow, in front of the room full of lords and Nobles of the Robe, Faust will beseech you for action against the threat of Toqto’a Khan,” my daughter replied.


  “Toqto’a? Who’s that?” I had never heard the name before.


  “She’s the sovereign of the nomadic tribes of the Far East, beyond the trade route. Toqto’a has toppled a dynasty there and threatens the Holy Gusten Empire.”


  “Ah, yes. So, you discovered the name of the monarch, I see.”


  I suspected that Faust must have received some sort of intel from Villendorf. I glanced at my youngest daughter.


  “Valiele, did you know about this?” I asked.


  “I did,” she replied. “The tribes, who were champions of the land thanks to their composite bows and their skilled cavalry, have once more risen to prominence. In fact, one might argue that they’re stronger than their predecessors, or so I’ve been told by Lady Yue, a guest of Villendorf. She was a warlord of the ruined dynasty of the east and fled there. But…”


  “But?” I inquired, encouraging my daughter to go on.


  “Honestly, I’ve struggled to wrap my mind around it all. I planned to tell you all about it tomorrow, when Faust and I reported on our peace negotiations with Villendorf.”


  My brows furrowed. “So, you concluded that this wasn’t worth reporting beforehand and neglected to tell me.”


  Do you want a beating? 


  If there was anything that threatened our national security, that would have to be my utmost priority. Valiele was always slow when it came to topics like these.


  “You’ve told me nothing of the reports from the Holy Gusten Empire, Mother,” Valiele replied. “I only learned that you knew of the situation when Queen Catalina of Villendorf told me as much. Is it really of such pressing importance?”


  Ugh, my head hurts. No, I suppose I’m to blame for keeping Valiele in the dark. 


  Indeed, the empire had told me that I needed to coordinate with Villendorf and prepare for war. I was asked to erect a bulwark to defend ourselves against the threat, and I didn’t doubt that intel. In fact, I’d even considered dutifully obeying their orders.


  “Valiele, I apologize,” I said. “I thought it was best to have only a select few know about this situation. I know I can trust you, but if info leaks from your corps, it’d be rather detrimental to us.”


  “Then is this matter that vital to us?” Valiele asked. “I understand why you refrained from telling me, as I know we should be cautious about information leaking.”


  “No, thinking back, I should’ve informed you.”


  Even if people caught wind of this terror, I doubted that many would take it seriously. These nomads lived so far away from us, beyond the trade route, and it felt almost impossible that they would journey west to our land. If, by chance, others learned of these tribes, they would naturally question whether the nomads had anything to gain from launching such an arduous invasion. 


  I turned to Anastasia.


  “I can regret my decision later,” I said. “Whatever is the issue? Should Faust present the danger of these nomads, I shall listen. It might seem a bit out of place for him to declare as much tomorrow, where other nobles are present to listen, but it’s best if everyone heightens their vigilance. I don’t see anything wrong with that, and thus, I’ve got no reason to stop him.”


  “Faust has claimed that this nomadic empire will reach our land in seven years,” Anastasia replied. “That’s precisely our cause for concern.”


  “What?”


  Seven years? Those nomads surely won’t come. Just how many nations must they conquer as they cross the Silk Road and head to the west? 


  There were a few grand duchies in the east as well, and it seemed unlikely that the nomads would ignore those territories as they headed for us. Besides, nearby nations had to be destroyed first. In other words, virtually every single nation would have to be conquered, overwhelmed, and ruled properly as they made their way to our kingdom.


  Furthermore, I had heard that Fei Long was a massive dynasty, perhaps one that could fully eclipse the land that the Holy Gusten Empire possessed. Surely they would have trouble governing such a massive nation. If they still wished to head here, it would imply that they had no plans to reign over the land that they held. As long as they were able to collect taxes and plunder money and property, they would happily slaughter people who weren’t a part of their tribes. Those who were selfish and drowned in their greed to conquer would create a govern-ment of self-rule while encouraging such abnormal acts. That would reduce these nomads to mere beasts.


  No, think about this carefully, Liesenlotte. No one actually knows what these nomads are thinking or how it will affect their actions. 


  Perhaps a herd of beasts really had come together to conquer a dynasty as they killed, desecrated, and stole what they could. Maybe they had to continue that cycle, and breaking it would lead to their deaths. There was a chance that there truly was a nation out there that was comprised of mindless beasts—in fact, long ago, there was a queen who tried to conquer the entire world.


  This queen never lost, not once, in any battle. People assumed that her expedition east would continue in perpetuity without once stopping. However, even she ultimately received backlash from her subordinates and was forced to halt her activities. A ruler was nothing without her subjects, and who knew just how far they would go for their leader? One could never be too sure about the loyalty of their people.


  I knew that I had to be wary, and I planned to be. However, I could only tackle the nomads of the east after I’d shored up our peace with Villendorf and eradicated the nomads plaguing the north.


  “I’ve put some thought into it, but seven years sounds highly unlikely,” I said.


  “Faust, however, thinks it’s a guarantee,” Anastasia replied.


  “Then I’ll gently push back on the idea and personally convince him otherwise.”


  That was all I could do—use logic and persuade Faust as I had once done when he begged for Martina’s life to be spared. However, this time around, I wouldn’t change my answer even if he rubbed his head on the ground.


  “What does Faust want from me as queen?” I asked.


  “To unify the military,” Anastasia replied.


  “Even I’m not capable of such a feat.”


  It was impossible for me to do so, even if I used a royal edict. I couldn’t even take the inhumane route of cutting down anyone who dared to go against me in this feudal system that steered our kingdom. No matter how small, they were lords who owned their land and people. Even a centralized government, which had existed many years ago, wouldn’t be able to wholly unify the army. Unless the lords willingly offered their swords to us, it couldn’t be done.


  “Faust isn’t a fool. He knows that he’s requesting the impossible,” I said.


  “Indeed,” Anastasia replied. “But nevertheless, he still believes that he must implore us for unification now. If he doesn’t do so tomorrow, with all the lords and Nobles of the Robe gathered, he truly believes that he won’t be able to do so again.”


  This isn’t good. He might become a laughingstock of the people, and that would be the best-case scenario. It’s not a good thing, but it’s far preferable to the alternative. 


  If this matter escalated and he was ultimately deemed a liar, I would be required to punish him for his careless words. I wouldn’t be able to save him then. I could deny Faust’s protests, but I didn’t wish to make an example of him.


  “And he plans on bringing a priestess from the School of Cologne tomorrow,” Anastasia added.


  “Cologne?” I asked with another frown.


  If I were to get in a debate with those lunatics, it would bring me far more trouble than it was worth. They continued to recommend the use of muskets, a firearm that could hardly be used as a weapon in its current state. They had short range and were difficult to wield, making it easy to miss one’s target. Ultimately, a brave heavy cavalry would be victorious over them.


  I recalled a previous conflict that had used war wagons. Ever since that strategy was implemented, firearms had definitely begun to see more use, but they still weren’t nearly as good as the weapons that we were used to. They might have been easy to master, but they were highly inefficient. It seemed the mercenaries of the School of Cologne preferred to use muskets, nonetheless. Though, to be more precise, the only way to obtain them for cheap was to be baptized into their faith. Naturally, many mercenaries gathered around Cologne.


  But enough about their history. The one thing that I was keen on taking was the weapon that the Cologne school was currently researching. 


  I know it’s still in the testing phase, but what is it again? A cannon? 


  I was told that a canister shot would be loaded into the chamber and then filled with bullets for muskets. It was an excellent, highly efficient weapon that I was very eager to have. One blast could destroy an entire area.


  “Mother, what’s on your mind?” Anastasia asked.


  “I’m just thinking about the School of Cologne,” I replied. “They’re a pain to deal with, especially that priestess. I refuse to acknowledge them.”


  “You won’t need to make that decision,” Anastasia replied with a slow shake of her head. “It won’t come to that, I’m sure. The only issue will be Faust’s actions. Please allow him to voice his concerns tomorrow. Astarte and I will take his side.”


  “Why?”


  “Precisely in order to suppress him. Once he finishes his spiel tomorrow, I ask that you use your common sense to cast judgment upon him. Of course, I’d like for you to preserve his honor and praise him for his loyalty and love toward our kingdom while fully maintaining his reputation.”


  What a difficult request. Do you not care about the hardship that others must go through? I guess you don’t, since you won’t be the one saddled with all the responsibility. I have to take the fall while the two of you side with Faust, huh? I have to be the only bad guy, never mind the fact that he probably already sees me as coldhearted for trying to kill Martina. 


  I was a woman, first and foremost, and it made me miserable that I had to take on this villainous role.


  “Very well,” I relented. “Now that I’ve got the full story, I’ll do what I must tomorrow. But be warned that there are no guarantees.”


  “Yes, we’re well aware of that,” Anastasia replied. “We don’t have time, after all.”


  “We only gave Faust a day to recover from his trip to Villendorf. That was our mistake, and it’s too late for us to prolong his vacation.”


  I should’ve given him a week. 


  If I’d had ample time, I might’ve been able to have a proper conversation with Faust before he could present his case before a crowd. Tomorrow, the main order of business would be to announce his marriage to Valiele in order to reward his efforts. That was all I could do to regain the trust of the nobles and, more importantly, the minor lords. I couldn’t allow Faust to maintain his current standing. Aside from all that, it just didn’t sit right with me.


  “Corps member, enter!” I ordered.


  “Your Majesty,” a member said.


  She was one of my most trusted members and had been on guard outside my door. It’s been sixteen years since my first battle, huh? I’d met my trusty sentinel before that, and she had been by my side for close to two decades.


  “Head to Faust’s villa,” I commanded. “Send him this message: ‘I’ll listen to everything you have to say, so I ask that you grant me the same respect.’ We cannot have a productive discussion if we both enter angrily. If Faust also lets his rage get the better of him and he transforms into the Knight of Wrath, we won’t be able to talk at all.”


  “Your wish is my command,” my corps member said. “I shall head to Sir Polidoro immediately and have someone else guard you instead.”


  She gave a deep bow and left the room. 


  All right. Now then, talks are over, but…


  “Just give me one night with him, Valiele,” I said. “Sneak Faust into my bedroom, will you? You just need to think about how this will affect the Polidoro fief. I’m certain that this can lead to a brighter future.”


  “I shall allow my sister and Duke Astarte to make Faust their paramour,” Valiele replied. “Frankly, I don’t want to, but it’s not unusual for several noblewomen to share a man among them. However, I absolutely refuse to relinquish my husband’s chastity to my own mother.”


  Oh, Valiele, you stubborn child. 


  I couldn’t sense an ounce of kindness from her toward her own mother, who had spent the last five years sleeping all alone with no one to comfort her. Never before had I felt how torturous it was to separate my private affairs from work, and I cursed my position as queen terribly.


  Chapter 55:
My Druid Is Christ


   


  “MY DRUID IS CHRIST.” 


  Those were the words of an Irish abbot and missionary back on Earth who was credited with spreading Christianity in certain regions—I recalled that historical tidbit from my previous life. The ancient folklore of the druids had turned into Celtic Catholicism and eventually fallen under the umbrella of Christianity.


  In this world, where monotheism was the prevailing religion, a part of the afterlife was drawn from Norse mythology. For instance, people believed that fallen warriors’ souls became einherjar in Valhalla. There were a few Celtic traditions and stories that quietly remained within the people’s consciousness. The most prominent one was given many names: a curse, a taboo, an oath, a lesson, a rule, a promise, and the like. It was also mentioned in one of the earliest tales that related to King Arthur—Culhwch and Olwen.


  Geas. The famous Cú Chulainn and Diarmuid met their demise because of their geasa. World-renowned warriors and their myths existed in this world as well, with the only notable difference being that they were all women instead. In any case, those heroes’ geasa became their downfall. I’d initially planned on disemboweling myself so that Queen Liesenlotte would understand how serious this threat was, but this was different from the kowtowing I’d done for Martina. Due to our differences in culture, I wasn’t sure if my act would have the same impact and effect on the queen.


  So I’ve only got one other option, I thought. I must… 


  A knock on the door cut me off in my thoughts.


  “Come in,” I said.


  I’d just finished receiving a messenger and sent her back to her lord. Helga, my chief squire, entered my room in her wake.


  “Lord Faust, that was a messenger from Queen Liesenlotte, correct?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” I replied casually.


  “If you will allow my impertinence, I recall that the messenger is a member of Her Majesty’s corps. Would you kindly share what the two of you were discussing?”


  “I was told, ‘I’ll listen to everything you have to say, so I ask that you grant me the same respect.’”


  I didn’t turn toward Helga; I just continued to gaze out the window of my villa’s meeting room. This was where the queen’s corps member had spoken to me.


  “Do you have something to say to Her Majesty, my lord?” Helga asked.


  “It’s nothing much, really,” I replied.


  “If you’ll excuse my phrasing, Lord Faust, you’re…”


  I turned around; my murderous aura radiated off me. Helga flinched, and she snapped her mouth shut.


  “I’m what?” I asked.


  “You emanate this overwhelming pressure as though you’re on the battlefield, my lord,” Helga replied. “I feel as though you’ve gone a touch mad.”


  I guess even my residents can sense it. 


  On the battlefield, only those who walked a fine line between sanity and lunacy, maintaining their cool and using their valor to run rampant, could ultimately survive. My late mother had taught me this important lesson, and I was obediently following her teachings.


  I must think. 


  As I thought about my current situation, I had to place myself between reason and madness. I had to keep my composure. First, the hypothetical Mongolians—that is, Toqto’a Khan and her tribes—would likely arrive within seven years. In fact, I suspected that she would be here sooner than my forecast. However, I only had this knowledge from the history that I’d learned back on Earth. Even Villendorf likely couldn’t imagine Toqto’a venturing west, much less Anhalt. For that matter, the Holy Gusten Empire must have had its guard down too.


  Second, it was clear that Crown Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte had reported me to the queen. That was why Her Majesty’s corps member came to meet me, and it seemed I would at least be allowed to give my full story. That could be considered a win in my book, and I would happily listen to what the queen had to say in turn. In the words of the French philosopher, Voltaire, “I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.”


  Third, I’d been successful in my ploy. While I wasn’t able to receive a vision, I used what little brainpower I had to hatch a simple plan. In lieu of threatening to kill myself on the spot, I had another method to display my resolve. The priestess was imperative for this mission. I’d managed to secure my druid, the priestess, to speak in front of Queen Liesenlotte with me tomorrow. My plan was going smoothly so far.


  “Lord Faust,” Helga said. She sounded like she was in tears. “A mere commoner and plebeian like myself cannot possibly understand affairs of the nobles, and I fail to comprehend your steadfastness as well. But your three hundred denizens will follow you to the ends of Okeanos should you guide us there, my lord. Even if we fall or are cast aside during the journey, not a single one of us shall curse you for it.”


  “Helga…” I began.


  “So I ask that you please halt whatever you’re trying to do, and I beg you to reconsider. We haven’t sworn loyalty to the Anhaltish royal family. We’ve sworn our loyalty to you, and only you, Lord Faust.”


  I hadn’t relayed a word of my plan to Helga. She knew nothing of what I was trying to attempt, but she could still intuit what I was up to. 


  Helga, you’ve been by my side ever since I was five… Thinking back, we had known each other for seventeen years. When I was a kid, I always had an apple for dessert after lunch, and I wanted to give you half, but you always firmly refused. You gave me trouble. It was always awkward for me to eat alone. I needed you to eat with me. Hence, I always had my way and forced her to take half of my apple. Yeah, I guess you can read me like an open book. We’ve known each other for seventeen years, so it should be obvious to you.


  “I have but one desperate plea. I promise this will be my only one in my lifetime,” Helga said. “Why are you so attached to Anhalt, my lord? Why do you swear your loyalty to Anhalt to such an absurd degree? What reason do you have to steel your resolve and toss your life away as you head to the royal castle tomorrow? This is a kingdom that relentlessly insults you for being a male knight—you’re treated as an abnormality. Must you cast your life into the bin for this nation?”


  I guess you know that I’m practically trying to throw my life away tomorrow. Because I’ve got knowledge from my past life, I’ve been shouting from the rooftops that Toqto’a will come here in the blink of an eye. 


  Perhaps she might not come here at all. Even if she did, it might not be seven years. Maybe there was no need for me to be so impatient. Despite my vehement claims of the terror from the east, my convictions weren’t so firm.


  Had I not received any details in Villendorf, I probably wouldn’t have done any of this at all. 


  But, well… If Toqto’a does come, we won’t have enough time to prepare ourselves. 


  I had no choice but to put my life on the line and implore the Anhaltish royal family, the lords, and the Nobles of the Robe to take action.


  “Why don’t we go to Villendorf?” Helga suggested. “You’ll be properly rewarded for your deeds there, my lord. You may even become Her Majesty’s prince consort there. If you choose to abandon your fief, we shall also happily cast aside the land that we’ve been raised upon for many generations.”


  “Helga…” I said again.


  Before I knew it, she had fallen to her knees in a sign of respect. Her face was streaked with tears. 


  I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I forced you to make such a tough decision.


  “I will never abandon the Polidoro fief—you can be sure of that,” I said. “I made an oath in front of my late mother’s grave. Until my dying day, I’ll happily remain as the frontier lord of our fief. I don’t need to live a lavish life if I can protect you all, and any other desires will be an excess for me.”


  “Lord Faust!” Helga cried.


  “If I ever try to dig up my ancestors’ graves and transfer their remains elsewhere, I’ll never be able to forgive myself.”


  “I don’t need a magnificent grave. I just want you to stay healthy,” my mother had written.


  Only now was I able to understand my mother’s love. I thought back to the time when I was in my stupor upon her passing, and the former chief squire, Helga’s mother, handed my mother’s final words—her will—to me. My mother, Marianne, had become so fragile and frail, like a thin piece of string. In her final moments, she was able to muster only two lines—the aforementioned written text, which she had entrusted to the former chief squire. That was all I had. I couldn’t forgive myself, and I knew that I had to do better.


  “When I read my mother’s will, I made an oath,” I said. “I’d do everything I could for my land and my mother. I wish for her to rest in peace under the small gravestone that I personally chose and carried from the mountain of my fief.”


  My land only contained three hundred citizens, and we didn’t have any local specialties. It was a small plot given to me, but it still had mountains and a river. As though to shoulder the feelings I couldn’t express to my late mother, I carried the gravestone on my back and spent all day and night making my way to the cemetery. I then placed the stone above her grave.


  That day remained a vivid memory in my mind.


  “Helga, I’m sorry I made you cry,” I apologized.


  “My lord…” she said softly.


  “I won’t lie to you. Tomorrow, I shall head to the royal castle to officially report on the peace negotiations with Villendorf, and I plan on voicing my concerns about the threat that will approach our kingdom to a full room of lords and Nobles of the Robe.”


  This was a menace, a calamity, that would swallow us whole. I valued my precious land, my citizens, and my mother’s gravesite more than my own life. I feared that they would all be trampled under horse hooves, wiped away from the annals of history. This was the disaster that loomed in the east, and Helga no longer asked about the danger that I feared. She could only wipe away her tears with the back of her hand as she desperately tried to stifle her sobs.


  “People may laugh at me,” I continued. “They might mock me relentlessly. Maybe they’ll call me a coward. I’m a mere male knight anyway, and they could use that as a reason to underestimate me. They might say that I’ve gone mad just like my mother, Marianne. They might claim that I’m somehow colluding with Villendorf to decrease Anhalt’s national power.”


  “Lord Faust!” Helga cried.


  Reality was cruel and unyielding; I gave voice to the indignities that I assumed I would suffer, but I steeled myself.


  “Still, I find this to be a necessary sacrifice,” I explained. “If the threat ever does approach us, Villendorf and Anhalt must join hands and fight back. Anhalt must unify their military under one rule. I cannot allow anyone to say a word of protest, and I won’t let them mock me. I shall use my oath.”


  “Oath? And what might that be, my lord?” Helga asked.


  “Just that. A geas, so to speak.”


  Some might call it a taboo. This was how the heroes Cú Chulainn and Diarmuid lost their lives. Was it a blessing in disguise? I honestly couldn’t tell, but what I knew for certain was that this geas was a curse, one bestowed by God. In this fantasy world, divine judgment existed. The heroes of the past in this world had all met miserable ends when they couldn’t keep their geasa—so wretched were their fates that one could only assume that it was some sort of heavenly punishment.


  “Lord Faust!” Helga cried. “A geas is a taboo! You mustn’t swear one!”


  “And that’s precisely why this holds meaning,” I said.


  This was a suicide pact, in a way. In this world I’d been reincarnated into, a geas was seen as a foolish act and an obsolete tradition that should not be revived. But I was willing to do so using a druid—the priestess—and make my oath: If Toqto’a Khan didn’t attack Anhalt within seven years, I would commit suicide by disemboweling myself.


  Usually, a real geas ritual required lengthy and verbose words to seal the deal, so this would be an unusual one. I wasn’t swearing a simple oath that prevented me from doing something, but this was still a geas, nonetheless. It was my fate. It was a fated taboo for a guy like me, who was born as a lord knight in this world and wished to protect his residents and his mother’s grave. Hence, I could make this geas, and God would accept my plea.


  “Helga, rest assured that I shall preserve my bloodline,” I said. “Within the next seven years, I shall sire my successor, an heir to the land. Queen Catalina of Villendorf promised to find me a legal wife should Anhalt fail to produce one within two years. I shall make a child with that woman, and even if I die, my land will remain. If the threat doesn’t ­arrive within seven years and this geas is my demise, my land shall still be there for my residents. I suppose the one thing I won’t be able to do is wipe away the infamy of creating trouble within Anhalt. I’m sorry. If that happens, I know I’ll trouble all of you.”


  “If you die, I shall as well,” Helga said, tears still in her eyes. 


  She cries a lot. At this point, her resolve sounds less tragic and more humorous.


  “Helga, should I die, you have a duty to support my kin—the heir of my land who will come into this world with their name sullied by a knight who incorrectly predicted a threat.”


  I crouched down to Helga’s level. She was kneeling by the door, and I grasped her hand. As I spoke, I tried to sound as gentle as I could.


  “I’m sorry for being such a foolish lord,” I said. “But I ask that you let me do as I wish until the end.”


  “The only true fools in this scenario are the Kingdom of Anhalt, which time and again fails to recognize your unwavering loyalty, my lord,” Helga replied. Her words were laced with venom and rage, as if she were trying to curse the kingdom itself.


  You’ve got it all wrong, Helga. I’m the one who’s the hopeless fool here—I can tell you that much.


  “When I die, tell my heir that they’re free to pledge their allegiance to whoever they please, be it Anhalt or Villendorf,” I said. “I may have sworn my loyalty to Anhalt, but that has nothing to do with the contract of protection for my next of kin.”


  And that’s probably all I need to say. 


  Thanks to Helga, I’d been able to vocalize and organize my thoughts. I had steeled my resolve. Tomorrow, I would head to the Anhaltish royal castle and use my poor acting skills, dull wit, and unpersuasive pleas to somehow convince Queen Liesenlotte of Toqto’a’s threat and the danger that the nomadic empire posed to us. In lieu of threatening to kill myself on the spot, I would make a geas. If that wasn’t enough—if after everything I had done, people still refused to believe me—I would abandon myself to my fate. My protests would no longer reach people’s ears, and that would be my destiny.


  “If no one believes my words tomorrow, not one soul, then that will simply demonstrate my lacking caliber as a knight,” I said. “It will mean I am simply not enough.” 


  Tomorrow was the day of battle. I’ll fight and face it all. 


  After I emptied a bottle of wine, I decided to get a good night’s sleep. I was a weak frontier lord knight, one who only had a measly three hundred citizens to my name. But I was a lord nonetheless, and to my residents, I was their king and their knight. With pride in my heart, I braced myself for tomorrow.


  Chapter 56:
Record Every Word


   


  ON THE DAY OF HIS REPORT, FAUST VON Polidoro looked rather odd to the eyes of us nobles. Perhaps “odd” wasn’t the right word to describe him, but the nobles could find no other that fit. In Anhalt’s royal castle, Queen Liesenlotte sat proudly on her throne within the room. Normally, only people who’d received express permission from the queen were allowed to enter the castle, but today, even minor lords who had no such privilege and lower-ranked Nobles of the Robe were let inside.


  All swords and daggers were entrusted to the guards, and everyone was in formal attire.


  There was a good reason that the royal family had gone to great lengths to gather the nobles. Princess Valiele, the chief envoy, and her assistant, Sir Polidoro, were to officially report on the status of the peace negotiations with Villendorf today.


  That was the pretext the royals gave, anyway. In truth, this was also an opportunity to reward Sir Polidoro for his great accomplishments and feats before the masses—the royal family would provide him with something suitable. A contract was normally reciprocated: Someone provided a service and received payment in return. However, Sir Polidoro hadn’t received anything that matched his heroic deeds, and it was up to the royal family to make amends. 


  Would the royal family pay Sir Polidoro his due?


  Any lord or Noble of the Robe worth their salt knew that this would personally affect them one day, so everyone was watching the Anhaltish royal family with bated breath. The royal family were no fools. Sir Polidoro had achieved impressive feat after impressive feat in such quick succession that they simply hadn’t had the time to respond to what he had done. Everyone knew that. 


  Yet, the lack of reward couldn’t go unnoticed. This was a man who’d attained victory in the Campaign of Villendorf, assisted Princess Valiele in defeating a regional lord, and even offered his chastity to the Villendorfian royal family so that the two nations could finally make peace. It was plain as day to anyone—this man worked far more than he was ever supposed to, and went far beyond his contract. Merely granting him money or elaborate armor wasn’t enough; the man needed to be given land or a bloodline in return for his heroic deeds. That much was crystal clear.


  Admittedly, some foolish Nobles of the Robe remained ignorant of this fact and continued to berate and mock Sir Polidoro for being an anomalous male knight. But no doubt those dunces would learn of their own idiocy today when Queen Liesenlotte personally took Sir Polidoro’s hand and genuinely praised and thanked him for his feats. No longer would the moronic women be able to openly ridicule him as they had done until now. Naturally, there would be fools of the highest order who still failed to understand their position, but now, many proper nobles in Anhalt had taken the stance of respecting Sir Polidoro.


  The atmosphere, however, visibly shifted when he appeared. As mentioned before, on this important day, Faust von Polidoro appeared odd to our eyes.


  “Sir Polidoro,” a member of Princess Anastasia’s corps said. “Excuse my impertinence, but your attire is a touch…unusual. And your guest must wait back here.”


  She stopped the man before he was able to enter the throne room. The Knight of Wrath who stood beside Princess Valiele wasn’t wearing any formal attire and ­instead was in a full suit of armor—a Maximilian ­ensemble engraved with magic sigils. Despite being forged less than two months ago, it was covered in scratches due to its trip to Villendorf. This was presumably the very armor that Sir Polidoro had worn as he maintained his undefeated streak, winning ninety-nine battles in a row. The minstrels sang that Queen Catalina was his hundredth, her heart sliced asunder, implying that he had indeed won a hundred successive battles. The countless scratches were proof of his duels. 


  There he stood in the throne room—the Knight of Wrath in a full suit of armor, with the priestess from the School of Cologne behind him.


  What is this man up to? I wondered. 


  As the officer of arms and a Noble of the Robe, I was tasked with recording every moment of this event. Indeed, it came as no surprise when some foolish lower-ranked Nobles of the Robe began to giggle and snicker at the male knight, deeming him a barbarian who had no manners. I wrote it all down. I recorded the names of the smirking nobles on a separate sheet of paper as per the orders of Her Majesty. Queen Liesenlotte had specifically commanded that I jot down the names of these buffoons so that she could crush them later.


  This occasion was also an opportunity to filter out nobles we no longer needed for Anhalt’s future. I internally expressed genuine scorn at the brainless, sniggering lower-ranked Nobles of the Robe; they were dolts, nothing more, and this would be their downfall. I had already forsaken them. I suspected that the royals would find fault with these nobles, and they would be disposed of accordingly, likely stripped of their ranks. 
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  But I literally couldn’t care less about those hopeless buffoons. Why is Sir Polidoro in a suit of armor? And why’s the priestess of the School of Cologne with him?


  “Indeed, you have every right to be bothered,” Sir Polidoro said. “But I ask that you let me through this one time. Princess Anastasia graciously bestowed upon me this suit of armor, and the marks left upon it were made by none other than the Villendorfians when I went there to negotiate. I find it most proper to use the armor as my formal attire to report that I’ve successfully brokered peace with them. What’s more…”


  The knight paused. His expression wasn’t the one that I’d seen before at the parade, a face of indifference and disinterest. He wasn’t as stiff as usual; instead, a passionate fire flickered behind his eyes. His towering, two-meter-tall body emitted an ominous air of heaviness unlike anything before.


  It was nothing short of bizarre and peculiar. There was no other way to describe him. He wasn’t the man the minstrels always sang of—his visage dyed red with wrath as he flew across the battlefield, swinging around his blade in fury and taking down as many enemies as he could. Yet, right now, he didn’t look totally calm either. It was as though insanity and tranquility were raging war within his body, and he was doing his best to allow both to coexist. It truly was an odd sight.


  My hands moved on their own. My pen glided across the paper as I frantically jotted down Sir Polidoro’s appearance, in hopes that it would remain for future generations to read about. I noted the peculiarity of Sir Polidoro as he appeared to our eyes. 


  The Knight of Wrath kept his gaze focused forward.


  “Above all, I’d like to remain in this form today, if you’ll allow it,” he said. “I admit that it’s partly out of my own selfishness, but as I mentioned before, I believe my logic is sound. Please let me through.”


  “And what of your companion, the priestess of the School of Cologne?” the corps member asked.


  “I called for her because I require her. That’s all I’ve got to say. Her Majesty has given her express approval as well. Were you not informed of this?”


  Not once did he lock eyes with the guard who’d stopped him. No, Sir Polidoro kept his eyes fixed on the throne.


  “Very well,” the corps member said. “You may pass.”


  “Thank you,” Sir Polidoro replied.


  The Knight of Wrath marched forward. He didn’t seem at all bothered by those around him. He practically glared at his surroundings, and the Nobles of the Robe who’d snickered at him moments before turned aloof and rigid. Serves you ladies right. I observed the room closely because I had to record every little detail. Just then, I felt our gazes lock onto each other.


  My heart skipped a beat. I didn’t dislike Sir Polidoro—ever since the Campaign of Villendorf, he had been on my mind. I boasted a superb memory and could remember every noble’s face; it was why I’d been selected among the Nobles of the Robe to be both an officer of arms and a recordkeeper. My hometown was on the frontier by the Villendorfian border, and I was the second daughter of a lord knight. My land had been saved thanks to the efforts of Sir Polidoro, and an indescribable amount of gratitude filled my heart whenever I saw him.


  “Are you the recordkeeper for this event?” Sir Polidoro asked.


  We did lock eyes. I wasn’t imagining it. As he stopped on the red carpet that led him straight to the queen, he turned to me. His timbre rang clear—a necessity for warriors on the battlefield—but it also contained a touch of kindness.


  “That’s me,” I replied. “I’ve been kindly allowed to keep records for today’s meeting.”


  “I see,” Sir Polidoro said.


  He flashed the faintest of smiles, and my heart skipped another beat. I had only gazed at him from afar until now, and I’d never had the chance to express my gratitude toward him for saving my hometown. Is Sir Polidoro a kind soul? I couldn’t believe that his massive body could emit such a gentle air.


  “I’ve got a request,” he said.


  “Anything,” I replied. It was like he’d cast a charm on me; I felt a pull toward him, and I could only agree to whatever he wished.


  “Would you please record every single word that I ­utter today? I don’t want you to leave anything out. It may become useless in the future, and perhaps it’ll be of no use here, but there might just be the slightest chance that this will be of some sort of value to future generations.”


  I bowed my head toward the knight. “Certainly. I shall jot down every word that comes from your mouth.” 


  Sir Polidoro gave a short reply. “Thank you.”


  His voice exuded warmth and benevolence; when I looked up, the knight had already walked away toward the throne. I felt something warm and fuzzy well up from the depths of my heart, but there was also a knot in the pit of my stomach.


  “Sir Polidoro?” I muttered.


  My words were so faint that no one nearby could hear me, much less the Knight of Wrath. A horrible feeling gripped my body, and his gentle tone somehow filled me with sorrow. There was nary a scratch on the back of his Maximilian armor, implying that he’d never turned his back in his duels in Villendorf—not once did he retreat. And yet, to me, he was reminiscent of a knight who was prepared for death. It felt like he’d finally found someone who would see him take his final breaths, and he could now die without worry.


  I shook my head. It can’t be. Today’s supposed to be a joyous occasion—the day when Faust von Polidoro, a male knight of Anhalt, is given the reward he deserves. His hard work has paid off. 


  Until now, the people had seen his massive body as unseemly and bizarre, and despite his heroic deeds, he was never recognized accordingly. He served as the advisor for Princess Valiele’s first battle, only to be dragged into a duel against a regional lord. He was then ordered to negotiate peace with Villendorf, a duty that went far beyond what he’d signed up for and was completely outside the scope of his contract. Sir Polidoro had proven his loyalty to Anhalt, and today, he would finally be rewarded for his allegiance.


  I wasn’t sure if Her Majesty would provide him with land, a bloodline, or both, but I knew that he would be compensated handsomely for his deeds. No longer would anyone publicly mock him. No longer would Lady Marianne of the Polidoro fief, infamous for her madness, be insulted ever again. He could proudly stroll down the streets and be showered with praise of the highest degree. That was what the royal family hoped for, and that was what had to happen. Any other outcome would be absurd.


  “Your Majesty, I, Princess Valiele, have returned from Villendorf to provide you with excellent news,” Princess Valiele said.


  Since she was technically the chief envoy, she was the first to speak. She now stood tall and proud as any princess should, a far cry from her trembling, pathetic demeanor that she’d displayed before her first battle.


  “I trust that everyone here knows of it,” Queen Liesenlotte said. “But no one shall ever tire of hearing good news. Valiele, report your results to the Nobles of the Robe and the lord knights who are present with us today.”


  “Of course, Your Majesty,” Princess Valiele replied. “Faust!”


  This was a bit of formality. Everyone here knew that peace had been successfully negotiated. Sir Faust, the princess’s assistant, dug around in his pocket and took out a personal letter from Queen Catalina. He knelt in front of the queen and offered it to her.


  “Well done,” Her Majesty said as she stood from her throne and approached the knight to receive the letter. She unfurled the paper and silently scanned its contents, only reading aloud the important bits of the message.


  “In two years’ time, I shall have Faust von Polidoro’s child in my womb. That is my condition to maintain peace with your kingdom for the next decade. Signed, Queen Ina-Catalina Maria Villendorf,” Queen Liesenlotte read.


  As I heard the condition read again, I couldn’t help but be baffled by it. I knew that one of the reasons we’d wanted to make peace with Villendorf was because of the warning we’d received from the Holy Gusten Empire. Still, it came as a shock that Her Majesty Catalina, the Coldhearted Queen, had wished for Sir Polidoro’s seed and demanded that as her condition to make peace with us.


  Had she been enchanted by Sir Polidoro’s passion? The poems sung by the minstrels about the negotiations in Villendorf circulated within Anhalt. The Knight of Wrath was a fine man, one who could coax the emotions out of others and shackle them with their feelings. Yet I heard laughter ring out as the queen read the letter. These foolish women were mocking Sir Polidoro for selling his chastity.


  Begone, all of you. On a separate piece of paper, I added these smirking women to the list of people we no longer needed.


  “Well done, Valiele, Sir Polidoro,” Her Majesty said. “Now, peace between our kingdoms is secured, and we can focus our forces on the nomads of the north.”


  Her Majesty expressed her appreciation for the two’s efforts by thanking them warmly, but her eyes contained no trace of a smile. 


  I shuddered once more. What’s going on? What’s happening?


  “I’d now like to reward you for everything that you’ve done,” she said, her voice echoing throughout the throne room. “That’s all I’d like to do. However…” The queen paused for a moment. Our monarch of many years, as imposing a figure as ever, remained on her throne, but her voice rang out clearly, reaching all the nobles in the room. “I understand that many nobles here share the same thought—I know that very well. I require a proper reward for you, Faust von Polidoro, for all your deeds.”


  That’s right. Everyone wishes for that and nothing more. Isn’t Her Majesty going to reward him and then end this meeting? Is there something else going on?


  “Unfortunately, there’s one person who won’t allow me to do so,” the queen said. “Today, I ask everyone to quietly listen to his story.”


  Is it a moron who finds Sir Polidoro unworthy of his rewards? Will Her Majesty publicly shame this person and set an example to ensure that no other fools will have the same witless thought? 


  Only after all was said and done did I look back on my thoughts and curse myself for my ignorance.


  “I see that everyone has gone quiet,” the queen said.


  Thinking back, I realized that as Queen Liesenlotte remained on her throne, her gaze was focused on him. She didn’t turn to anyone else and refused to avert her eyes from this man.


  “Now then, why don’t you make your plea?” she urged.


  There weren’t any page boys in this room. There was only one man here, and the queen stared at him intently.


  “Certainly,” Sir Polidoro said. His tone was quiet. “To all the Nobles of the Robe and lord knights present, I ask for some of your time. I, Faust von Polidoro, implore you to heed my words.”


  He slowly stood, displaying the utmost respect and courtesy. His voice rang clearly throughout the room as he turned to the nobles.


  “There is an unknown empire of nomads that has suddenly risen in the east, far beyond the trade route,” he started. “I ask that you lend your ears as I explain this threat.”


  His voice echoed off the walls, reaching all present. His tone was kind, but he also sounded emotional, like a child who had been backed into a corner. It encouraged all of us to listen closely to his plea.


  Chapter 57:
The Beginning of a Storm


   


  SILENCE SETTLED UPON THE THRONE ROOM; not a single person could bring themselves to utter a single word. I stood by Princess Valiele, a short distance away from the throne. The room was completely still.


  “First,” I started. “Before I can make my appeal, I need everyone to be on the same page. Queen Liesenlotte, would you first tell everyone of the report you received from the Holy Gusten Empire? I assume that not everyone present knows of the situation.”


  “Very well,” Her Majesty replied. “That’s quite logical.” 


  She stayed on her throne, maintaining her air of dignity as she swept her sharp gaze at the rest of the people in the room. Silence hung over the crowd, and no one dared to break it.


  “I trust that lords with large domains and those under their guardianship, along with higher-ranked Nobles of the Robe, are in the know,” the queen said. “However, I admit I haven’t told minor lords and other Nobles of the Robe. And for that, I apologize.”


  Despite her words, the queen didn’t actually sound apologetic at all. She emanated a poised demeanor fitting for a queen, one that didn’t allow a single person to refute her claims.


  “I did it all because I feared that it would cause great confusion,” she went on. “But I shall tell you now. I have received a report from the Holy Gusten Empire. Far, far away, in the Far East, beyond the Silk Road, lay a certain dynasty.” Amid the silence, the queen’s voice rang clear to everyone. “This eastern dynasty has been conquered. It was a very large one, perhaps one that could match the size of the Holy Gusten Empire, and was named Fei Long. Shockingly, it was the nomads—or more precisely, an empire of nomads—who successfully conquered it. Fei Long possessed a great grassy plain in the north, and that was where the nomads united. They formed a nation and worked together to devastate another country.”


  The queen paused and glanced around at the crowd. “Do you doubt me? Do you believe it impossible for the nomads to band together? They’re barbarians, no doubt, always starving and thirsty. They use the teats of animals to quench their parched throats. They reside on the plains, perpetually killing one another. When it comes time for the fields to be harvested, they trample on the soil that our citizens worked so hard to till, only to plunder the crops for themselves. These savages lead hellish lives before they pass and fall into Hell. But just as we look down upon them, they, too, cast their condescending gazes upon us, treating us as livestock like sheep and horses.


  “We may mock the Villendorfians as savages, but the true barbarians are the nomads. Precisely because they have no culture they can call their own, we may consider it unfeasible for them to unite. Yet, unite they did. They created a nation of their own, though their soldiers are likely far fewer in number than Fei Long’s tremendous army. However, one must not forget that these nomads are practically raised on horseback; they lead their steeds expertly and fire arrows while riding as though it were perfectly normal. I’m certain that every knight is keenly aware of just how powerful the nomads’ cavalry is. As I speak, we’re struggling against the nomads of the north, are we not?”


  People began to mutter. It was a touch disorderly; I assumed that the lower-ranked nobles who lacked etiquette couldn’t help but speak to one another. I saw Queen Liesenlotte’s brows furrow slightly.


  “In short, an eastern dynasty has toppled,” she said. “They were conquered by a nomadic empire. The Holy Gusten Empire caught wind of Fei Long’s fall in the east and sent me a message. They ordered Villendorf and Anhalt to work together and prepare for war, and to erect a bulwark against the impending threat.”


  The chattering grew louder, this time coming from the minor lord knights. They weren’t disorderly because they lacked manners; they were displeased that they had been kept in the dark about this important tidbit thus far.


  “Now then, please recall what I said earlier,” Queen Liesenlotte said. “I stated that I kept silent about this until now to avoid causing confusion. I ask you all to keep cool heads and assess this situation calmly. Do you truly think that this unknown nomadic empire will venture west, cross the Silk Road, and try to attack Anhalt and Villendorf, both arguably the entrances to the Holy Gusten Empire?”


  The chatter died down. It wasn’t because everyone immediately agreed with the queen; the lord knights were thinking and carefully pondering possible outcomes. Would a nomadic empire travel from the Far East just to invade Anhalt? What reason would they have to do so?


  “Unthinkable,” the queen said firmly. “First, the nomads would need to stabilize the land that they’ve conquered. They’ve finally gotten their hands on some arable land where they can grow crops as they please. No longer will they need to worry about heavy snowfall, low temperatures, strong winds, and starvation. Until now, they lacked food and water, and used the teats of their livestock to quench their thirst. They could only satisfy their bellies by plundering and looting, but finally, their desires have come true. The nomads can now live happily without wondering when their next meal will be; they now hold land comparable in size to the Holy Gusten Empire in their grasp. Surely they’ve obtained everything they wished for and more.”


  I was dying to refute her speech, but I held myself back. Now wasn’t the time. I had promised to listen to Queen Liesenlotte until the very end in exchange for being able to voice my own concerns—I would uphold my end of the bargain.


  “The nomads are now the ruling class. They don’t have to do the farming,” Queen Liesenlotte argued. “They can collect taxes and order the citizens of the ruined dynasty around as they live in luxury. Perhaps the nomads might start an invasion, as the Holy Gusten Empire fears. ­Perhaps the day will come when our kingdom is in danger as they venture west. Indeed, they might even destroy the grand duchy of the east if they set their sights on Anhalt—I cannot deny that. If their army approaches, they might directly invade our nation. However…”


  The room became deathly silent as everyone listened intently to the queen’s case. Even I had to agree that she had a logical conclusion. Any normal agricultural tribe would conquer land, collect taxes, and lead a life of opulence as they ate their fill. Everyone in the room concurred. 


  But… No, I thought. Now still isn’t the time for me to open my mouth. 


  Like a ripple slowly spreading across a pond of still water, the queen’s words reached the ends of the room.


  “However, the nomadic empire, comprised primarily of cavalry, will only think of invading again after the land they conquered becomes stable,” Her Majesty declared. “When would that be? The generation of our children? Nay, that would still be too soon. Then will it be during the era of our grandchildren? Nay, it will doubtless be much farther in the future. Preparation is important—I don’t argue against that. We’re currently having trouble with smaller tribes, and I know that even a few of them are tough to handle. If tens of thousands of them invaded our nation, they’d be a formidable foe. A great war would erupt, and Villendorf and Anhalt would have no choice but to form an alliance and use every ounce of our power to destroy the nomads. I understand that. For the sake of the future and our grandchildren, we must start making preparations. The Holy Gusten Empire is right to be wary.”


  She didn’t criticize the Holy Gusten Empire’s vigilance. Her Majesty knew just how great the war would become, but to me, she was still being too naïve. The nomadic empire was right around the corner. Still, I wasn’t allowed to speak, and I exercised patience.


  “But that shall be in the far, far future,” the queen explained. “That is the conclusion that I’ve reached after much thought. Our nation should prioritize maintaining peace with Villendorf while eradicating the nomads that terrorize us in the north. I thought it was best to tell each and every one of you who support our kingdom, after the war was over. I’ve apologized once, but allow me to do so again. I’m sorry for not telling you sooner.”


  No one said a word. The people in the crowd didn’t immediately turn to each other, signaling that they all agreed with the queen’s words.


  “If anyone has any arguments or words of dissent, I encourage you to say them now,” she said. “For this occasion, I shall allow the lower-ranking nobles to speak as well. Now…”


  The queen trailed off and fell silent. She waited for a short while as she cast a sweeping gaze at the crowd, confirming that everyone was still quiet.


  “No one has anything to say, it seems,” she said. “Then I shall yield the floor to you, Faust von Polidoro. You may state your argument.”


  Finally, it was my turn. 


  Your Majesty, I upheld my end of the deal as promised and heard you out. Now, it’s your turn to be good on your word. All right, how should I go about this? After a bit of agonizing, I settled on making my first words my prediction—one that would serve as a harbinger of despair and certain doom that I’d gathered from my past life. To follow the ways of the world is a hardship imposed on oneself; to disregard them is to be deemed a madman. Let’s do this, Faust. Let’s abandon the rules of the nobles and go mad.


  “Toqto’a Khan is the name of the queen of the nomadic empire, or so I’ve been told,” I said. “She and her army will arrive in Anhalt within seven years.”


  Queen Liesenlotte kept her mouth shut while the people around her began to murmur with confusion.


  “The grand duchy to the east of Villendorf will hardly serve as an obstacle against them,” I said. “Every person, from the children to the elderly, will be slaughtered without mercy. This nomadic empire will pierce through every city and capital like a starving falcon attacking a pigeon in mid-flight. They’ll attack and ravage the citizens like a wolf devastating a flock of sheep. Every farm and irrigation system erected will be destroyed without fail, and the citizens who worked hard to raise these crops will be trampled to death under the hooves of the war horses. They will turn into patties of flesh and blood before they’re buried in the dirt.”


  The chattering grew louder as I made a conscious effort to keep my tone gentle. All I did was voice my predictions of the harsh reality that awaited us.


  “The grand duchy of the east is intelligent,” I said. “Perhaps they’ll sense the sheer difference in power and surrender before they’re destroyed. We and the rest of the Holy Gusten Empire are monotheists, but their land boasts a diversity of religions. The Pope may command them to resist until their dying breaths, but I suspect they’ll ignore those orders, and should that happen, the nomadic empire won’t just plow through the duchy like they’re a pit stop—the duchy might join the nomads and head for battle against us.”


  The murmuring grew louder still; no doubt people were confused to hear me argue so staunchly against the queen’s prediction. I heard some insults thrown around, muttering that I had gone insane just like the previous lord of my fief. I ignored those callous remarks, but I looked toward the people who dared to be so insolent. I turned around, my back pointed at the queen, and loudly declared the future to the room full of nobles.


  “I shall be frank,” I said. “Our nobles of the Kingdom of Anhalt are absolute incompetent pieces of weak garbage compared to the forces of Toqto’a. I’ve never seen such useless pieces of trash in my life.”


  I fired my shot—it was a clear provocation that hinted at the harsh reality of our nation. The people began to protest loudly.


  “The royal family’s standing army has its hands full suppressing the measly nomads of the north,” I said.


  I could clearly tell that my monotonic voice had switched to one filled with emotion.


  “During the Campaign of Villendorf, I joined the fray, and by sheer miracle, we managed to eke out a victory,” I said, the vibrant color of the red carpet reflected in my eyes. “But I’ll never forget that day. Villendorf clearly had the upper hand in information warfare. We failed to notice Knight Captain Reckenbell and her army of a thousand elite soldiers rushing onto our land. While I holed myself up in a fortress, awaiting the duke’s army of five hundred and the crown princess’s corps of thirty, I cursed the uselessness and incompetence of our intelligence agents.”


  The light that beamed through the large window was dazzling as it washed over my frame and onto the crimson carpet, creating a dark shadow on the floor.


  “This kingdom is in tatters and divided,” I declared. “An army created by feudal lords with no uniform military power will be easily crushed by Toqtoa’s horses and bows. They’re a fully armed united front.”


  All of this was common sense. I was merely spelling it out for them.


  “Everyone will die,” I went on. “Each and every one of us. From children to the elderly, no one will be spared. Ranks like nobles and commoners will be irrelevant in our enemies’ eyes. The corpses won’t even be given coffins or proper burials, and your remains will be hammered outside on the walls of our royal capital for the world to see as a sign that the kingdom has fallen into ruin.”


  I realized that everyone had fallen silent. Everyone’s processed my words, I see. At the very least, I spoke with the utmost confidence as though this would be an inevitable certainty; I wasn’t speaking out of capriciousness or theatrics. And I’ve got to make one more point clear.


  “But above all, you are the one in the wrong, Queen Liesenlotte,” I declared.


  Everyone would doubtless call me raving mad. I turned back to Her Majesty.


  “‘The generation of our children? Nay, that would still be too soon. Then will it be during the era of our grandchildren?’” I asked the queen, borrowing her words and spitting them right back at her to cast doubt on her judgment. “I shall repeat what I said earlier, though I assumed I made myself quite clear then. The nomads will arrive in Anhalt within seven years. If not a single one of you—not a single soul—believes my words…”


  I paused to take a deep breath. I had taunted everyone in this room chock-full of nobles. I’d insulted them all to incite a response. I did it. I’m off to a flying start. All I need now is just a bit of courage. I had repeated the queen’s earlier remarks and thrown them back at her; I was certain that quite a few nobles saw it as my way of insulting the royal family. The queen, who maintained her usual mask of indifference and brazenness, might’ve been furious underneath the surface, but I had no regrets. I also had no time to savor this moment of triumph; this time, I had been able to clearly voice my opinions to a crowd.


  In fact, my appeal was far from over—it had only just begun. As I parroted the queen’s words back at her, I had started the real battle. I took another deep breath before my voice once again rang out clearly, a blessing that I had received as a warrior. I could only hope that it reached every noble in the room.


  “The moment the decision that you spoke of earlier left your lips, Your Majesty, you sealed the fate of your own nation,” I declared. “You’ve undoubtedly destroyed this kingdom. This is the end of Anhalt, Queen Liesenlotte.”


  I remained on my feet and gave a deep bow. This wasn’t the bow of a knight; I placed my hand over my chest and lowered my head as a butler might do when they welcomed their lady home. It must’ve been clear to anyone who saw me that I had gone mad. Every decision I made was nothing short of lunacy. And yet, this debate of insanity was only the beginning.


  Chapter 58:
Betwixt Insanity and Composure


   


  THERE WERE NO FLOWERY WORDS TO DESCRIBE my situation. It was crystal clear that Faust von Polidoro had picked a fight with the royal family and the nobles of Anhalt. Even the lower-ranking, moronic nobles who’d mocked Faust earlier could see what he had done.


  “Faust von Polidoro,” I said.


  “Your Majesty,” the Knight of Wrath replied.


  His eyes shone betwixt insanity and composure; I couldn’t understand what was going through his mind. As queen, I sat on my throne as I stared perplexed at the massive man who had just bowed to me. Until now, the Knight of Wrath had minded his manners and remained courteous—where had this change of heart come from? Why did he so openly quarrel against the royal family and the nobles? 


  Think, Liesenlotte! I thought. What’s Faust’s goal? Is he trying to earn my ire here? Or is he just quietly stewing in his rage?


  “Your jokes have gone too far,” I said. “You may be a hero of the Campaign of Villendorf, but there are just some things that I cannot let slide.”


  “I feel the same, Your Majesty,” Faust replied. “There are some things that I cannot let slide either. If necessary, I shall always stand on the front lines and fight against any enemy in our path. Indeed, I’ve done as much until now. I’m simply stating that I don’t wish to cast my life away due to the incompetence of those above me.”


  From my throne, I saw the nobles’ faces twitch as the Knight of Wrath directly called me “incompetent.” 


  I don’t understand. What’s Faust’s true aim here? Still…


  “Duke Astarte, Anastasia,” I said. “It seems Sir Polidoro feels unwell today. We shall reward him at a later date. I find that to be best for now.”


  I signaled to the two ladies to stop Faust immediately. We could just barely avoid the worst outcome if we halted this meeting now. Personally, I could never kill Faust, and I couldn’t blame him if he was dissatisfied and upset by our kingdom’s poor treatment of him. I wished to extend an olive branch. However, as queen, I couldn’t do so when I was so openly insulted in front of the eyes of many.


  Unfortunately, it was Faust who held the key to peace with Villendorf, and if I were to punish him in any way, Villendorf—or Queen Catalina, rather—would claim that I’d broken the terms of the treaty and launch a frontal assault on Anhalt. Our kingdom would be ruined. Even as a public figure, I couldn’t possibly condemn him.


  “We promised that we’d hear each other out until the very end,” Faust said quietly with a hint of disappointment. His voice rang hollow as though he was empty on the inside.


  Astarte and Anastasia, who’d tried to approach the Knight of Wrath, froze in place. 


  That’s true. You and I promised each other that we’d hear each other out, but your words no longer sound like a plea. Still…


  “Queen Liesenlotte, please listen to everything that Faust von Polidoro has to say,” Astarte said.


  “Sir Polidoro, should you dare insult us once more, I shall chase you out of the royal castle,” Anastasia warned. “Watch your tongue.”


  It was clear that the two wanted to make good on their promise. Our initial plan had been to have Faust fully say his side of the story before I tried to appease him. The duke and my daughter wanted to stick to that ploy.


  “Very well,” I relented.


  I prepared myself for a lengthy debate. Why was Faust so frighteningly calm as he dipped his toes into the pool of insanity? I was determined to grasp the heart of whatever propelled him.


  Don’t you dare underestimate Queen Liesenlotte, princess-elector of our empire.


  “You may go on, Sir Polidoro,” I said. “Let me ask you, why do you think the nomadic cavalry tribes will arrive here within seven years?”


  “Because they plan on abandoning all attempts at governing, Your Majesty,” Faust replied.


  “What?”


  It was an outlandish argument.


  “The nomads have plundered, slaughtered, and destroyed,” he explained. “They didn’t leave a single member of the royal family alive—everyone was killed without fail. What now? They’ll hire all the civil officials of the nation they ruined, treating them the same, if not better than before. I suspect that people from Parsa and those of different regions will also be part of this pool. Merchants of foreign nations will serve as financial ­bureaucrats for the enemy. In fact, the nomadic empire rose to power precisely because foreign merchants supported them heavily.”


  “I struggle to understand what you’re getting at,” I replied. “What are you on about?”


  “Why don’t I answer your question with some of my own? Queen Liesenlotte, do you truly believe that these nomads can govern the land that they’ve conquered all by themselves? Do you genuinely think that they can stabilize their base? How many nomads do you think are suited for such a role, or have any sort of aptitude for governing? These nomads won’t change their way of life—you can be sure of that. They’ll simply hire officials who have experience with politics and other such affairs. They won’t try to comfort the hardworking men and women of the land and will instead abandon all such responsibilities.”


  I pondered over his queries but failed to produce any sort of answer. I simply didn’t have enough information about them. How in the world was I supposed to fully comprehend their culture? It was Faust who was the clear abnormality in this situation—he spoke of the nomads as though he personally knew them.


  “Where did you obtain such knowledge?” I asked. I was genuinely curious to find out.


  For a moment, Faust looked hesitant, but he soon responded to me honestly. “I learned of it in Villendorf. General Yue, who is currently in Villendorf, told me of her ruined dynasty, Fei Long. She informed me of how the nomads rose to prominence, formed a united front, and conquered her land.”


  I see. 


  Finally, I understood where he was coming from. Just then, soft whispers reached my ears.


  “What if Sir Polidoro’s being fooled by Villendorf?” the lower-ranked nobles murmured. “What if this is an act of betrayal?” 


  Morons, the lot of you. Faust wasn’t known for his wisdom, but he was by no means incompetent. I knew for a fact that he would never betray me.


  “Your Majesty, what does culture mean to you?” Faust asked.


  He continued to pepper me with questions, and I struggled to come up with a response. All the while, he continued his spiel.


  “To take an extreme example, those who till our fields—peasant folk—wish only to satiate their hunger,” Faust explained. “On that point alone, they’re no different from the barbaric nomadic tribes. The only difference is…” He paused for a moment before he went on. “Method. Nomads have no food or water and can only quench their parched throats using the teats of their livestock. The only culture they have is to plunder from farmers and other agrarian societies to fill their stomachs. That’s all they do. These nomads follow rules and laws that pertain to them as a unified nation. They care not about the cities of agricultural people and will make no attempt to govern, nor do they want to. After seizing the capital of Fei Long, I doubt they’ll even use that as their base.”


  I couldn’t help but ask. “But Sir Polidoro, these nomads conquered Fei Long.”


  “They did indeed.”


  “Then is that not the end? I understand your side of the argument, but my decision shall not waver. Even if the people they conquered abroad govern the land, those at the very top are the nomads. They can simply collect taxes from those below them and lead comfortable lives.”


  That would be that. What more do they need? 


  And yet, Faust’s reply was firm and clear.


  “That won’t satisfy them, Your Majesty,” he said.


  “What?” I asked.


  “Because they aren’t satisfied, they will continue to steal. It’s a very simple, logical conclusion that anyone can under-stand. Of course, there are times when people will still try to invade or expand their land, precisely because they’re satisfied with their current situation, Queen Liesenlotte. Just like how Villendorf tried to invade our kingdom and expand their territory because they were already happy with how they ran their nation.”


  Thanks to the efforts of Knight Captain Reckenbell, Villendorf had been able to eradicate the tribes to the north of their nation, allowing them to use their excess forces to attack our kingdom. 


  Hmm… I must refute this somehow.


  “Sir Polidoro, do you understand the concept of hostility?” I asked. “Villendorf and Anhalt are both princess-elector nations under the umbrella of the Holy Gusten Empire. We dislike one another, which breeds a feeling of hostility. There are no such strong feelings between us and the nomads.”


  “You’re right,” Faust replied, nodding along. “There isn’t any religious discord between our two peoples, and the nomads will surely easily accept our religion and our culture. There will be no reason for us to clash against them in terms of morals.”


  He spoke as though he knew a lot about the nomads. It was clear that in Villendorf, he’d received some sort of intel about this empire, but his source…left much to be desired. Personally, I wanted to hear a touch more about his views, but with Villendorf as his informant, I wasn’t sure how many people would take his words seriously.


  “At the same time, the nomadic empire also has no reason to hesitate,” Faust explained. “After all, they’ll most certainly win if they fight, and thus, it makes no sense for them to halt their invasion.”


  “Sir Polidoro, if we were closer to this empire, I’d be more willing to understand your side of the story,” I said.


  However, these nomads were very far away. They were nowhere near our domain; they lay beyond the Silk Road, unlike our neighboring nation of Villendorf.


  “Even as savage as they are, these nomads have no reason to invade a nation so far away,” I explained. “See, I believe that war is a means to continue one’s political reign—it is one method that we can deploy. It’s a unique one, to be sure, as it always carries life-and-death stakes. Hence, wars require serious reasons and even more serious planning; they can’t be started on a whim. Surely this is the bare minimum requirement. These rules must be followed.”


  “Your Majesty—” Faust started.


  “Needless to say, this is my personal take. Do the nomads relish war to such an extreme degree? Do they revel in slaughtering and plundering as though they’re strolling down the street to play a casual game? Will they really cross the Silk Road from the Far East to invade our kingdom? Surely their ruler would stop once she’d conquered Fei Long. Her first order of business should be to create a stable base there. I don’t deny that your views hold a touch of logic, but even so, I struggle to understand your words.”


  I’d ended up voicing my own opinion, but I strongly believed that war was an extreme measure that put many lives at risk. It was an abnormal situation, not an occasion for knights and soldiers to gleefully claim fame. It wasn’t a place to romanticize chivalry and glorify the gruesome scene of battle. The so-called renown that one attained was merely a justification for slaughtering many enemies and a byproduct of the war itself. It wasn’t a game that one played to somehow level up their military ranks, though I could never say my full opinion aloud to the knights.


  “If you know so much, this will be easy for me,” Faust said. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure just how much you understood the theory of war, Your Majesty. You have my genuine respect, and I must offer you my deepest apologies as well.”


  He smiled with open admiration. It was a far cry from the expression he’d shown moments ago when he openly mocked me and the other nobles. However, this smile lasted for only a moment. His eyes immediately turned solemn once more as he went back into his delicate space betwixt insanity and composure.


  “Queen Liesenlotte, if you will allow me to use your eloquent words, these nomads of the east, beyond the Silk Road, are a military tribe who revel in slaughtering and plundering as though they’re strolling down the street to play a casual game. They’d call a church their piggybank and burst out in boisterous laughter as they lit a barrel of gunpowder to blow it up. They’re like bandits who somehow became knights.”


  I couldn’t refute his claims. His half-mad eyes petrified me. During the Campaign of Villendorf, Knight Captain Reckenbell had deployed a squad of elite soldiers to overwhelm Anastasia and storm her base, causing my daughter’s first battle to fall into a whirlwind of ­confusion. Faust was the only one who leapt to action and stopped the ­Villendorfians from surrounding our allies. He ­commanded his tiny force of twenty citizens and laid waste to Captain Reckenbell and her fifty soldiers.


  “I beg you to reconsider,” Faust said, his voice filled with desperation. “Please, I implore you to listen to my words and rethink your strategy.”


  It sounded like he was practically coughing up blood as he urged all to hear his side, his voice echoing throughout the throne room. 


  What is military genius? Anastasia and Astarte may have talent in military affairs, but ultimately, the ability to make decisions is one of the qualities of a military genius. 


  A single mistake might disgrace a person and leave them an object of lifelong mockery, but one had to throw away any fear and shame; they required the resolve to make decisions.


  This wasn’t sheer recklessness. Faust might have been acting rashly, but it clearly wasn’t on a whim. 


  Assess your situation, Liesenlotte. Faust is wielding his decision-making skills and his talents that he showed on the battlefield against Villendorf, and deploying them on me. He’s making a desperate plea.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  I’m a fool. I cannot deny your claims, and you repelled my words. I’m indeed a fool. I didn’t try to take your mentality seriously—only now do I truly understand. 


  I wasn’t sure just how many people within this filled room actually comprehended the underlying meaning behind my apology, but this was a conversation between me and the Knight of Wrath. No one else mattered—Faust was speaking to me and only me. As long as Faust understood my apology, that was good enough.


  “Let us continue this debate, Faust,” I said.


  “Most certainly, Your Majesty,” he replied. “I mentioned the warriors and the nomadic tribes earlier—the ones that are beyond the Silk Road and will surely journey west. No doubt.”


  He paused and took a deep breath before expelling a loud sigh. The nobles around me chattered louder than ever, and the discordance was jarring to my ears.


  So noisy.


  “Silence!” I roared.


  I glared angrily at the nobles with a face that I had never shown Faust before, forcing the noise to turn silent.


  “Go on, Faust,” I urged.


  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Faust replied. He cleared his throat before he continued. “This nomadic empire undoubtedly has a military goal of its own. They may like to plunder, slaughter, and destroy, but they also have a different intent in mind.”


  “And what would that be?”


  “To conquer nations and expand their area of trade.”


  I was confused by his claims. “Trade? Will the ­nomads—no, I suppose that was a foolish question to ask. The Silk Road is en route to us.”


  “You’re exactly right, Your Majesty. Nomads have always been people who engage in trade. Before overpopulation affected the nomads in the north, they used to trade fur pelts with us. If Toqto’a dreams of making the entirety of the Silk Road hers and expanding her area of trade within her lifetime, or if the ultimate goal of the foreign merchants who support her is to put the Silk Road under their control, well…”


  Faust coughed once more. His voice grew hoarse. He had been shouting loud enough for the entire throne room to hear him. 


  Is he thirsty? I was tempted to call for someone and fetch him a cup of tea.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if she wishes to make every city within the reach of the Silk Road hers,” Faust went on. “In short, I genuinely believe that in a mere seven years, the nomads will venture west and arrive in Anhalt. Toqto’a, hero of her own empire, and those who support her, may have grand dreams like controlling the entire eastern trade route.”


  He stopped to catch his breath, looking a touch tired. I used this moment to quickly analyze my situation. His logic was sound; he was treading a fine line, but his words still made sense. As for his prediction of seven years, he’d probably reached that conclusion after much thought. I decided that his words were worth listening to. 


  Let’s continue, shall we?


  “Someone, bring Faust a cup of tea!” I ordered.


  One of my corps immediately rushed to do so, and I nodded with satisfaction as I turned back to the Knight of Wrath.


  Chapter 59:
Loading the Bullet


   


  SO FAR, SO GOOD, I THOUGHT. I HAD FINISHED hammering home my point. I had berated the queen, insulted the nobles, and managed to remain in this room. I was here today as an orator. This was a battlefield of sorts. I donned my suit of armor and stood as the lord of the Polidoro fief so that I could fight for my position. There was no way I would lose, but I still had a long way to go as my mind carried out the screenplay I had for this event.


  “Sir Polidoro, a cup of tea,” a member of the queen’s corps said.


  As she offered me a drink, I realized I didn’t know her name. I didn’t thank her and maintained my silence. I was by no means timid, but I wasn’t strong enough mentally to shift my state of mind at the flip of a switch. I didn’t fear death. I was more terrified of my land being stripped from me because I had mocked the queen. However, I also knew that since I was the bridge between Anhalt and Villendorf, she couldn’t punish me. 


  And that’s good news.


  My first goal had been to argue with the queen, and I was able to do just that. Her Majesty had shown a degree of understanding of my claims. But this is where things get a little messy. Perhaps my words would cause a demon to cling to my legs and try to drag me down. Still, everything that I was going to say was out of necessity. I downed my tea, handed the empty cup back to the corps member, and spoke to Queen Liesenlotte again.


  “Your Majesty, if you don’t mind, I’d like to pause our conversation here,” I said.


  “Pardon?” Her Majesty asked.


  “There’s something that I must inquire of the Nobles of the Robe.” The tea had helped my parched throat, and I was ready. I once again turned my back to the queen as I faced the nobles in their seats. “I’d like to ask the one from House Vespermann to come forward.”


  On my way home from Villendorf, Lady Zabine had told me of her origin. She was born as the eldest daughter of a household known for espionage and other secret activities. She was later expelled after being told that she couldn’t possibly succeed the house, and ended up in Princess Valiele’s corps. I felt like it was a wise decision. A slender, petite sixteen-year-old girl with a childish ­appearance stepped forward onto the red carpet.


  “I’m Marina von Vespermann!” she shouted. “Do you need anything from me?”


  Her energetic voice, fitting for a military soldier, filled the throne room. It was more than enough to earn points from me, though the words I was about to say were anything but favorable.


  “I’ve heard that House Vespermann has always been a family of diplomats, but you also gather intelligence,” I said. “So, I ask you, Lady Vespermann, has Anhalt obtained any intel about Toqto’a Khan?”


  “None at all,” she replied. “I heard that name for the first time just the other day.”


  She’s honest, which makes it easy to manipulate her.


  “Really? Have you not heard a single thing?” I asked. “Villendorf knew not only the name Toqto’a Khan, the sovereign of the nomadic empire, but the state of affairs in Fei Long as well. And yet, you tell me that you had no such intel whatsoever?”


  Lady Vespermann snapped her mouth shut and fell silent.


  “A number of superhumans and other eastern warlords who boasted military ranks in Fei Long have ventured along the Silk Road and arrived in Villendorf,” I added. “Do you not know of that either?”


  “Unfortunately,” Lady Vespermann replied.


  Maintaining her silence and admitting her faults weren’t enough. It pains me to do this, but…


  “Ah, so you mean to tell me that you, Lady Vespermann, the very woman in charge of Anhalt’s intelligence, know less than I, who merely took a short trip to Villendorf,” I replied.


  “What are you trying to say?” Lady Vespermann interjected.


  “I’m saying that our kingdom’s intelligence is nothing short of incompetent. You haven’t changed one bit since the Campaign of Villendorf, where you failed to predict the enemies’ invasion.”


  My words were loud and clear. Marina von Vespermann stood there in astonishment; she likely hadn’t predicted that she would be criticized so openly.


  “You may step back,” I said.


  “Please, wait!” she cried. “Let me defend myself!” 


  “Next, the Knights-Companions! I’m sure that the vast majority of you are busy defending the northern region from the nomads, but surely there’s a representative or two in the crowd!”


  I glared at Lady Vespermann and silenced her, using my six-and-a-half-foot-tall, three-hundred-pound stature that had braved countless battlefields to intimidate the petite sixteen-year-old. She fell silent as I easily pushed her back.


  “Will the Knights-Companions not come forward?” I roared. “If you refuse to emerge, I can only laugh at you for your ineptitude!”


  “We’ve done our duties!” a tall woman shouted, no longer able to stay silent as she stepped out of the crowd. 


  The smell of the battlefield clung to her; she was clearly a seasoned veteran. Yet I had to condemn her for her sins.


  “Ah, yes, your duties,” I said. “Are you referring to the past decade or so you’ve spent languidly dancing around mere nomads in hopes of defending your nation? Or are you all simply lazing around in sunbeams?”


  “I beg your pardon, Sir Polidoro?” the knight protested. “As Her Majesty mentioned earlier, the nomads expertly steer their horses and fire arrows while they ride! Light cavalry are swift and tough to catch—it’s no easy task to eradicate them!”


  “All I need is one year.”


  I raised a finger toward the ceiling. The room froze for a split second. No one dared to utter a word; the ignorant mob of people opened and closed their mouths like a school of shocked fish. Everyone gazed at me, the lone man in the throne room.


  “A year, you say?” the knight asked.


  “Did I stutter?” I replied.


  “Surely you’re well aware that Claudia von Reckenbell, the hero of Villendorf, required a few years to eradicate the nomads.”


  Indeed, even Reckenbell had taken a few years. Yet I remained firm.


  “And I’m telling you that all I need is a year,” I declared. “I, Faust von Polidoro, can wipe out the nomads of the north by then.”


  I was making a bombastic claim that one might find unbelievable, but had I not done so, I couldn’t have stood my ground here.


  “In exchange, you must follow the chain of command that I lay out,” I said. “I won’t allow any sort of insubordination.”


  “Fine!” the woman replied, her face red with rage. “If you really can clean them up within a year, we’ll follow your orders.”


  “You’ve given me your word. As representative of the Knights-Companions, don’t you forget it.”


  “I know.”


  The fact was, we didn’t have time to dawdle for a few years against the nomads of the north; I really had to clear them out within a year. To be more precise, I had to do it when the other nobles went off to military service—there was still a mountain of work to be done.


  “Oh, and to the lords,” I said. “If any of you have been asked to handle the nomads for your military service, will you please raise your hands?”


  Silence ensued. After a few moments, a few regional lords and nobles gingerly raised their hands.


  “As I’ve just said, next year, I shall join this expedition,” I declared. “I’m certain that I’ll be asked to head north against the nomads. Though I’m sure that all of you who raised your hands expected as much after the negotiations with Villendorf.” I paused before I continued. “Our ­seemingly endless, needless game of tag against the nomads of the north must come to an end. If you wish to eradicate them within a year, I ask that you follow my orders.”


  “May I?” a regional lord interjected, her voice raised as though to represent the others. 


  While she didn’t boast a vast duchy like Duke Astarte, she was still in charge of over ten thousand residents and shouldered a fair bit of responsibility.


  “You asked that we heed your orders,” she said. “What exactly does that entail? Surely you don’t mean that we should simply obey your every command as if you stand above us.”


  “I just want you to follow the chain of command, that’s all. We must prepare for the major war that awaits us.”


  “I know that you’re a hero of Anhalt—you’ve shown your spectacular military prowess and your diplomatic skill. But I haven’t stooped so low that I’ll listen to the orders of a weak lord knight with only three hundred citizens to his name.”


  People were voicing their protests, and I couldn’t blame them. I turned back to face the queen.


  “Your Majesty, perhaps it’s a bit humorous for me to ask at this stage, but may I inquire where I’ll be sent for my military service next year?”


  “It’s a silly question to ask,” the queen replied. “As you’ve just declared, you shall be dispatched to handle the nomads of the north.”


  “Then I shall ask Duke Astarte to hold sole command of the soldiers next year.”


  Queen Liesenlotte rubbed her chin pensively, her eyes gazing straight into mine. “Are you not going to be the commander? You mentioned that you had a method to destroy the nomads of the north in a year’s time, did you not?”


  “I do indeed. However, I don’t possess any talent as a general. All I’ve got is the art of war, nothing more.”


  “Judging from the knowledge you showed regarding the nomads, I don’t agree with that evaluation.” She drew her hand back from her chin and turned to Her Grace. “Duke Astarte, I know that you already intended to stand on top, but what say you to Faust’s words?”


  “Now that Villendorf will no longer pressure us, I no longer need to use my reserves,” the duke replied. “I can use my main forces for the nomads. The more soldiers, the better, so I’ve got no complaints.” She smiled at me and nodded.


  The queen nodded back and pointed right at me. “The Knights-Companions and the soldiers who follow them will thus be entrusted to Duke Astarte. However, I cannot give you military power over the other nobles; it’s not my place to do so. You’d best receive permission from them directly.”


  “I shall do just that,” I nodded. “Then let’s continue our conversation.”


  I turned back to the regional lords and stood tall and proud, trying to use my presence to pressure them.


  “We lords are contracted under the royal family to receive their protection,” I said. “It’s a bilateral agreement that obligates us to follow their orders. However, you cannot let anyone strip you of your military power, even if your lives are at stake. I understand that all too well.”


  There was no reply. Every noble and regional lord knew that I had more to say and patiently waited for me to finish. Very good.


  “The same goes for me as well,” I said. “I may only have three hundred citizens to my name, but I am still a lord, nonetheless. No matter how small your domain may be, you are still the reigning monarch over your territory. My mother taught me that this is exactly what lord knights are.”


  People began to chatter. I had arrogantly called them monarchs in front of the queen. I guess that didn’t score any points with these people, but no matter. The last thing I have to say will wipe out everything I’ve got anyway—the sins I’ve committed here, and my future as well.


  “Where there is land, there is a lord and a people,” I said. “And the one on top gains military authority to become a lord.”


  I walked toward them, taking one step at a time. I approached, wearing a full suit of Maximilian armor—said to be the last ensemble worn by knights back on Earth. My face was uncovered for all to see.


  “You cannot relinquish military authority,” I said. “It’s the one thing that you just cannot do. Why must you entrust your assets, your residents, into another’s hands? I understand your logic as regional lords all too well, for it’s my own mindset as well. I’m not ignorant of that. And yet, I must ask you all…”


  I took a step, and then another, until I finally reached the nobles and the regional lords who were lined up before me. The Nobles of the Robe trembled at my presence and leaned away, but no one else budged an inch. While Duke Astarte crossed her arms, a marquess and a margrave, who were next in line in terms of power, seemed to wait for me as I reached them.


  Very good. Very, very good.


  “I won’t beat around the bush,” I said. “Do you ladies have any desire to protect your land?”


  “Of course,” a marquess answered curtly.


  She was a bit older and stood out from the rest. Anhalt usually had ladies fighting inheritance battles when they were much younger. It seemed she hadn’t been blessed with a successor and held no hope for her children; she was most likely waiting for one of her grandchildren to take her seat instead. Due to her ample experience, she was wiser than most.


  “I ask that you hear my opinion, one that I will say as Faust von Polidoro.”


  I spoke as quietly as I could, doing my best to maintain my intimidating presence while I watched these nobles vigilantly. The Nobles of the Robe had nothing to fear, but the same couldn’t be said for the lord knights.


  “A loss against Toqto’a Khan will lead to the ruin of your land,” I said. “You must understand that.”


  “Then I’ll hear you out,” the marquess replied.


  Tread carefully. I selected my words with the utmost discretion. People tended to retaliate when it came to minor insults, but an outrageous affront often made people freeze. In other words, if I were to cause anyone any sort of harm, I would need to ensure that I was at no risk of retaliation. When I attacked, I would do so thoroughly without giving my opponent any time or leeway to launch a counter. The instructions from The Prince flashed across my mind as I chose my first sentence.


  “Within seven years, your domain will fall,” I said. “Do you or do you not agree?”


  “I don’t agree,” the marquess replied, sounding amused.


  “Then you should relinquish your military authority to Duke Astarte and Crown Princess Anastasia.”


  “Once again, I don’t agree. As you mentioned earlier, that is the one thing that I cannot do. It is my source of power as a lord.”


  “I’m abundantly aware of that, of course. Even so…”


  I clenched my fist, the gauntlet inscribed with magic sigils covering my entire hand. I had to state my argument.


  “Within seven years, if we don’t unify our military, Anhalt will undoubtedly fall against the forces of Toqto’a Khan,” I said.


  I took a deep breath as I prepared for my speech. I had to finish it all in one breath so that my opponent had no time to refute my claims. 


  Come on, Faust von Polidoro. This will be the speech of a lifetime. This is the final battle.


  My round had been loaded in the chamber. All that was left was to fire my shot. 


  I exhaled and began to state my case.


  Chapter 60:
Shot Fired


   


  I WAS THE RECORDKEEPER AND HAD TO WRITE IT all down—every word of the speech that Faust von Polidoro bellowed. As per his wishes, I left no word unwritten, in the hopes that future generations would find some sort of value in his rhetoric. Honestly, I didn’t expect the nomads to invade our territory within seven years either. I thought that Queen Liesenlotte’s initial claims were true, and I had no reason to disavow them. 


  However, it was clear that Sir Polidoro didn’t agree.


  “Attention!” he shouted. “Watch closely and behold!”


  He walked to the center of the throne room and raised his voice—a weak lord knight with a mere three hundred residents addressing a marquess and a margrave who commanded exponentially more people than he ever would. It was as though he couldn’t allow anyone to blink for even a moment.


  “I’m not trying to preach about sisterly love as a pastoress might,” Faust said. “I’m not asking you all to hold hands and pretend to get along. Such ostensible concern is not my goal. I’m not asking you to relinquish your military power as proof of your loyalty to Anhalt. I’m simply claiming that we share our fate with our kingdom. Now is the time for us to come together and prepare ourselves against the inevitable threat.”


  He maintained a calm tone, reminiscent of a pastoress giving a sermon in a church. The Knight of Wrath continued his speech with the assumption that his predictions were nothing but fact.


  “We shall lose,” he said. “At this rate, I guarantee that we don’t even have the slightest chance of attaining victory. Our intelligence agents are useless, so if none of you know of the existence of this danger, I shall tell you. Try imagining the nomads of the north that are threatening our citizens as I speak. A light cavalry army comprised of tens of thousands of soldiers, all fully armed with bows and trained to expertly command horses, will swarm our kingdom and turn our nation into a massive battlefield. This tremendous army possesses a leader with extraordinary powers; even if we somehow manage to take down a commander or two, others will quickly take their places. They’ve got an efficient system that allows them to swiftly cycle in a new boss. This won’t be like Villendorf, where we were given an opening once we took down their leader. We won’t be able to charge at the heavy cavalry enemy commander to somehow eke out a miraculous win. Oh, and I’m sure you’re all aware, but these people won’t engage in a duel against any of us. That wouldn’t benefit them at all!”


  Sir Polidoro fell silent for a moment. The quiet was deafening, as though he hoped the lord knights’ imaginations would take over. In fact, that was exactly what he wanted. There were a few stupid women among the Nobles of the Robe who still mocked him for his appearance, but the lord knights all acknowledged him for his military and diplomatic accomplishments.


  As he’d stated earlier, there were a thousand nomads or so provoking us in the north, and we had our army standing guard. If tens of thousands of them swarmed our nation, we wouldn’t stand a chance. The mere thought made several lord knights furrow their brows with concern.


  “Toqto’a Khan is Abaddon! No more, no less!” Sir Polidoro declared. “She’s the fifth judgment of seven, one that shall rain terror upon this world!”


  His booming voice broke the silence. He had cast aside his calm, priestly demeanor, his voice now filled with a fiery passion that engulfed the entire room.


  “The fifth angel sounded her trumpet, and I saw a star fall from heaven unto the earth and to her was given the key to the bottomless pit!” he shouted. “They’ll come—I have no doubt about it! An army of light cavalry with bows and horses will storm our kingdom, bringing with them violence, destruction, plundering, and slaughter! There might be lord knights who think that they can simply follow a new leader…”


  He paused and glanced at Queen Liesenlotte, peering into her face. A faint smile flashed across his lips as he turned back to the crowd.


  “As a lord knight, it’s a very common and healthy mindset to have, I’m sure,” he said. “But they’ll devastate our land and exploit you beyond your wildest imagination. For these people, an expedition to another nation means nothing but plundering. All your citizens, including your men—all your belongings—all your cities will be burned to the ground before they take whatever they can! ­Surrendering to these nomads implies that every single thing you own will be stripped from you! If you betray Queen Liesenlotte and switch sides, they’ll deem you a traitor who cannot be trusted! They’ll use you to no end and kill you once they’re done with you!”


  He gestured around passionately, stealing the gazes of everyone in the room. When he was sure that all eyes were on him, he lowered his voice to almost a hushed whisper while allowing his low timbre to reverberate throughout the room.
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  “Do not expect a single thing to your advantage,” he muttered. “You may have all the confidence in the world as lord knights who can skillfully adapt, but you mustn’t expect a single thing from these barbaric nomads. Our cultures are wholly different. While they may possess intelligence, they’ve got no sense of reason. A civilization built on plunder and murder is a powerful enemy. And it won’t be just our kingdom in danger. Villendorf, and by extension, the Holy Gusten Empire, will be at risk, and we’ll have nowhere to flee! Our usual bilateral agreements and military service won’t protect us anymore. If we’re to fight from here on out, it’ll be…”


  He heaved a sigh. The Knight of Wrath brought his fist down, but with no desk to break the fall of his hand, he swiped through the air. And yet, his extraordinary strength allowed him to create a loud whoosh that reached everyone’s ears.


  “It’ll be a fight for survival,” he said. “It won’t just be Anhalt and Villendorf in danger. The entire Holy Gusten Empire will be at stake.”


  He raised his hands once more and opened them as though he was laying his soul bare to everyone in this room.


  “We’ll be eliminated at this rate,” Sir Polidoro said. “Our cultures just differ far too much. It won’t end with the murder of Queen Liesenlotte and the rest of the royal family. The lands that we nobles protected throughout the generations will be stolen from us without leaving a single scrap behind. Even if we survive, we’ll be reduced to mere tax collectors at best. The land and everything our ancestors have built up will be pried from our hands, and nothing will remain.”


  He lowered his tone once more, though it still clearly reached the ears of all present.


  “That’s akin to a death sentence to us lord knights. No, that’s not quite right. I should rephrase.” His voice was now filled with pure, unadulterated rage. “It’s a fate worth than death. One that will humiliate us even after we pass.”


  Once more, he fell silent, letting the quiet air settle in the throne room. The people weren’t hushed by choice; his sheer aura was so overpowering that not a single person could refute his claims. Fear began to fill everyone’s hearts, but the Knight of Wrath maintained his deafening stillness.


  Even the moronic Nobles of the Robe who’d mocked him couldn’t utter a word. The smarter nobles such as I, who knew that he would likely become engaged to Princess Valiele as a reward for his accomplishments, remained as quiet as a tomb. The lord knights, who saw this man as an extraordinary knight of Anhalt, one who excelled in military and diplomatic affairs, also watched him in silence. None of us could bring ourselves to break the hush over the room…barring one male knight.


  “Military authority,” Sir Polidoro said. “The only plan we have to counter our enemies, and the only method the Anhaltish Kingdom has to fight against these nomads, is to unify military power, to follow a chain of command. We have nothing else. As it is, our commanders are all divided and interested only in their own affairs. Our subjects are not subjects of the kingdom. This sort of mindset will cause us to crumble pathetically under the nomads’ unified army of people, bows, and horses. Their archers will destroy us. We’ve got an army with no order, and the only tactic we can utilize is for our cavalry to line up in a row and rush in. We won’t ever reach Toqto’a at this rate.”


  His voice was filled with determination once again. He was calm and collected, but his tone was anything but. It contained a desperate, fervent plea.


  “I can predict the course of the battle when we go against Toqto’a,” he said. Every breath seemed to raise the temperature of the room. “Our cavalry will rush in like reckless idiots, and the nomads will feign a retreat against the united forces of our nation and Villendorf. Their light cavalry will fire from our flanks, using their mounted archery skills to kill our allies who were lured out. We’ll be caught in the crossfire on the flat terrain and will have nowhere to flee.”


  It would be a one-sided massacre. The Knight of Wrath went on to explain the battle according to his calculations.


  “Pandemonium will break out among our knights as they’re all killed by ranged attacks. By then, the light cavalry will have come up behind the knights with a smokescreen. This will separate them from the infantry lagging behind.”


  He spoke as though he had learned this method from a textbook. No one could bring themselves to challenge his claims.


  “Then Toqto’a’s heavy cavalry will slaughter the confused soldiers,” he continued. “And that will be that. The results of the war? I’d say the nomads will have about a thousand casualties, while we’ll have more than ten thousand dead. It’ll be a crushing, unprecedented defeat on our end, one that’ll remain in history. Our descendants will read about our embarrassing loss and laugh at our stupidity. They won’t take into account our circumstances when they read the history books. And you know what they’ll say?”


  He smiled, then sneered at us. “‘Look at these foolish knights!’” he spat angrily. “‘They don’t even know a lick of military tactics.’” He closed his eyes as though envisioning the deaths of his comrades on the battlefield. “I’d sooner die than be a part of that. If I were to be mocked to no end by those who knew nothing of our current situation, I wouldn’t be able to face my ancestors with pride.”


  He opened his eyes and made a vehement declaration. “As it stands, the nomads will devastate us! We’ll have no method to fight back, and we’ll all die meaningless deaths. We’ll be reduced to idiots who knew not of strategy.”


  He raised his hand in the air. Magic sigils engulfed every finger. Protected by the gauntlet, his hand was covered in calluses from wielding the sword and spear. It was rugged and rough, fitting for a soldier. His passion burned so brightly that it felt like he would burn the entire room down.


  “If any of you find my words logical…” He took one step. As he closed the distance between himself and the nobles, his towering frame became clearer to the crowd. “If you’d like to rise up for your residents as a lord knight, and want to use your time wisely until the threat arrives…”


  He took another step forward, his breath fevered as he continued his heated speech in the quiet throne room.


  “I must have you follow the chain of command that I suggest,” he said. “I need you all to listen to the orders of Queen Liesenlotte and the royal family. It’ll be only for a moment—in that fleeting moment, we need to unify and work together as a collective. When we fight against the nomadic empire, I ask that you entrust us with your military authority. That will be the only option.” The impassioned words that fell from his lips finally gave us his conclusion. “It’s the only way we can defeat Toqto’a Khan.”


  The fervor was contagious as it filled the room. Sir Polidoro closed his eyes to imply that he was done. As he fell silent, the other lord knights and Nobles of the Robe began to talk amongst themselves. Queen Liesenlotte’s initial opinion was likely the correct one; it was nigh impossible that these nomads would cross the Silk Road and venture west. There was simply no concrete reason for them to do so.


  Was Sir Polidoro truly aware of how far away we were from them? How would the grand duchies to the east of Villendorf react? How would the other nations of the East fare against the enemy? How in the world had Sir Polidoro obtained all this information in the first place? Was our intelligence really as incompetent and useless as he suggested? Perhaps it was all a lie, and the knight had been fed falsified information by the barbarians of Villendorf. A whirlwind of remarks implied that he held the disadvantage, but an intricate debate of varying opinions was unfolding within the crowd.


  A few of the nobles solemnly stared at Sir Polidoro. They awaited his next words, but they never came. All he did was take two steps toward them, and these nobles, the marquess and margrave included, refused to join the debate. They simply gaped at the silent Sir Polidoro without saying a word. These nobles had no desire to voice any of their concerns, but that didn’t mean they sat there and twiddled their thumbs. Surely they thought about the correct choice as they recalled Sir Polidoro’s speech and listened attentively to the murmurs of those around them.


  “Sir Polidoro is a timid coward,” a low-ranking Noble of the Robe said. I already had her name written down so that she could be disposed of later. “All he did was win against Villendorf and use his body to negotiate peace. Nothing more.”


  The frontier lord knights, who’d had their land spared from the carnage thanks to Sir Polidoro’s victory against Villendorf and his successful negotiation with them, glared at the insolent, low-ranking Noble of the Robe. Had the short-tempered lord knights not been in the presence of the queen and forbidden from carrying their weapons, that foolish woman would’ve been hacked to pieces in a flash. The lord knights made their animosity and wrath toward her clear. Needless to say, I was just as outraged—my home had been saved by Anhalt’s hero as well.


  “What an utter ignoramus,” said my subordinate, a fellow officer of arms sitting beside me. “Shall we carry her out of these premises?”


  She must’ve been unable to hold herself back when she saw my fingers gripping my pen, the digits trembling with rage.


  “No, we require background noise anyway,” I ordered. “She’s scum that’ll disappear from this kingdom within the year.”


  My tone was icy when I spoke to my subordinate. A fool would always be a fool, and I swore to wipe that insolent woman from our kingdom when I reported to the queen.


  “We have no need to fear the nomads,” another low-ranking Noble of the Robe said. “No enemy will stand a chance against our nation!”


  She was also a noble who was set to be erased from this kingdom. Her name was already written down on my paper—she had earned the ire of the Nobles of the Robe and military officers who were struggling against the nomads of the north, along with the lord knights who were set to battle them for their military service. If they could, they would’ve strangled this impudent, low-ranking Noble of the Robe.


  Idiots, all of them. But now wasn’t the time to engage in such mindless debates with these numbskulls. I’d written down every word of Faust von Polidoro’s speech, and I knew that it would be etched into the annals of history. Would he be seen as a fool who’d had a hysterical bout of insanity? Or a guardian angel who’d saved Anhalt and the rest of the Holy Gusten Empire?


  Before the generations after us could make that conclusion, we first had to make a decision ourselves—how would we proceed from here? If Sir Polidoro’s words were to be believed, all we had was a mere seven years. If we didn’t follow his instructions to the letter, we would have no chance of winning against the nomads. In fact, I wasn’t even sure if we could still claim victory. We were backed into a corner by Sir Polidoro, who had his eyes closed and maintained his silence while the room buzzed with confusion.


  How much anguish and agony had Sir Polidoro gone through before he conducted this speech in front of us? He had taunted us as he let loose, causing everyone in the room to become heated while he whipped up our emotions, laying everyone’s feelings bare. No longer could any of us ignore Sir Polidoro’s words and walk away. Even Queen Liesenlotte, Crown Princess Anastasia, and Duke Astarte were forced to stay put.


  A frenzied dispute had erupted within the throne room, and still the three powerful members of the royal family remained silent. All they did was watch the scene unfold. Finally, the marquess, the leader of the group, spoke up.


  “Sir Faust von Polidoro,” she said.


  “Yes?” Sir Polidoro replied.


  “If you had more concrete evidence, something more convincing than that speech of yours, I would’ve heeded your words. But you required a speech precisely because you have no proof to show us, is that not so? I understand your need to do so. But what if nothing happens? What if Toqto’a doesn’t arrive at our kingdom? After you’ve riled us all up, surely you know what shall happen to you.”


  Indeed, Sir Polidoro would have to take responsibility if the nomads never ventured west. The throne room fell silent again.


  “Of course,” the Knight of Wrath replied. “Should that happen, I’m not mindless enough to trouble the hands of an executioner.”


  His gaze still flickered between insanity and composure, trying to reach our hearts as he spoke quietly. The priestess stood beside him, clearly restless and anxious. At once, she seemed to catch the knight’s drift and turned to him with incredulity.


  “Priestess, I’d like to form a geas, an oath that I shall swear to God,” he said.


  Goosebumps ran across me, every hair on my body standing on end. A geas was a taboo to a knight, and Sir Faust von Polidoro was about to commit one right in front of our eyes. Only then did I realize that this man had intended to make an oath of death ever since he set foot in this room.


  Chapter 61:
Geas


   


  BACK ON EARTH, A FAMOUS IRISH ABBOT HAD said, “My druid is Christ.” But in the world that I’d been reincarnated into, I could use that same phrase without issue. The druids here deferred to the Pope, bishops, and priestesses of our monotheistic religion. People might’ve learned about it in school, but I didn’t blame them if they couldn’t immediately recall that tidbit.


  I wasn’t sure just how many people knew of Celtic mythology, but that didn’t matter to me—there was only one important thing that had to remain within the recesses of everyone’s minds. When I was a child, my mother, Marianne, had told me fairy tales and stories about mythic knights when she lulled me to sleep.


  Geas, I thought. I remember it well. It was the name of an oath, a taboo. It was a promise that was prominent in ancient Celtic customs. This spell, akin to a curse, was burned into my mind. It had caused the demises of the famous Cú Chulainn and Diarmuid. In this world, no one dared to impose a curse upon themselves; they refused to swear this oath, but I was determined to do so. This was a taboo ritual among us knights, but I wanted to form a geas in front of this whole crowd.


  “Priestess, my druid, are you ready to hear my oath?” I asked.


  I glared at the priestess, knowing that my gaze must’ve looked crazy to her. Please help me, my druid, priestess of the School of Cologne. Please hear my oath as your follower. 


  My powers and plans weren’t enough to sway the hearts of everyone here. I’d been born into this world as a mighty warrior with extraordinary abilities. Not once had I so much as trembled on a battlefield, but with this mysterious nomadic empire rapidly emerging in my vision, I couldn’t help but shudder. I had to break free from this timidness. In order to show my resolve to everyone around me, I would require a geas, a curse that would shackle me. This was where I’d do an act of suicide.


  “Follower Faust von Polidoro, I…” the priestess started.


  “Priestess, are you saying that you cannot accept my knightly oath?” I inquired.


  I didn’t have my ancestral greatsword on me. However, I glared at the elderly woman as though I was determined to cut her down if she refused my request.


  “I am a follower of your church, and this is but an oath of a knight,” I said. “Are you declaring as a priestess that you cannot heed my cry?”


  “I… As a priestess, I…” the priestess murmured.


  As she hesitated, the wrinkles on her elderly face deepened. She was struggling to make her choice. That lasted for only a moment. 


  “Very well, I shall hear your words,” she said, breaking her silence. “Follower Faust von Polidoro, you may say your oath.”


  “Thank you!” I said.


  As I raised my voice and expressed my gratitude, the aura of intimidation I was sure the nobles could still feel became stronger.


  “No! Priestess! Faust! You mustn’t!” Queen Liesenlotte cried. “Do you know where you are?!”


  “I’m in the presence of Her Gracious Majesty, the Queen,” the priestess replied, her voice filled with vigor. “I understand that I’m also in front of nobles of all ranks, along with Nobles of the Robe. I know very well what I’m doing.” She proudly faced the queen. “My follower is steeling his resolve to make a knightly oath! I know that now. He’s trying to offer his life for this kingdom, and what kind of priestess would I be if I didn’t honor his determination?! I’d have no right to call myself a priestess then! Should I decline him here, those who have been baptized by our church, those who work there, and the church itself would lose their purpose!”


  “Are you unable to heed a royal order?!”


  “You may take my head if you like. I shan’t protest. But this geas cannot be stopped; I’ll make sure of that!”


  The priestess quietly peered into my eyes. That’s right. You’re my druid, and this geas will happen.


  “What is my corps doing?!” the queen shrieked. “Go on! Take that priestess away!”


  Her Majesty’s face turned red as she shouted at her subordinates, but no one moved a muscle. They remained on guard, but they were petrified with panic. They hadn’t a clue what the protocol was for this situation. And indeed, there were no strict rules. Never had there been any sort of rule that forbade me from forming a geas in front of the queen, the lord knights, and the Nobles of the Robe.


  There was, however, a law that dictated that one couldn’t interfere with a sacred oath between a priestess and a knight. A geas might be a taboo, but it was an oath to God that required a sacred druid as an emissary. A clueless guard might have immediately rushed in to stop the priestess and my geas, but the queen’s corps had received a well-rounded education that included lessons on etiquette—that worked against Her Majesty this time. 


  Even if anyone tried to approach us, I would’ve repelled anyone who dared to touch the priestess, though.


  “Should I break my oath, may the sky fall upon me and crush me to pieces!” I shouted. “May the ground beneath my feet split open and swallow me whole! May the sea part and drag me into its watery abyss!”


  “Faust von Polidoro, my follower!” the priestess bellowed. “Proclaim thy oath!”


  “Gladly! Heed my words!”


  Just as I tried to finish my geas, another voice cut through the air.


  “Zabine!” Princess Valiele cried. “Get them!” 


  The fourteen unarmed members of her corps rushed toward us. During these moments, the intelligent were usually petrified, while the fools could still act. Both Queen Liesenlotte and Crown Princess Anastasia were frozen in place.


  No, forgive me for insulting you, Princess Valiele. And I’m grateful for your display of kindness, but it’s all too late. 


  As Zabine pounced on me, I grabbed her arm and flung her around like a stick, wiping out the corps. I felt bad when I saw her back smack against the floor, rendering her motionless.


  “Heed my words!” I roared. “In seven years’ time, an apocalyptic force, the fifth judgment of seven, also known as the nomadic empire, shall arrive in our kingdom! I swear that I shall do my utmost to fight back! Even if my limbs are severed, I shall still resist until my final breath!”


  This was an unconventional geas, to be sure. I wasn’t creating a taboo for myself. This was more of a declaration, one that wasn’t at all unordinary as I swore to be the knight who would protect my land. However, in this medieval world, where elements of fantasy reigned, my oath to protect my residents and my mother’s grave felt like a fated curse I imposed upon myself. Because this was based upon my firm convictions, my prayers would reach God.


  “Then answer my next query!” the priestess shouted. “Shall thy oath that the nomadic empire will arrive in this kingdom in seven years be broken, what wouldst thou do?”


  For a moment, it felt like time stood still. No one moved a muscle or uttered a word. Instead, they all listened intently, their ears hoping to pick up every word that left my lips. I stood proudly within the royal castle’s throne room as I faced the queen, hundreds of lords, and the Nobles of the Robe.


  “I shall kill myself,” I said. “I shall take responsibility for causing a fuss over nothing and shall slice my stomach open and die on the spot.” And so, I voiced my taboo—one that assured my demise should my oath be broken. “So long as the sky doesn’t fall upon me and crush me to pieces, the ground beneath my feet refuses to split open and swallow me whole, and the sea declines to part and drag me into its watery abyss, I shall uphold my promise.”


  “Follower Faust von Polidoro, you have made your oath,” the priestess said. “You must follow through on your word even if it means death.”


  The priestess, acting as a mediator, used her status as a druid to answer my declaration. A blinding light enveloped me; it was so stupidly dazzling that it almost felt like a blessing for making that oath. A divine glow filled the room before it converged like a streak of lightning. It all happened in a flash, and after it was done, I turned to the priestess.


  “Thank you,” I said.


  “Did you have this resolve since the beginning?” she asked.


  “I did. I deeply apologize for tricking you and dragging you here.”


  I gave a deep bow. I wouldn’t blame her if she despised me, but I’d had no other way. This was the only plan that my tiny brain could muster. Had I simply threatened to kill myself like the Japanese warlords of old to argue my position, I doubted that anyone would’ve been willing to lend an ear. I decided to follow the customs of this world and commit a taboo in our culture in hopes that it would truly hammer my point home.


  “How could you be so foolish, Faust von Polidoro?” the queen asked, her voice trembling as she remained on her throne. “What do you take a geas for?”


  “I believe it’s an oath to God,” I replied.


  “Do you take it for a joke? Or do you simply not believe in divine punishment?! This world has had countless heroes die after they broke their geasa!”


  This place has got magic and miracles. I know that, of course. I knew that this world was the Middle Ages with fantasy elements. Those who broke their geasa would undoubtedly be punished by God.


  “The priestess is my druid, and I’ve sworn a sacred oath with her,” I said. “Should I go back on my word, I’m rather certain that God will punish me accordingly.”


  “If the nomads don’t come in seven years, you’ll die!” the queen replied.


  “That was what I swore, yes. Never fear. I don’t plan on troubling the hand of God. I’ll cut my stomach open and decide my fate for myself.”


  The queen stood up, her body quivering, her face a bright scarlet. She then let out an impossibly loud sigh. Then, she spoke as though she had lost a close relative and was desperately holding back tears.


  “Your geas is meaningless,” she said. “Sir Faust von Polidoro, what you’ve just done is absolutely absurd. Who among us will trust your words and swear to entrust their military authority to the nation? What you’ve just done wasn’t to persuade me, I assume; it was to gain understanding from the knights. However, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but—”


  “Your Majesty!” a noble shouted.


  I didn’t recognize this noble’s face. I presumed that she was a minor lord knight, just like I was. She slowly walked forward and knelt in respect. Normally, she had no opportunity to meet the queen and didn’t possess any sort of pass that granted her access to the castle either. Unless the queen gave her express permission, this minor noble had no right to speak. She would be treated just like I would have been if I weren’t Princess Valiele’s advisor. 


  And yet, a measly lord knight such as herself dared to speak her mind. She opened her mouth, her tone quivering with every word.


  “For the next seven years, when it comes to facing the nomads, I shall cede all military authority to you, Your Majesty,” the noble said. “I swear it.”


  She looked timid, but her expression was also filled with courage and determination. She stood before me and looked forward, as if she was gazing at the queen through my body.


  “May I ask why?” The queen spoke quietly, urging her for details, but I knew that a queen as wise as her must’ve immediately known the reason. Yet, she still posed her question.


  “My fief is near the Villendorfian border,” the noble replied. “Had Sir Faust not fought in that grisly battle, I imagine that they would’ve destroyed my territory by now. Now this knight—this savior—has sworn a geas with his life on the line. I must prove that my land and my residents are not ungrateful citizens who will have such a great deed go unrecognized.”


  As the words left her lips, several other lord knights rose to line up beside her. I didn’t recognize any of them; I had no ties or relationships with these ladies. No one dared to stop them from stepping forward, and they took to their knees respectfully in front of me and the queen.


  “And you lot are of the same mindset, I presume?” Her Majesty asked.


  “Indeed, with the same reason,” one of the ladies replied. “Our fiefs were once saved by this man.”


  It seemed I had unknowingly made a few friends among the nobles following the Campaign of Villendorf. When that battle had ended, the only form of gratitude I received was letters of commendation from some of them. I thought they’d assumed that their debts were repaid with those letters, but these unfamiliar lord knights of Anhalt, who’d once sent me their gratitude, were proud and couldn’t allow themselves to be seen as ungrateful toward a colleague.


  I felt my eyes sting with warmth and desperately tried to suppress the tears. In contrast to my appearance, I was rather softhearted—I learned that today. They streamed down my cheeks, and I couldn’t stop myself.


  “Oh, come on, guys!” a familiar voice said. “Make way! I should be the one in the center, don’t you think?” 


  “Duke Astarte!” I cried.


  She had been silent until now, but she slowly approached me from the side of the room, using her political power to push the minor lord knights aside and stand in the center. Like everyone else, she went on her knees and paid her respects to the queen.


  “Are you joining them too, Astarte?” Her Majesty asked.


  “He’s been my comrade in arms since the Campaign of Villendorf,” Her Grace replied. “What’s more, Sir Polidoro has risked his life to make this oath. If we cannot place even a sliver of trust in him after all is said and done, what can we have faith in?” She paused before continuing. “And anyone who still refuses as a lord knight makes me question her very character. Indeed, I’m not quite sure if they’ve got any honor to begin with.”


  It was a jab at their honor. She was practically picking a fight with the others in the room. Everyone in this room had a reputation to uphold, and she spat in the faces of the other lord knights, encouraging them to rise to action. Gradually, those who had debts to Duke Astarte’s standing army, those who felt gratitude toward them, and many other lord knights all lined up in front of the queen. They knelt on the red carpet as each declared her name. Even I, who was never called to any noble ­parties, recognized some of these lord knights because they possessed impressive plots of land.


  Lord knights who were under the guardianship of major lords also jumped into action when they saw their seniors kneel in front of the throne. Everyone formed an orderly line and went on their knees.


  “We shall also cede our military authority to you, Your Majesty, for the next seven years, under the same contract,” the ladies said. “We hereby swear it.”


  This was a pledge of their own, one that was made after the priestess and I swore an oath before God. This ritual was a vow between the lord knights and Queen Liesenlotte, and that was good enough for me. My wish was being granted right in front of my eyes. 


  Still, this isn’t enough. Not everyone’s on board. Only around half had sworn to cede their authority.


  “Sir Polidoro, let me ask you something,” the marquess said. She spoke quietly as though she was trying to test my resolve.


  “Yes?” I replied.


  Despite my heart being moved by my fellow comrades, I wiped away my tears and tried my best to hide my reddened cheeks. This wasn’t over yet. 


  Keep it together, Faust.


  “Do you really, truly have a way to defeat the nomads of the north within a year?” she asked. “While it may be callous of me to ask at this point, are you really betting your life on the nomads attacking Anhalt much sooner than we expect?”


  “I do and I am,” I replied.


  “Very well. Then I will cede my authority on one ­condition,” the marquess said. She slowly stepped forward and gave a strained laugh when she realized that she would be last in line on the red carpet where everyone knelt. “I understand that you’ll fight alongside us against the nomads of the north next year. If you can truly eradicate them, then I won’t just cede my military authority; I promise to use every member in my territory to fight against the nomads. Don’t disappoint me.”


  She knelt on the carpet, her head held high. Her faction all followed suit, though some gave forced chuckles as they knelt with their leader. I now had a majority of the lord knights on my side. All that remained were those who still couldn’t make their choice. As I tried to think of another plan, Crown Princess Anastasia approached me and surprisingly took the initiative.


  “For the rest of you nobles, I ask that you cede your authority as well,” she said.


  She bowed her head low as though to give the final push.


  “Your Highness!” a noble cried. “Please raise your head! Are you telling us to trust Sir Polidoro’s words?!”


  “I’m sure that all of you saw Sir Polidoro swear a geas right before your eyes,” the crown princess replied. “He’s shown his resolve, though he’s a fool beyond saving. Truly, I have no words to describe his idiocy.”


  Did she just insult me? But I can’t exactly fault her since I really am a fool. Although…


  “But…I was unable to stop this moron,” Her Highness said. “And for that, I must take responsibility. I’d like to humor this hopeless fool until the very end. He’s my comrade in arms, after all, and fought alongside me on the hellish battlefield of the Campaign of Villendorf. If you cannot trust Sir Polidoro’s words still, even after he made a geas, I ask that you have faith in me instead. I shoulder the future of Anhalt and will stand at the helm. Please, won’t you trust me?”
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  I had never seen the crown princess lower her head in my life. She was more suited to using those piercing reptilian eyes to see through people, but she stood beside me and bowed her head to the minor and major lord knights.


  “Very well,” the lord knights said.


  No longer could they refuse the crown princess’s plea, and the rest of them lined up on the red carpet. While Duke Astarte knelt in front, there was no order to the rest of the lords who bowed their heads.


  This was the moment when military authority was unified under Queen Liesenlotte against the nomads.


  Chapter 62:
Pride


   


  THE RITUAL WAS OVER. MY GEAS HAD BEEN sworn, and everyone had also made their pledges to the queen. Everyone left the red carpet and returned to their seats. However, the queen wasn’t finished.


  “Now then, I understand the resolve that you have all shown,” Her Majesty said. “And Sir Polidoro, I know yours as well. I, too, wish to fight against the nomads at the very least, whether they venture west from the Silk Road or not. I doubt that this act will ever become meaningless.”


  Her views rang clear before she paused and went on. “But a thought occurs. Our current system hinges on the officers of the knights under the Nobles of the Robe. While I appreciate you all ceding your military authority, I believe it difficult for us to implement that change in one go. I’m sure that there are many citizens who don’t wish to follow the Nobles of the Robe and their orders. We must discuss this matter at length at a later date.”


  It seemed my act wasn’t meaningless after all. My efforts were bearing fruit in hopefully unifying the military.


  “So, um, Sir Faust von Polidoro…” Her Majesty said.


  I know. I know what she’s trying to say, I thought.


  “Why don’t you stop your tears?” she asked.


  Her tone was gentle and kind, but my tears wouldn’t stop. I kept weeping ceaselessly. I’d foolishly, truly believed that I had no allies in Anhalt, and I’d boxed myself in by assuming that I had to do it all alone. I’d expected that after I gave my piece, I would simply declare my end and that would be that. But I knew now that the lord knights I had saved during the Campaign of Villendorf were my brethren as well and had always acknowledged my feats. My comrades in arms, Duke Astarte and Crown Princess Anastasia, had been unable to stop me and ultimately decided to side with me. I had been blessed by those around me, but I’d foolishly failed to notice.


  “Pardon me,” I said. “I’m sure that my tears will stop very, very soon. Please, if you would give me just a few more moments.”


  “I’d love to,” Queen Liesenlotte replied.


  She giggled as all the other lord knights chuckled as well.
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  I knew that I wasn’t being mocked. An air of calm had filled the room, and for the first time, I felt the warmth from Anhalt’s nobles.


  “However, we don’t have time,” Her Majesty said. “Regarding the nomads, everyone has agreed with your suggestion. But we are all busy, you see, and I think we should move on to rewarding you for your accomplishments.”


  “Of course,” I said. “I apologize.” 


  I lowered my head. Martina, my apprentice, aided me by offering me a handkerchief, and I wiped my cheeks and eyes.


  “Now then, let us begin,” Queen Liesenlotte said. “You’ve done well negotiating peace with Villendorf. When you joined the campaign against them and fought in Caroline’s Revolt for Valiele’s first battle, we offered you money in return.”


  “Thanks to that, I was able to decrease taxes for my residents,” I replied.


  I was grateful for the payments that I’d received, though the work I’d had to do was hell. Frankly, I feel like it borders on abuse for the things that I had to suffer through.


  “For these negotiations, Anastasia bestowed you with a magnificent suit of Maximilian armor, the one you’re wearing right now,” Her Majesty said. “We thought a nice suit of armor would help with appearances, especially since it counts as formal attire in Villendorf.”


  “This truly is a splendid suit of armor,” I replied. “It came in handy in Villendorf as well.”


  I had used this armor in duels within Villendorf. I’d learned how lightweight it was, and I found it easy to move around in. It could easily withstand a bullet from a musket; it was truly an amazing set of defensive gear.


  “Of course, I haven’t forgotten that I promised you a handsome amount of money should negotiations be successful,” Her Majesty said. “However, that isn’t quite enough, is it? Don’t you agree?”


  “Pardon?” I asked.


  Uh, I didn’t think that. I’m a weak lord knight with only three hundred residents. 


  They could elevate my rank, but that would mean that I had to maintain a certain level of class, and that was more trouble than it was worth. Unlike Nobles of the Robe, I wouldn’t get a pay raise just because I had a greater title. The only salary a lord had was the taxes that they could collect from their territory. While I did want more land, the Polidoro fief was surrounded by territories owned by other lords. None belonged to the crown. Naturally, I couldn’t just take more land, and if I received a plot away from my main fief, I’d need to dispatch a magistrate to work in my stead. That would also be a headache of its own. No good would come out of it.


  I tried to put myself in Queen Liesenlotte’s shoes to understand her train of thought. Uh, could it be? I assume…


  “The royal family, at the very least, believes that we haven’t rewarded you enough for your feats,” Her Majesty said. “I suspect that other lord knights are thinking the same as well. So this time, I’ve prepared another reward for you aside from monetary compensation. You’ve remained single until now, correct? I’ve decided to prepare a wife for you.”


  A wife. I can finally get married, huh? I glanced at Zabine, who lay motionless atop the red carpet, her perky titties an enticing sight. She’d been dragged away by the rest of her corps and tossed to the side against the wall. Maybe I took it a step too far when I slammed her against the floor. A sense of regret filled my heart as I watched Zabine’s unconscious body lying on the ground. Farewell… To you and your perky titties. Personally, your boobs enticed me, but your chimp brain wouldn’t do me any favors if you became my wife and led the Polidoro fief alongside me. As a public figure, I just can’t be with you.


  Here’s my fond adieu. Goodbye. Adios. From here on out, I’ll just casually glance over at your boobs when I’ve got the chance, but I can’t see myself progressing any further than that.


  “In other words, we’ve decided to provide you with a bloodline,” Queen Liesenlotte said, snapping me back to my senses. I continued to listen to her words. “Your wife will be one who is equal to the heroic deeds that you’ve accomplished.”


  Here it comes! Finally! 


  For the past twenty-two years, I’d been out of luck in Anhalt because my popularity was at rock bottom. If I were to combine it with my years on Earth, I had been a virgin for nearly forty freaking years. Finally, after all this time, I’d get the chance to make it on the board and sleep with someone. Queen Catalina flashed across my mind. The feeling of her lips on mine still vividly lingered from when she’d stolen my first kiss. Still, that was different from sex, and I couldn’t contain my excitement.


  As the lord knight and ruler of my fief, it was my duty to create an heir for my land. I needed someone who would reign over my land with me and head to battle proudly by my side. I was getting an opportunity to receive such a bride. I glanced at Princess Valiele beside me. Mere moments ago, she had glanced at the unmoving Zabine with pity, but now her gaze was on the floor. Her cheeks were tinged pink for some inexplicable reason.


  Thinking back, this was a long journey. No one in Anhalt wanted a man as towering and massive as me. 


  When I had become the younger princess’s advisor, Her Highness told me that she couldn’t give me a bride. When I had begrudgingly gotten dragged into the Campaign of Villendorf, Crown Princess Anastasia threw me onto the front lines. Duke Astarte routinely pushed her sizeable jugs against my arm and whispered raunchy topics into my ear. Every day, my little guy resting under my chastity belt cried out in pain, suffocated by the metallic contraption.


  The royal family, during moments of privacy, would often wear nothing more than thin silk veils, perhaps to show off their beautiful bodies. The thirty-two-year-old widow with an impressive rack, and the sixteen-year-old beauty with reptilian eyes and a perfect set of knockers, had enticed me at every opportunity.


  My dick always hurt. But those days are now over. Hell yeah! Little buddy, we can round third base and make it home tomorrow. Let’s bring it in! I could tell that I was getting a little excited, but I was absolutely on cloud nine. I would finally be free from my shackles of penis pain after so many years. All right, Majesty, bring ’er in! Who’s my wife?


  “Sir Faust von Polidoro, I shall present you with my second daughter, Princess Georg Valiele von Anhalt, as your wife,” Her Majesty said.


  For a moment, my brain froze. I gazed beside me, at the fourteen-year-old little girl with a petite frame, red hair, a height of no more than 140 centimeters, and no massive boobs. Sure, she was cute, but that was all. Her face turned red and she kept staring at the ground as if her gaze was magnetized. 


  Wait. Hold it.


  “Needless to say, she shall forfeit her claim to the throne,” Her Majesty said. “Princess Valiele shall marry into your house, Sir Polidoro, and thus take your name. I ask everyone to continue to support them! I doubt you have any issues with this bloodline, Knight of Wrath?”


  I’ve only got issues, you moron! Am I so desperately in need of a wife that I have to marry a fourteen-year-old child who’s as flat as can be?! What kind of sad, demented man would I have to be to happily agree to that?! I want boobs! Big jugs! I’m a boob guy, through and through.


  “I knew that Princess Valiele would marry into his family,” a lord knight muttered.


  “Indeed, this is a good union,” a Noble of the Robe murmured. “It’s only natural for Sir Polidoro to receive an honorable bloodline.”


  The crowd all voiced their agreement with this ­announcement. I felt like I was the only one who didn’t agree. 


  Wait, guys! I keep telling you that I’m a boob worshipper!


  “Faust von Polidoro, thinking back, your mother, Marianne, the previous lord of your fief, went through a tough time,” Her Majesty said. “She raised you, our savior and hero of extraordinary talent, and yet she was relentlessly called mad for her deeds. By combining the bloodline of the royal family into yours, I’ve no doubt that you can do away with her notoriety.”


  Fair. Yes, I want to redeem my mother’s name. She’s my irreplaceable, beloved parent, more important to me than anything in the world. 


  While a part of me was content as long as I and her residents knew the logic behind her madness, there was also a small part of me that wanted to erase her infamy and redeem her name. But not like this. I glanced at Princess Valiele, who still stood beside me, her face red as she remained fixated on the ground.


  “Valiele, you won’t decline this agreement, will you?” Her Majesty asked.


  Say it! Decline this whole farce, you dimwitted, boobless brat! Ugh, I mean, you’re not dimwitted. You’re average, but by no means stupid—you’re just a normal girl with red hair and no impressive jugs.


  “Yes, I shall accept,” Her Highness said.


  What?! Why didn’t you decline?! You, with no boobs! Me, a boob-lover! We’ll never see eye to eye, you brat! How could you miss such a simple and vital detail?! Go satisfy the lust of a pedo or something, you precocious wench! Ugh, I mean, you’re not a precocious wench. You’re not to blame, are you? 


  I couldn’t forget the time when she’d claimed that manning a fort by Villendorf would be easy and peaceful for my military service, only to drag me into the hellish battlefield called the Campaign of Villendorf.


  Or the time when her first battle was supposed to be an easy one—to dispose of mere bandits—but for some inexplicable reason, the situation had escalated into one where a regional lord revolted against the crown. 


  Now that I think about it, thanks to this nymphette, I’ve been thrown into terrible situations. Sure, she might not have wished for it, but it doesn’t change the fact that she dragged me into those messes. Also, I’m a boob guy.


  I knew that Toqto’a would invade our land within seven years with her massive army of nomads. If she didn’t, I would spend the next seven years until my death with a flat-chested girl and take my dying breath with her. 


  I don’t want to do that! I won’t allow it! I can’t allow it! Is God dead or something?! I know I literally just sensed God a few moments ago when I made the geas, but still!


  “Now then, Faust von Polidoro, I suppose this question is meaningless, but I still must ask you,” Her Majesty said. “Will you take my daughter, Valiele von Anhalt, as your future wife and lord, making her Valiele von Polidoro?”


  It almost felt like a final declaration. Wait. Just give me some time. I just need a few seconds to think… Switching gears… Comeback mode! It was my own ritual whenever I was backed into a corner. I tried to regain my mental composure once more as though I was flipping a switch. And my ritual is to stare at boobs. 


  Naturally, Queen Liesenlotte, her enticing, nude body covered in only a thin silk veil, flashed across my mind. Her huge jugs… Needless to say, my dick began to stand erect. Ugh, my dick hurts. But thanks to the pain under my chastity belt, I’m able to think more clearly.


  “Our difference in rank is far too great,” I replied, trying to sound as calm as I could. “I’m but a measly lord knight who has, at most, three hundred citizens to care for.”


  A perfect response, if I may say so myself. 


  Unluckily for me, Her Majesty was completely unfazed.


  “You’re a hero of the Campaign of Villendorf and negotiated peace in our stead, worthy knight,” the queen replied. “As queen, I personally permit this union and won’t let anyone say otherwise. You should accept this deal.”


  What, she’s not gonna allow me to say no? Damn, I know I’m not allowed to refuse, but I need to think of a way to fight back. 


  At the very least, I couldn’t allow myself to marry a fourteen-year-old Lolita. My dignity as a boob-lover refused to let me. We just weren’t compatible; these boundaries couldn’t be crossed. Surely this was a geas formed by flat-chested girls and those with massive racks—breaking that couldn’t be allowed. My mind went a mile a second and guided me toward an answer.


  “It won’t fit,” I replied.


  “Excuse me?” Queen Liesenlotte sounded confused, as though she couldn’t hear me.


  I raised my voice. “I said that it won’t fit.”


  “Yes, I heard you. But what in the world are you on about?”


  If you heard me, don’t make me repeat myself. I looked at her with a touch of dismay before I decided to be as vague as possible when elaborating.


  “Er, I’m…um, I’m saying that my lower, uh, important bits won’t fit within Princess Valiele’s important…part,” I whispered.


  I knew that I sounded ambiguous, but the wise queen understood my implications almost immediately.


  “Sir Faust von Polidoro, I understand that you’re still chaste and thus don’t blame you for your ignorance,” she said gently. “But see, a woman’s organ is surprisingly flexible. I imagine it won’t be a problem, even if your important parts have grown in proportion to your towering physique.”


  “Princess Valiele’s body is still growing and she’s not fully matured,” I said. “Are you saying that you wouldn’t mind if my…thing bulges out of her stomach and creates sounds that might inflate her body? I must warn you that I boast an enormous size.”


  The queen paused for a moment, her gaze wandering about as she struggled to come up with her next words. The nobles around me began to turn red as they murmured among themselves and pointed their fingers at me. Indeed, in this crazy world, the size of one’s penis held tremendous sex appeal. It was akin to seeing a mostly plain girl sport the biggest rack one had ever seen, or someone hiding her bazongas under a cloth that compressed her chest, only to reveal that she actually had massive titties. And so, the ladies began to turn red.


  As a man with values from my previous life, I had nothing to be ashamed about when it came to my size, but in this world, I had given everyone secondhand embarrassment when they heard my confession. Aside from myself, the only man in the room, everyone’s faces were scarlet. Unfortunately, this made the venue grow louder. Polite conversation screeched to a halt as time ticked idly by with nothing to be gained.


  Chapter 63:
Engaged


   


  THE CROWD CONTINUED TO CHATTER, BUT personally, as duke, I couldn’t be more excited. 


  Wait, is Faust really that big? I wondered. 


  I was a butt person, but that didn’t mean that I was completely uninterested in the front parts of the man. It wasn’t hard to imagine from Faust’s physique that he was also large down there. Even if he was small, that difference in size would be adorable, and I was confident that I would be aroused all the same. I loved Faust regardless of his size, but a bigger penis never hurt me.


  Surely every woman in Anhalt felt the same. After all, the size of a man’s down under translated to sex appeal. Hence, people babbled on and on about Faust’s penis, their faces red as they discussed the topic.


  “Silence!” Queen Liesenlotte roared. “Are you all not knights of noble values?! You’re first and foremost women! You’d best act a touch more ladylike!”


  Her imposing influence silenced everyone in a flash. 


  But who cares?


  “Faust, er, well, when you say enormous, uh…” the queen started.


  Her voice trailed off as she found herself unable to continue her question. How could she proceed from here? I assumed that Queen Liesenlotte was rather troubled; she was an impressive public figure, but in her private life, she was surprisingly pure and inexperienced. No matter how fervent the Nobles of the Robe were in requesting that she take another husband, she’d never chosen another spouse after the passing of my uncle Robert. 


  Though she seems rather enamored with Faust right now… Very well, I guess I can help her out here.


  “Queen Liesenlotte, if I may say a word?” I asked.


  “Duke Astarte?” Her Majesty replied. “What have you to say?”


  “Well…”


  I glanced at Anastasia beside me; her face flushed a bright scarlet. She’ll be useless for a while. Does her innocent side take after her mother? Whatever.


  “Sir Polidoro, you just mentioned that your lower part is enormous, did you not?” I asked.


  “I did,” Faust replied with a nod. His expression didn’t change.


  Frankly, I was a touch surprised to see this chaste, modest, and serious virgin look so normal. Was he not even the slightest bit embarrassed by his claim? I was confused by his reaction; it seemed to contradict his normally pure character.


  “So, you’re saying that you’re not wholly against the idea of marrying Princess Valiele?” I asked.


  “Correct,” he replied. For some reason, he looked away. 


  Smells like a lie. Guess Valiele really isn’t his type. Let’s see…


  “Then I’d like to confirm that and see if you’re telling the truth,” I said. “Surely you won’t have any issues with that?”


  “Confirm?” Faust asked. He looked puzzled, but his quizzical expression only endeared him to my eyes.


  “This is very important, Sir Polidoro,” I said. “I’ll spell every single detail out for you for the sake of clarity. As Queen Liesenlotte said earlier, your accomplishments and feats are impressive, and the payment that we’ve given you isn’t possibly enough. In this bilateral agreement, we haven’t upheld our end of the bargain. Even if you feel that you must remain humble and that marrying Princess Valiele is far too generous an offer, you can’t simply decline this and think that all will be well. You understand that, don’t you?”


  “I do,” Faust replied.


  “Of course, if you’re fully against this idea, we cannot force you into marriage. So, I shall ask you again. You’re not opposed to marrying Her Highness, are you?”


  Faust glanced for a few moments at the red-faced Valiele, who was still staring at the ground. He was likely pondering his words.


  “I’m not,” he said firmly.


  He must’ve thought about everyone’s dignity. Should he decline, the reputation of the royal family would be ruined. Faust truly wasn’t in a position to refuse. He had to accept the idea of marriage, even if he was actually against it. He probably doesn’t hate Valiele but merely sees her as a girl that he must protect. Fair enough. He must be adamant on maintaining his position as her advisor and nothing more. 


  I had a sneaking suspicion that fourteen-year-old Valiele and her immature body weren’t at all the subject of his lust. It wasn’t unusual for fourteen-year-olds to marry between commoners, much less among nobles.


  “Then the claim you made earlier about your lower bit…isn’t a lie?” I asked.


  “I swear to God that I’ve told only the truth,” Faust replied.


  “Very well. Then allow me to confirm that.”


  I smacked Anastasia’s shoulder hard, snapping her out of her reverie. Her face was still red, but thankfully, she was back to her senses.


  “A-Astarte?” she stammered.


  “Princess Anastasia, as your advisor, I suggest that we confirm the validity of Sir Polidoro’s claims,” I said.


  “Huh? How?”


  Are you still in a daze, Anastasia? Christ… 


  I ignored the crown princess and raised my voice. “Alexandra!”


  I called for the crown princess’s corps captain, a whopping 190 centimeters tall. Her beautiful face was still flushed.


  “Yes, Your Grace!” she replied. “I shall call for page boys immediately and have this confirmed!”


  Good. Very good. C’mon, Anastasia, I know you’re lusting after Faust, but you still need to keep it together. Look at me. I’m so aroused by him, but I’m still maintaining my calm and cleverly maneuvering through this situation. I’m confident that I can calmly cut down people on the battlefield while staring at their asses.


  “Sir Polidoro, this way, please!” Alexandra said.


  She took the knight and escorted him away to check his lower half in a separate room. We just needed to know if his claim was true. I was dying to know myself, and since I was the one who’d taken the lead in this situation, I felt like I had every right to know his exact size. As my mind filled with lecherous ideas, I stopped myself for fear that Anastasia might go berserk and try to strangle me. Meanwhile, Faust obediently left the throne room.


   


  ***


   


  There was a lone page boy in the throne room. I didn’t recognize his face and wondered if he was a new guy. I had no idea what fief he’d originated from or how he’d climbed up the ranks in the royal capital, but since Alexandra had brought him along, I doubted that this was any sort of honey trap scheme. I guessed that he was a proper apprentice page boy learning the ways of the world.


  “G-good day, Queen Liesenlotte,” he said. “You seem to be doing well.” 


  It was clear that he was nervous, and I couldn’t blame him. He was in the presence of the queen and was surrounded by Nobles of the Robe and other lords. Faust might have been a lord knight, but he was a weak one with only three hundred residents to his name. He was the unusual one for being able to remain dauntless and give a speech to this room of nobles. My Faust was indeed a hero.


  “No need for pleasantries,” Her Majesty said. “Tell me your measurements. How large is Faust’s lower part?”


  “O-of course, Your Majesty,” the page boy said. He was rather pale, as if he had been utterly shocked. “According to my measurements, it is over twenty centimeters long.”


  That was huge, period. It was beyond anyone’s wildest imagination. Everyone began to murmur.


  “That’s twice the size of my husband’s!”


  “Uh, or maybe your husband’s thing is a bit too tiny?”


  “I’ll kill you! You may be my friend, but I won’t allow you to insult me!”


  The babble grew louder. People could hardly believe what they’d just heard. 


  Wait. Think about it carefully, Astarte. Faust’s size is when he’s flaccid. So, what happens when he’s erect?! 


  I turned to Faust in shock, but the innocent Knight of Wrath stood there without a care, somehow completely unabashed. 


  I’ve heard that he was raised solely by his mother, Marianne—maybe he didn’t receive proper sex education like any gentleman should. 


  He opened his mouth once more, uncaring about my astonishment.


  “If you’d excuse my impertinence,” Faust said. “I can tell you that when fully erect, it’s over twenty-five centimeters long.” 


  Is that the length of a musket barrel or what? As he stood there calmly, I instinctively glanced down at my crotch. I’m not sure if even I can accept all of him. The crowd around me began to shower him with praise.


  “How splendid! Sir Polidoro is a hero between his legs as well!”


  “If I’d known, I would’ve used whatever method I had to beg him to marry me!”


  “It’s not too late! Sir Polidoro, would you take my hand in marriage?!”


  These nobles are all hopeless. Faust’s dick size was so impressive that Anhalt’s values, where society favored rosy-cheeked, beautiful men, completely flipped. People fixated on the pleasure that they might feel in bed, and it was all thanks to the sheer sex appeal that Faust’s thing between his legs had. Large is good.


  “You know what I heard? That Villendorfian men have big cocks. Huge cocks, hard as rocks, we can ride ’em like we’re jocks! Looks great, licks great, my love for it’s great! One for you, one for me, how lucky we’ll be!” 


  The indecent song filled my head. The important takeaway from this song was that the brawny men favored by the barbarians of Villendorf were also popular in Anhalt, as long as they had massive schlongs.


  I mean, isn’t it important that we women are fully satisfied and we’re penetrated to our very depths? 


  In my eyes, Faust von Polidoro was a man with a perfect ass and dick; I couldn’t have hoped for more from this superhuman. I was desperate to get my hands on him. 


  To do that…


  “Hence, I’m quite hesitant to welcome Princess Valiele to the Polidoro fief for now,” Faust explained. “I really don’t think I’ll fit within her petite body, and I would hate for my member to bulge through her stomach.”


  I needed Faust to marry Valiele. If he didn’t do so, Anastasia and I couldn’t make him our beloved paramour. How can I convince him?


  “Sir Polidoro, you said that you cannot accept her for now, correct?” I asked. “In other words, you mean to say that her body is immature for you, and that there’s nothing you can do about that.”


  “Precisely,” Faust replied.


  “Then this will be simple.”


  Ultimately, Faust had few opportunities when it came to political affairs, and it was easy to take advantage of him. His earlier speech with his geas had been so intimidating and overwhelming that I couldn’t do much, but he had made a fatal mistake this time.


  That’s what makes him so endearing and cute, though.


  “Then how’s this suggestion?” I asked. “You promised Queen Catalina of Villendorf that you’d wait two years for your union with her, I believe?”


  “Yes, I did,” Faust replied.


  “Then could you give our nation two years as well?”


  Honestly, I don’t want to wait that long. I’ll be twenty by then, but I’ve got no choice.


  “Two years, huh…” Faust muttered.


  It was clear that he was unsatisfied with this arrangement. Your true feelings are showing, Faust; that’s what makes you so full of openings.


  “Exactly,” I replied. “I understand that Princess Valiele’s still fourteen, and I agree that her height and physique leave much to be desired—she might not be able to accept you to your fullest. However, two years is a long time, more than enough for things to change.”


  I crossed my arms in front of my chest, lifting my massive boobs that had only been a hindrance on the battlefield. I noticed that Faust’s pupils dilated when he turned to me.


  “Princess Valiele is a part of the royal family—no one denies that,” I said. “And people of the royal family tend to be meaty. In two years, I’m sure that she’ll become rounder and plumper as a woman can be. She’ll be able to accept your enormous member then.”


  Faust grimaced for some reason. He crouched forward ever so slightly as though he was in pain, but I couldn’t seem to understand why. Did he get lost in his daydreams and envision a future, meatier version of Valiele?


  “Very well,” he relented. “In two years, if Her Highness’s body matures into a lady to the point where she can accept me, I shall take her for my wife, as Valiele von Polidoro.”


  “Very good,” I replied.


  The Knight of Wrath gave in and allowed our paramour plan to remain. The royal family could uphold its reputation, the engagement would skyrocket Faust’s social standing, and the lord knight would also be properly compensated for his heroic deeds, much to the relief of others. Everything fit perfectly. I turned back to Queen Liesenlotte.


  “Your Majesty, what do you think of this idea?” I asked.


  “I-indeed,” the queen replied. “Duke Astarte, I hereby accept your idea and will agree to it. On this day, within this throne room, Sir Faust von Polidoro and my daughter, Valiele von Anhalt, shall be set to marry in the future. From henceforth, they shall be engaged to each other!”


  A red-faced Valiele looked up and turned to Faust. What? Does she have something to say?


  “Faust, just in case, I’ll ask one more time,” Valiele said. “Are you really not against this idea? If you are, please tell me honestly. Even if you believe that you cannot avoid this fate as a noble, I refuse to be a hindrance and get in your way. Please.”


  “Princess Valiele,” Faust replied.


  [image: ]


  For a moment, they gazed at each other—this mismatched couple of a towering male knight over two meters tall, and a small princess who was shorter than 140 centimeters. I was a bit envious of them.


  “I’m not against it,” Faust replied. “I don’t hate you one bit, Princess Valiele. In fact, I must ask you a question in turn, Your Highness. I have a mere three hundred residents to my name. I’m a measly lord knight. You won’t be able to lead a life of opulence and luxury, Princess Valiele.”


  To be fair, both Anastasia and I planned on making him our paramour, meaning that we would shower him with money and gifts. Valiele wouldn’t be drowning in wealth, but by no means would she lead a life of poverty. Unbeknownst to Faust, the royal family had also concocted a plan to further develop the Polidoro fief as well. The fief had mountains and rivers, and it wasn’t a small plot of land either. It was the perfect candidate for our project.


  This world had plenty of second and third daughters reduced to commoners, unable to take over their houses. As long as they could get their hands on men, it was quite easy to increase the population. 


  Though I’d imagine that Faust wouldn’t want to do stuff like that. 


  No doubt he expected a gentler upward slope when it came to increasing the numbers in his fief, and as a lord knight in charge of the Astarte duchy, I could understand where he was coming from. However, that wouldn’t do for us. 


  If Anastasia and I are to make you our paramour, we can’t have you remain as a measly lord knight, Faust. We need you to get a bit stronger, politically. 


  I felt a bit repulsed by my own mindset as I listened intently to Valiele’s response.


  “I don’t need to lead a lavish life,” she replied. “As long as you’re with me, Faust, I’ll be happy. Oh, but I do want to see my corps fly off and leave the nest, so I might have to return to the royal capital every now and then.”


  “I don’t mind that,” Faust replied.


  He flashed a caring smile, one that implied that Valiele’s kindness and the care that she held for her own subordinates really struck a chord with him. His eyes were gentle, his expression tender. I was a bit jealous of her, and I knew that Queen Liesenlotte must’ve felt the same.


  “Then you’ve both agreed to this arrangement, I take it?” Her Majesty asked. “The two of you are hereby engaged! I ask that everyone shower the happy couple with blessings!”


  Only those close to her could sense the hint of displeasure that was apparent in her tone, while the knights of the throne room gave a thunderous round of applause.


  Chapter 64:
Thou Shalt Not Doubt the Words of Thy Beloved Man


   


  WE NOW LOUNGED IN PRINCESS ANASTASIA’S room within the royal palace. Her sister, Princess Valiele, had become engaged to Sir Polidoro about an hour ago.


  “Honestly, I’m tired,” Her Highness said, lying limply on the couch.


  “Agreed,” Her Grace replied. She lay across from the crown princess.


  As captain of Her Highness’s corps, I, Alexandra, gazed at the two, equally tempted to sink into the ground. My pride as the captain and my dignity as a person with extraordinary abilities allowed me to stay standing. 


  Though both Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte, who are lying down, possess equally extraordinary abilities, I thought.


  “Did Faust get us this time?” Her Highness asked.


  “Eh, after all’s said and done, we agreed with Faust’s opinion,” Her Grace replied. “We didn’t lie back there, did we?”


  “Well, no, but…”


  Did they both want to lie in bed and rest for a while? Just then, Princess Anastasia slowly sat up.


  “I’ll be frank, Astarte,” she said. “Did you agree with Faust’s speech because you think that his prediction is correct?”


  “Nah, I’m still doubtful, honestly,” Duke Astarte replied. “Queen Liesenlotte’s words are more logical to my ears.”


  The queen had claimed that war was a serious endeavor that required serious methods and consideration. Hence, she predicted that Toqto’a wouldn’t venture west to our kingdom, and I agreed with her there. But…


  “Don’t you think that there’s some logic to his words, Anastasia?” Her Grace asked. “I think there is, at the very least.” 


  One could try expanding their trade route. Currently, the Holy Gusten Empire and the Fei Long dynasty possessed humble channels and used them when needed. If the Silk Road were revitalized again, the enemies would have their hands on a massive trade route. It was a seemingly impossible goal, but the financial bureaucrats under Toqto’a, who supposedly were foreign merchants, might have thought about doing just that. 


  That’s the information that Sir Faust obtained from Villendorf, anyway. But if that’s to be trusted…


  “I can give you my opinion as duke, Your Highness,” Her Grace said. “Faust von Polidoro’s words have a sense of logic to them, and I can’t just wholly ignore his claims without doing my due diligence. How in the world would I be able to just disregard his words?”


  “Is that why you offered your military authority to my mother after Faust formed his geas?” the crown princess asked. “Duke Astarte, your mother will be filled with sorrow.”


  “Yeah. She’s in charge of my duchy when I’m here. She doesn’t know of today’s proceedings yet, but when she learns of it, I’m sure that she’ll be furious. I’m only ­ceding my authority under certain conditions, but she’ll still want to know why I did it.”


  The duke remained lying on the couch as she faced the ceiling. She raised her arm high in the air and waved her hand around languidly.


  “But it’s true that it’s necessary,” the duke said. “If we assume that the nomads will invade our kingdom, then I agree with Faust. We must unify our military and its authority. I’m not wrong, am I?”


  “You’re not,” Princess Anastasia replied.


  Her reptilian eyes and face formed an archaic smile. I was also in agreement with the Knight of Wrath’s demands. I had once left to inspect the battlefields and entrusted my vice-captain to take charge of the corps while I headed for the north, where the nomads were a real thorn in our side. To kill these powerful nomads, those with extraordinary abilities were a requirement.


  It had been a grisly battle. To use Sir Polidoro’s words, the nomads expertly maneuvered their horses, and they fired arrows while they rode. Their light cavalry was nimble and difficult to catch. They weren’t easy to eradicate. They continued to fire arrows and flee as they terrorized the villages and towns of the north, plundering everything they could find. I was able to slaughter many of them without a scratch on me, thanks to my extraordinary abilities, but the fact that they were able to maintain morale was absurd and almost terrifying.


  When I fired an arrow from my own longbow and hit a horse, its worthless rider rolled onto the ground. When she realized that she could no longer flee, she stood in place and fired all her arrows until she was fully out, allowing the comrades from her tribe to escape. Time and again, the nomads surrendered themselves to their fates and made themselves useful until their dying breaths. I assumed this was normal practice for these tribes. Presumably, their families had been taken ­captive; mayhap if they surrendered before they died, their families would be slaughtered.


  If any of them surrendered, we could learn the locations of the nomads’ bases, and they rightfully feared retribution from our kingdom. The most effective method was the one that Claudia von Reckenbell of Villendorf had employed. She’d aimed for the chief, then the next commander, taking them both out while remaining out of range, before charging in on horseback. This military strategy of decapitation helped disrupt morale while she stormed in with heavy cavalry and crushed everything in her path. It was a plan that employed brute force.


  If Sir Polidoro was assigned to deal with the nomads next year, I would consider suggesting to the Knights-Companions that he follow a similar strategy to Reckenbell. But according to Sir Polidoro, this ploy wouldn’t work against the cavalry under Toqto’a Khan. If that was true, only despair awaited us.


  “I’ll make another statement as duke,” Her Grace said. “Has the royal family sustained any losses? Even if Toqto’a doesn’t invade us, Faust will take full responsibility in our stead. Where are the downsides for us?”


  “You sound pained, Astarte,” Princess Anastasia replied.


  “Because I am, obviously. I’ve been touted as a strategic genius, and yet I couldn’t fully predict how this situation would end. I’m truly an idiot of the highest order. I’m useless. Me, a Demon God? How humorous. During the Campaign of Villendorf, I stood alongside him as we faced certain death, but this time, I made him stand on death’s door all by himself.”


  The duke continued to face the ceiling, covering her face with both hands. She looked as though she was about to cry as she let out a groan.


  “If Toqto’a doesn’t arrive in seven years, Faust will die!” she cried. “I don’t want her to invade, but if she doesn’t, the man I fell in love with will have to kill himself!”


  “Astarte…” Her Highness began.


  “Faust’s gonna die, goddammit!”


  The duke slowly sat up, then slammed her fist against the table. A deafening thud rang out; her superhuman strength caused the table to leap into the air before its legs crashed against the floor once more.


  “Calm yourself, Astarte!” Princess Anastasia said.


  It wasn’t difficult to imagine that she was just as distressed as the duke, but the crown princess did her best to maintain an air of calm. During her first battle, the crown princess hadn’t been perfect; Reckenbell’s strategy had allowed an elite host of thirty Villendorfian knights to infiltrate our main base and attack. Out of our thirty outstanding corps, ten lost their lives. At that moment of doom, the crown princess went berserk—a trait shared among the royal family’s bloodline—and personally killed fifteen of the elite knights with her halberd.


  When communication was lost with Duke Astarte, the Villendorfian army surrounded ours under the command of Reckenbell. Sir Polidoro challenged the commander to a duel and eked out a win, but if he had lost, Anhalt would surely have been done for. Princess Anastasia had ­regretted the fatal mistake that she made and was traumatized by her error; hence, she always tried to maintain her cool no matter the situation. Her ­reptilian eyes became sharper still, making her seem colder than she was. She was actually extremely kind to us corps members, and lately, she was able to exhibit the same sort of compassion toward Princess Valiele as well. However, that didn’t mean that she’d forgotten the humiliation.


  “Faust won’t die,” Princess Anastasia said calmly.


  “How can you think that?!” Duke Astarte demanded.


  “Because I believe that Faust’s premonition will ring true.”


  For a moment, I thought the world stood still, and I doubted what I heard for a split second. The duke flashed a troubled frown at the royal.


  “What did you just say?” Her Grace asked.


  “I said that Toqto’a will attack us in seven years,” Her Highness replied. “Unlike my mother, Queen Liesenlotte, I, Crown Princess Anastasia, find it highly likely that Toqto’a will invade us quite soon.”


  “Hmph. Faust’s words are logical, perhaps, but in terms of probability, it’s quite unlikely that events will transpire just as he predicts. How can a nation of the east, beyond the trade route, invade our kingdom?”


  The duke scoffed with disdain and turned away, but the crown princess was as calm as ever.


  “Maybe he really did receive an oracle,” she said. “I think that theory holds water.” 


  “What?!” Duke Astarte yelped. “Have you gone mad, Anastasia? Do you think he’s like him? The man from a foreign nation who got burned at the stake?”


  “That man was actually insane, if you ask me. He was just a man with extraordinary powers who knew nothing about the rules of the battlefield. But who cares about him? From the information that I’ve gathered, it’s nigh impossible that Faust received this much intel about the nomadic empire merely from his short stay in Villendorf. It just doesn’t add up.”


  The duke turned back to the princess; her face twisted into one of mockery.


  “Heh. You saw our intelligence operatives relentlessly mocked before a full room,” the duke said. “House Vespermann, the ones in charge of gathering intel, aren’t great at their jobs.”


  “House Vespermann isn’t as useless as we were told,” the crown princess said. “But I must admit the skills of the counterintelligence department of Villendorf, which I believe was created under Reckenbell, are commendable. Even two years after her death, that nation remains an impregnable fortress.”


  In my humble opinion, of course.


  “In any case, I doubt that even Villendorf gathered that much intel,” Princess Anastasia went on. “Sure, I’m quite certain that they offered Faust some info about the nomadic empire, and they even told him about the superhuman who arrived at their nation from the Fei Long dynasty. But Faust’s information and knowledge are clearly from one who has a broad overview of the ­situation, a bird’s-eye view of things. I find it hard to ­believe that he gathered all that from Villendorf alone.”


  “So, what? An oracle?” Duke Astarte asked. “You think God gave him a vision or something?”


  “I do. That makes way more sense to me than any other theory. It seems clear that Faust gained intel from a source with information that neither we nor Villendorf possessed. What source could it be? Ingrid Company? A log of the fief kept by his late mother, Marianne? Or did an eastern minstrel who traveled across the Silk Road feed him that information?”


  None of those fit the bill. Sir Polidoro really doesn’t have many routes from which he can obtain information. And I can’t imagine that Villendorf has such in-depth knowledge about the nomads. I would’ve never noticed had Princess Anastasia not pointed it out. Which means that there really is a chance that it’s…


  “A real oracle?” Duke Astarte asked.


  “Even if he claimed that he’d really received an oracle, no one would believe him,” Princess Anastasia reasoned. “It makes no logical sense. After much agony, he decided to make a speech about the intel he received about the nomads, claiming that Villendorf had told him all of it. By finishing it off with a geas, he managed to win the trust of everyone in the room.”


  “Hm…”


  The duke brought her hand to her mouth, looking pensive.


  Her Highness has a point. If he really did receive an oracle, he chose a way to keep things simple and effectively convey his intel to everyone else. It makes sense.


  “This really is the best theory I can come up with,” the crown princess said. “Faust isn’t stupid—in fact, he’s quite astute and intelligent. But when it comes to politics, he just doesn’t have the knack for it. He showed his resolve when he formed his geas, and his speech was so chock-full of new information that it convinced all the lord knights present.”


  “An oracle is the most plausible, or most simple, theory to explain why Faust steeled himself to such an extreme degree,” Duke Astarte added. “At the very least, it makes his actions easier to understand.”


  “I hate being unable to understand things. I can’t think of any other explanation that points to how he was able to obtain so much information.”


  Indeed, Her Highness despised situations that were outside her realm of knowledge. In fact, she much preferred explanations that might’ve been a bit of a stretch but still allowed her to process and digest everything. I found myself agreeing with the princess when she patiently explained her train of thought.


  “Then are you gonna believe Faust’s words in their entirety?” the duke asked.


  “I will,” Princess Anastasia replied. “If he’s willing to risk death for his claims, I’ll believe him.” She paused for a moment before she lowered her voice to a whisper, so faint that both the duke and I had to strain our ears to hear. “The man I fell in love with is putting his life on the line. Of course I’d like to believe him.”


  The princess justified her conclusion with her theory of an oracle and her observation that Faust had no other source of information. But after all was said and done, the crux of her support lay in her heart—she wanted to trust the man she loved.


  “All right, I get it.” Duke Astarte said. “Fine. I’ll do the same.”


  She gave a hearty laugh that sounded like a tinkling bell echoing throughout the room. The princess and the duke were on the same wavelength. Why not trust the man they loved with every nerve of their bodies? His resolve when he’d formed his geas and the stand he’d taken must’ve been seared in the two ladies’ minds. They didn’t act with any sort of agenda in mind; they concluded that they simply wanted to make his claims of the future true.


  “Then we’ve got a lot to do,” Duke Astarte said. “First will be eradicating the nomads next year. As Faust claimed, we must do it within that period. The Knights-Companions and lord knights dispatched for their military service must work together—no, we must unify them. This’ll be a tough problem to tackle.”


  The duke laughed at the seemingly impossible task, though she genuinely believed that the crown princess could accomplish this feat.


  “Yeah, I’ll do it, of course,” Princess Anastasia ­muttered. “You’d better help me out, dear advisor.”


  [image: ]


  No longer did she flash her usual stiff, archaic smile. Instead, she gave a rare genuine laugh that made her eyebrows droop.


  “Yeah, yeah,” the duke replied with a grin and a nod. “At your service.”


  The duke and the princess were an inseparable duo—the perfect pair of partners. I felt the corners of my mouth tugging upward as I quietly breathed a sigh of relief.


   


  ***


   


  Ultimately, Anastasia, Astarte, and Alexandra couldn’t truly understand Faust von Polidoro’s train of thought. The method that this man used to obtain intel was undoubtedly a mystery, and the only likely explanation that the three ladies came up with was to chalk it up to an oracle or other powers of the divine. In truth, Faust had been reincarnated into this world and still had the memories from his previous life, though this was even less believable than receiving a holy vision.


  While the information from Villendorf had confirmed Faust’s suspicions and made him recall the terror recorded in history books back on Earth, no one else knew that he’d originally come from a different world. Not a single soul.


  Chapter 65:
Toqto’a Khan Heads West


   


  THE LARGE ENCAMPMENT WAS ENOUGH TO house a thousand people. While the nomads controlled Fei Long’s royal capital and were surrounded by sturdy walls of stone, the nomadic queen, Toqto’a, didn’t live there. She didn’t like the place, and the rest of the nomads agreed. The city wasn’t for them. 


  The nomads didn’t live in complete freedom, nor were they spared from the shackles of nature’s harshness. They didn’t race across the grassy plains whenever they wished and live wherever they pleased.


  Every tribe had its own summer and winter destinations that they periodically occupied to brave the seasons. Overpopulation and crowding had forced some tribes to fight each other and steal land in the past, but the ­conflicts had died down. Thanks to Toqto’a’s ascension and her extraordinary rule, tribes no longer bickered with one another—at least on the surface. While there wasn’t as much tension as before, beneath the veneer of peace, they still squabbled and killed each other when they had the chance. But now, there was someone who could intervene. There was a monarch who could arbitrate matters, which meant the nomads had made some progress when it came to internal scuffles.


  In any case, the nomads deemed the capital of stone to be an unlivable place for them. But there were, as all things went, exceptions to the rule. Some determined the capital to be a habitable city. Ceora, the daughter of Toqto’a, was one of those who chose to live within the stone walls. Her name meant “one who thinks” or “one who sees” in the language of the nomads.


  The young lady had left her home in the royal capital and entered the camp, heading straight for the center. She knew the inner workings of this encampment very well.


  “Mother?” she called. “Are you there?” 


  “Why wouldn’t I be?” her mother replied. “I’m not like you, my eccentric daughter who chooses to live within the stone city.”


  Ceora let out a sigh. “It’s a necessity. Surely you know that.”


  She’d lived as a nomad through most of her life, and had nothing against living in camps, or gers as they called them, because they were constantly on the move. Ceora had chosen to move into the royal capital because she was the head of the government officials of the various tribes. She’d been born as a nomad but showed impressive talent when it came to political affairs.


  “I must have you decide on the name of our nation today,” Ceora said.


  “That again?” Toqto’a Khan sighed.


  Toqto’a, Ceora’s mother, commanded a cavalry army of over two hundred thousand nomads. She cared not one bit about trifling matters like names.


  “We conquered Fei Long,” Ceora said. “We backed the dynasty into a corner and slaughtered every member of their royal family, sparing not a drop of their blood. All the while, the size of our nation is expanding at an exponential rate.”


  “Küregen returned, didn’t she?” Toqto’a remarked. “Those ladies are smart. I was so surprised that I ended up giving her a title almost on par with our status as the royal family.”


  Ceora gave a firm nod, agreeing with her mother. She was genuinely appreciative of Küregen’s efforts.


  “She’s simply excellent,” Ceora said. “She understood our vast difference in power before the battle even began and immediately surrendered everything she had. She has keen economic skills, so she can be used not only as a financial bureaucrat but as an officer who can rule over her people. Her flexibility makes her extremely valuable. Maybe we can find a use for the citizens of Fei Long decades in the future, but it’s tough to fully utilize them when we’ve just conquered their dynasty.”


  The nomads lacked the personnel to reign over their people; Ceora needed as many government officials as she could get. The nomads’ army paled in comparison to the massive population that Fei Long boasted—even if Toqto’a accounted for the families of her two hundred thousand soldiers, she still commanded less than a million people. Yet she’d managed to overcome an empire that had a population of tens of millions. The nomads were powerful to an almost absurd degree.


  “You can boast about it all you like,” Ceora said. “You can call yourselves powerful, peerless, undaunted by lightning and thunder. However, I’d like for you to put yourself, just once, in the shoes of the government official who must manage all of this.”


  “Are you really that low on personnel?” Toqto’a asked.


  “How in the world did you think we’ve got enough?!”


  Ceora was tempted to throw a rock at her clueless mother. Ceora had gone through so much hardship, but her efforts were lost on the powerful, charismatic superhuman that was Toqto’a Khan. She was wild in every sense of the word, a mare who had been released from her confines and sported a fiery personality that allowed her to do as she pleased. She was free-spirited, unbound from the shackles around her. Not once did she give a passing thought to governing the land that she conquered, much to Ceora’s exasperation.


  However, when Küregen had sworn her allegiance and switched sides, Toqto’a was fully supportive. She absorbed Küregen’s nation, gave the woman a title not far below that of the royal family, and placed her citizens in important posts. Indeed, Toqto’a’s approach was unconventional and absurd. These seemingly crazy methods had allowed the nomadic nation to thrive and grow into what they were today. Hence, Ceora couldn’t fully condemn and fault her mother, the queen of the nomads, for what she had done.


  “That aside, I need you to think of a name for our nation,” Ceora said, eager to steer the conversation back on track.


  “What a pain,” Toqto’a said.


  She was a free spirit—there was nothing more troublesome than being tied to a nation with a name. So, she refused to choose one. Ceora knew all that, but if there was no way to refer to their land, it would cause more trouble and headaches for everyone aside from their queen. Until now, they had settled on a simple name, one that meant “group of people” or “state.”


  The nation of Ulus.


  “Oh? Our nation grew?” Toqto’a remarked. “Then we’re now Great Ulus. That’s good enough.”


  It was clear that she didn’t take this too seriously, much to the disdain of her daughter.


  “Mother, ‘Ulus’ isn’t the name of a nation,” Ceora insisted. “It simply means a group of people and nothing more.”


  “Words are malleable. If we continue to use it as a name, it will eventually become the name of a nation,” Toqto’a replied. “In fact, that’s what the word has already become. I don’t see any issues. We’re the ones who’ll forge history.”


  “Perhaps so, but…”


  Toqto’a wasn’t completely wrong, but Ceora still wished for an official name. 


  Do you know how much trouble this has caused for us government officials? she thought.


  She desperately hoped that they could call themselves something other than “people.”


  “Then how does ‘Mongol’ sound?” Toqto’a suggested.


  “Excuse me?” Ceora asked.


  Among the nobles, the word “Mongol” meant simple and frail. Is my mother screwing around with me?


  “Yeke Mongol Ulus,” Toqto’a said. “A great, simple, frail group of people—our nation. That seems good to me.”


  “How could it be?” Ceora replied. “What idiot calls their own nation simple and frail? That makes no sense.”


  “But it sounds fun, right?”


  You can’t just decide on a name based on how fun it sounds! 


  Ceora felt a headache coming on. She could just imagine the Noyad—the nobles within their empire who served as heads of their tribes—trembling with delight, their hearts filled with fiery passion. No doubt those women would laugh and easily accept this new name, showering their queen with praise for her sense of humor. Toqto’a would officially name their nation the Great Mongol Empire.


  She’s always like this… Ceora felt dizzy. Toqto’a only pressed forward based on whatever sounded fun to her. But I must do my own duties for my land. 


  Ceora’s personality didn’t take after her mother at all; she was always told that she resembled her father greatly, and not once did she feel embarrassed about it. She wasn’t just a girl who had her nose stuck in a book; she was also a capable leader who commanded over ten thousand mounted troops on the battlefield. As the daughter of the queen, Ceora fulfilled her duties well and helped conquer the Fei Long dynasty. She’d faced hundreds of super-humans who just wanted to protect their home and was able to claim victory against them. Some she took under her wing to support her nation.


  At times, she personally visited Fei Long’s engineers and superhumans in hopes of having them join her side. She was extraordinary in her own right, gifted in almost everything she did, and not a single person underestimated her prowess. No one in Ulus—now the Great Mongol Empire—looked down on this young lady.


  “Very well,” Ceora relented. “I shall publicly announce the name as the Great Mongol Empire.”


  “Wait, seriously?” Toqto’a asked. “It’s a really stupid name.”


  “You’re the one who came up with it!”


  Oh my god, I always go in circles when I’m with her. We got a name, at least. Yeah, it’s a stupid one, but we still got one, so I should move on.


  “Congratulations on conquering Parsa,” Ceora said.


  “It took a while,” Toqto’a replied.


  The queen of the nomads had returned quite recently; she had been out devastating Parsa. She plundered the nation and took the men—which she treated as ­livestock—as well as treasures, before returning. She then distributed her spoils to the warlords who’d joined the battle, making decisions based on merit. Now, she could settle down and enjoy a lengthy chat with her daughter.


  As for what had triggered her conquest, Toqto’a had sent over a delegation and caravan to form friendly ties with Parsa, only to be notified that everyone had been murdered in cold blood, their money stripped from their corpses. At least, that was the reason that Toqto’a used. The truth was rather different.


  “We finally got our hands on Parsa’s land,” Toqto’a said. “We can’t spoil the merchants forever—this’ll be a good wake-up call for them.”


  Toqto’a had planned to invade Parsa since the beginning. She wanted to claim Parsa’s plateau, their pastures, for the nobles, then divvy up the other spoils of war, slaughter their people, and plunder what she could. She had always planned on devastating Parsa. Toqto’a had been receiving support and assistance from the foreign merchants even before Ceora was born.


  Toqto’a received not only monetary support but also introductions to Fei Long and Parsa’s catapult engineers and weapon makers. The merchants even helped deliver men to the tribes, a part of the bounty that they claimed. These services weren’t free, of course. The foreign merchants wanted to become financial bureaucrats in exchange and gain decent social status.


  I’m not sure just how much my mother understands the full scope of the situation with her keen instincts, but even I can tell that the current heads of some of these officers are blessed with political knowledge as well.


  These officers had retained their status as finance ­ministers within Fei Long and had tens of millions of people under their care. They could collect taxes and hope the returns were lucrative. They weren’t content to just receive payment from the empire, though the amount was likely insignificant. They wanted to ­embezzle money from the taxes that were supposed to go to the national treasury. What’s more, none of them forgot to do their jobs as merchants; they helped procure goods for lengthy expeditions and wars against foreign nations. They also handled the logistics of transporting these items, which meant they had built a massive commercial trade route.


  Naturally, these ladies who held special positions as financial bureaucrats took advantage of this and utilized the route to make a lot of money. Ceora suspected that the merchants who invested in her mother had already made their funds all back and profited a hundredfold. Perhaps soon, they would make thousands of times more than their initial investment. She couldn’t slay them either; no one could take their place.


  “A wake-up call, huh,” Ceora muttered.


  She wasn’t sure if she could find replacements for these merchants. Who could imagine that anyone would make their way to the distant grassy plains of Fei Long’s northern region and support Toqto’a Khan? They’d even claimed that they required no money in return and simply wished to invest in her potential. In exchange, if Toqto’a ever conquered the Fei Long dynasty, they would become financial bureaucrats of her empire—likely because they were certain that if Toqto’a could unify a nation under her rule with two hundred thousand mounted troops, she could conquer Fei Long.


  Any normal person would consider this to be a pipe dream, a waste of a trip, and a fruitless investment. Indeed, it was clear that these investors were monsters in their own right, with the astuteness to sniff out that an ­extraordinary woman like Toqto’a Khan could accomplish this seemingly impossible feat. These foreign merchants, currently financial bureaucrats of the Mongols, might have annoyed Ceora, but they could never be replaced. She didn’t want to make enemies out of them; instead, she utilized their talents as much as she could.


  Sure, they might try to fudge the numbers and pocket some money if given the chance, but the nomads would do the exact same thing anyway. In fact, Ceora feared that the nomads would try to steal as much as they could. 


  It was then that she stopped her mind from wandering and snapped back to reality.


  “You mentioned that this would be a good wake-up call for the merchants,” she said.


  “The merchants of Parsa who’ve become members of our nation were thinking of protecting and expanding a trade route with their home nation,” Toqto’a explained. “Screw that.”


  Toqto’a took a sip of her kumis, a fermented dairy beverage. Her drink didn’t come in a cup or a glass, and was instead contained in a khukhuur, a vessel traditionally made from animal hides or stomachs. Drinking from this vessel was a habit that Toqto’a had picked up when she was still an ordinary nomad, and she kept at it even when she became queen.


  “Traitors need to be killed,” she said simply. “It can set a good example for the non-traitors, so that they’ll know what’ll happen to them.”


  “I don’t deny that,” Ceora replied.


  Toqto’a had sent a caravan of government officials and merchants who were against the invasion of Parsa as delegates for the nomads. Unbeknownst to them, the nomad queen had snuck in a few of her own agents and had them slaughter them all. She then blamed the crime on Parsa’s poor governor-general and used that woman’s name to sell all the wares on that caravan to the city. 


  The rest was easy enough. Toqto’a publicly condemned the governor-general and sent a messenger, one who ­announced that the nomads would punish the heathens of Parsa in the name of justice. They waged war.


  Parsa chose to fight back and resist against Toqto’a Khan. But it was to no avail, and they ultimately fell to ruin. The Great Mongol Empire was simply too powerful. The remaining government officials of Parsa, who had knowledge of the other nations and their own, including each region’s geography, offered every bit of information they had to Toqto’a. And then…


  “It was a slaughter!” Toqto’a declared. “I killed so many people. I honestly lost count of the people I killed in Parsa, Ceora. It was a massacre. Though this knowledge might upset you.”


  “It certainly does,” Ceora replied. She flashed a look of resignation, but when she saw the delighted look on her mother’s face, she couldn’t help but make a snarky remark. “Human lives should be used more efficiently, in my opinion. Death means loss of utilization.”


  “My daughter, human lives are meaningless. When they turn into corpses, they’re nothing but chunks of blood and flesh, much like livestock. Their bodies can only nourish the ground. They leave behind only one thing in this world—the fear of death.”


  Ceora didn’t hate her mother, but she struggled to defend Toqto’a’s character. Young Ceora was mild-mannered and didn’t agree with her mother’s cruelty.


  “I heard that the innocent governor-general was killed in front of you, Mother,” Ceora said. “Her eyes and ears were melted by the molten silver that was poured down her throat. She was truly guiltless, and until her dying breath, she protested her innocence and begged for your benevolence.”


  “I’ve said it before, Ceora,” Toqto’a said gleefully. “I need to set an example for the people who haven’t betrayed us yet.” She took another swig of her kumis. “I’m now certain that no one from Parsa will betray us. Fear is what suppresses and controls people. Thanks to a single person’s sacrifice, the former people of Parsa, who now serve both you and me, are our loyal officials, thereby preventing us from creating any more casualties. Honestly, you should thank me for what I’ve done.”


  Toqto’a always told others just how efficient fear was. Her words proved true; Parsa was conquered in a flash. The nomads invaded, destroyed, slaughtered, and plundered the land before setting it all on fire and ­leaving a wasteland behind. No one from Parsa dared to go against them.


  “Even so, you killed far too many people when you invaded,” Ceora chided.


  “I had to do my due diligence and massacre people properly,” Toqto’a insisted. “I killed many, that’s true. I made people shudder in fear, while others cried out and begged for their lives at the mere utterance of my name. Yes, I’ve slaughtered countless people.”


  She spoke of murder thrice in that speech before concluding with her usual adage.


  “Fear controls people,” she said. The sack of drink in her hand had visibly deflated, implying that she had finished every drop. She threw her khukhuur onto the ground. “The people of Parsa will no longer rebel against our rule. I’ve destroyed their nation and burned it to the ground, leaving not a speck behind. If we leave them be, I’m sure the population will restore itself soon enough. I’m sure they’ll be back to their usual numbers by my grandchild’s generation. But their fear will never fade.”


  Toqto’a rolled her neck and cracked it; the sound rang out throughout the room. “Are we done here? We don’t care about Parsa anymore, do we, Ceora?”


  “Very well,” Ceora replied. “I won’t mention Parsa anymore.”


  The young lady was aware that her words fell on deaf ears, and she sighed with resignation. What use was there in crying over spilled milk anyway? Even so, Ceora wished that Toqto’a would at least give a passing thought to the topic that she was about to discuss.


  “At the last meeting, while I was away, I heard that you decided upon an expedition to the west,” Ceora said.


  “Damn, you already found me out, huh?” Toqto’a replied.


  “Mother!”


  What in the world is she thinking?! We just finished invading Parsa! 


  The land that they’d conquered couldn’t simply be divided among the nobles. It had to be governed as well.


  “And how, pray tell, will the land be ruled?” Ceora asked.


  “Well, we destroyed the place,” Toqto’a replied. “We’ll be fine for a while, at least until the population increases. A foreign merchant has been assigned as governor and will be in charge of Parsa’s future. I’ve already divided the land between my daughters as well.”


  Ceora furrowed her brows, predicting that Parsa wouldn’t be ruled well at all. She assumed that the governor would embezzle money, and not a single coin would enter the national treasury. The inevitable descent into corruption was evident in her eyes. Furthermore, Ceora was the only one among her sisters who was suited for governing. None of her other siblings cared about the nation and the people’s peace. As long as they could lead lives of extravagance, nothing else mattered.


  Poverty among the common folk didn’t even enter their minds. Ceora could practically hear the people’s resentment—she knew her sisters would be of no use to her. She was seen as the anomaly, the one being unreasonable for expecting any sort of good governance from the nomads. She could only hope that her daughter or grandchild, who would be raised on this land, would somehow reform the tax system.


  “Mother, I doubt you understand the feelings of humans,” Ceora said.


  “Oh, I do,” Toqto’a replied. “You’re the odd one out, Ceora. Not many care about those below them, and I find that part of you very curious. You do understand that, don’t you?”


  Ceora’s voice was lower than a mutter. “Of course I do.” 


  Yeah, I’m probably weird as a nomad—no, I’m probably seen as eccentric even among the former citizens of the conquered Fei Long. 


  Sure, Ceora could valiantly head to the battlefield and fight if ordered to do so. She would plunder if needed, but she saw no benefit in stealing more than her fair share. As long as she had enough to get by, she didn’t really need anything more. Hence, she was against the expedition.


  “We’ll head west,” Toqto’a declared. “I’ve heard that the kingdoms of Anhalt and Villendorf, far to the west, have northern regions with excellent grassy plains. We can use those as our base and destroy both nations. Any nations and territory we find on our way can be distributed to my other daughters. Ceora, I can give you some land from Anhalt or Villendorf. You can use that plot and rule how you see fit—the ideal reign that you dream of. You can do as you please.”


  “Please wait!” Ceora cried. “I don’t wish for more land! What do you plan on doing with my post as this nation’s head of government officials?!”


  “Ceora, sometimes I wonder if you truly fail to understand or merely feign ignorance. The feats that you’ve accomplished make you worthy of land—I must provide it to you. You won’t be allowed to maintain your position as head either. If you do, people will see you as my heir, my successor. I’ve already got a different person in mind for that role.”


  Ceora knew that very well. She knew that she couldn’t succeed her mother’s position and that she would be given a random plot of land somewhere. But she would have been satisfied with forgetting her social status and staying in Fei Long’s royal capital, conducting her duties as a government official. She was happy with just that. Unfortunately, Toqto’a would not listen to her pleas. The queen of nomads refused to.


  “Prepare to venture west,” Toqto’a ordered. “We will head to the ends of the western lands. The Silk Road, which I heard once stood at the pinnacle of glory, is now but a desolate path that serves mere hundreds of travelers and merchants for their expeditions. We shall rebuild this trade route and conquer it, and I shall wish for nothing more. I can die happy.”


  Toqto’a had a dream. She wanted to rule over the entire continent, something that no normal person could possibly comprehend. To others, it was impossible. She wouldn’t be swayed by the merchants’ profits, the governance of the land she conquered, or even the desperate wishes of her daughter. Toqto’a had a grand dream, a personal desire. Anyone dragged into this aspiration would surely find it unbearable. 


  Ceora closed her eyes, offering a moment of silence to the people who would be slaughtered for Toqto’a’s dream. The young lady could only expel the faintest of sighs.


  Bonus Story:
A Drama and Queen Catalina


   


  I LEARNED OF LOVE. THE MERE THOUGHT OF HIM during spring made the season bloom with all its splendor in my eyes. In the summer, my body felt warm and hot, and during autumn, my heart was filled with loneliness. In the cold of winter, I yearned for his body to be pressed against mine. 


  I, Ina-Catalina Maria Villendorf, Queen of Villendorf, learned that my love for Faust von Polidoro was like the changing seasons.


  He’d hammered into the very depths of my soul the love that my mother, Reckenbell, had held for me—a love that I didn’t even realize until he spelled it out. He’d taught me that my foolishness, born out of my ignorance, was similar to his own. Reckenbell and Faust had poured molten iron, heated by their love, into an empty vessel known as Catalina. At that very moment, I learned of the same emotion. My heart was taken by a man who was the heroic knight of an enemy nation, the man who’d killed my own mother. I couldn’t control my emotions.


  “Is this an act of evil, Minister of War?” I asked. “I loved my mother from the bottom of my heart, and I fell in love with the very man who killed her and stole her away from me.”


  An elderly lady, surely over a century old, quietly parted her lips. “It cannot be an act of evil, Queen Catalina. Do you think that the strongest hero since the founding of our nation, Claudia von Reckenbell, will blame you for your deeds?”


  “My mother? Blame me? Impossible. I received an incalculable amount of love from her when she was still with me.”


  I knew that she would never blame me. My mother had engaged in a fair duel on the battlefield and lost. I was certain that she would never resent me for my actions.


  “Then isn’t that the answer?” my minister replied.


  “You’re speaking from your position as Minister of War, I presume?” I inquired.


  “Indeed so.”


  I felt a touch relieved. I wasn’t worried about my beloved mother. No, as silly as it might sound, I was concerned about the common people who’d fallen in love with Reckenbell. I worried that they would condemn me for my actions. I knew that I was worrying needlessly, since I had already publicly declared my love for Faust and made it one of the conditions for our peace treaty.


  Even the Minister of War agreed with the adoration I held, along with the rest of Villendorf. They approved of the duel’s outcome and honored the warriors who fought valiantly. I was Reckenbell’s daughter, but even when I fell in love with the one who killed her, no one had any reason to attack me.


  “They say that love is like a fever,” the minister said. “Recently, I’ve heard that these words are often used in dramas.”


  “Dramas…” I repeated. “Recently, a popular producer of dramas is Shakespe… What was it again? I can’t remember her full name. I feel like I’m so close, though.”


  It seemed my minister wanted to give me a word of advice. Usually, I couldn’t care less about her silly ideas and ignored her, but today, I was in a good mood and decided to lend an ear.


  “Ah, yes, it’s the words of a dramatist who is currently imprisoned for contempt of Sir Polidoro,” the minister said. “She wrote a play known as Faust and Juliet, and it’s been a popular hit within our nation.”


  Dramatists are usually allowed to do as they please, I thought. But I do remember throwing this one in prison as a special exception.


  “Queen Catalina, do you know of this play?” the minister asked.


  “If Faust von Polidoro wasn’t of House Polidoro, an enemy of our nation, and cast aside his house, fief, and citizens, a female knight of Villendorf, Juliet, would agree to elope with him,” I recalled. “She promised to throw away her status, and she implored him to do the same—to cast everything away—while the two were engaged in a duel. The women knights of Villendorf saw themselves as Juliet, I believe. I’ve heard it brought much excitement to many.”


  How silly. I know that Faust von Polidoro is precisely himself because he loves his mother and is attached to his house. 


  I knew it was impossible for him to abandon his house, fief, and residents. If he were able to do so, I felt that my love for him would wane—what was left of him would be an empty husk of his former self, a coward who had lost everything. He would be like I was before the molten iron was poured into my body. Both of us would be reduced to worthless byproducts of our surroundings. He would never take that route.


  “Admittedly, I know the summary of the play, but I’ve never seen it myself,” I said. “Have you, Minister?”


  “Yes, I’ve gone and seen it,” she replied. “I believe I’m able to recall the drama in its entirety.”


  I presumed that my current self, who finally understood the love I’d received from Reckenbell, might be able to understand the theme of the drama. I would happily dream of this play and place myself in the shoes of Juliet, who tried to woo Faust. I could understand why many people wanted to experience a romantic relationship with him. It wouldn’t have been a crime to make such an exaggerated play. However…


  “Do you know what line implied a concerning insult to Sir Polidoro’s honor?” I asked.


  “In the middle of the play, there was a certain line that a portion of the audience found incredibly rude,” the minister replied. “And so, they decided to write complaint letters about it…”


  The minister asked that she not be thrown into prison for reciting the line. I flashed a faint smile and told her that no one else could take her role as Minister of War. The minister beamed joyfully, happy that I exhibited any sort of emotion, and recited the words from memory.


  “’Tis but thy name that is my enemy; thou art thyself, though not a Polidoro,” the minister said. “Oh, Faust! What’s in a name? That which we call a rose, by any other name would smell as sweet. Lord Faust, doff thy name, and for that name, which is no part of thee, take all myself.”


  The last sentence was clearly an insult to Sir Polidoro. If such witless drivel were spouted in Faust’s face, the Knight of Wrath would emerge for the world to see. He would cut down the woman knight with all his might.


  “For Faust von Polidoro, his name is part of himself, and doffing his name is the last thing he’d do,” I said.


  “Precisely,” the minister agreed. “Ultimately, the play ends with Sir Polidoro resisting all temptations. He says ‘I am a Polidoro for eternity. I cannot doff my name and seek thou,’ before he cuts his beloved Juliet down in a duel which ends the play.”


  “A happy ending by Villendorfian standards. I’m sure that Juliet was rather excited when she was slaughtered.”


  Faust was a man who would protect his citizens and fight for everything his mother loved until his dying breath. If he were forced to cast his name away, he would resist with all his strength, swear a geas, or do everything he could, then gather his warriors to fight against his enemy, no matter how impossible the odds were against him. That was who Faust was.


  “Did you kill the dramatist?” I asked. “The ending really saves the play, but that insult toward Sir Polidoro can’t be overlooked. It’s not great.”


  “The dramatist hasn’t been killed yet,” the minister replied. “But her real name is quite…well, concerning. It’s not Shakesp—what was it again?”


  “Hm…”


  As my mind wandered toward the future, it was held back by the fact that this dramatist had insulted a man who was going to produce a child for Villendorf—the father of the future queen, no less. Normally, such a crime was befitting of the death penalty, though I couldn’t understand why her real name would save her at all.


  “Her real name is Juliet,” the minister revealed.


  “What?” I asked. “So, she used her real name for the woman knight who was slain in a duel? She wrote a play about her own death?”


  “It is indeed a drama, but she claims that she had no such intention of doing so.”


  This is taking a turn… I wasn’t familiar with this feeling, but even I could wrap my head around it. 


  All of a sudden, I realized that people took pity on her, and that was why they hesitated to give her the death penalty.


  “Uh, well, er…” I muttered. I was apprehensive for a moment to share my concerns, but still managed to pose my question. “The way I see it, was this drama written as a personal diary of sorts where she recorded her dreams and wishes?”


  “So it seems,” the minister replied. “When I listened to her side of the story in prison, she told me she was charmed by Sir Polidoro and fell in love with him as a knight of Villendorf. A lot of her personal feelings are on display in the play. According to her, her friend found her diary and teased her about it. Before she knew it, her diary had become a drama that was available to the masses. It seems she really isn’t to blame for matters getting out of hand. As you said, Your Majesty, it’s clear that this was a personal diary where she simply jotted down her fantasies. To find fault with innocent daydreaming and sentence this poor dramatist to death is a bit…much.”


  I fell silent. Indeed. I feel a little—no, really bad for her. The problem, then, is that this play made it out to the world. Villendorfian law didn’t encroach upon the right of a ­person to have dreams and delusions. Content aside, the ending does make this whole drama rather permissible…


  “Minister of War, what are you trying to tell me?” I asked. “Quit being roundabout and give it to me straight.”


  “I pity her greatly, so I’d like for you to free her from prison,” my elderly minister replied. “As far as I can tell, she does have talent for drafting plays and dramas. Personally, I’m quite excited to have her write more.”


  “Uh… That seems like torture in and of itself, but if you desire it, very well. I suppose we can free her.”


  With a generous wave of my hand, I gave the minister my permission. I once consulted an old lady like you about romance. But because of our ranks, we mostly ended up conducting political affairs. It happens all the time… 


  I let out a sigh as I watched my Minister of War leave with a pep in her step. She was eagerly heading to prison to free Juliet—a poet who might be regarded as the greatest to have ever lived—from her confines.


  Bonus Story:
Regards and Respect


   


  THE FIRST TIME I SAW SIR FAUST VON POLIDORO with my own eyes was during the Campaign of ­Villendorf. I served as the captain of the crown princess’s corps, and I was astonished during my first meeting with him. 


  What an ugly man, I thought. His chest was as thick as a kite shield, and his arms were wider than greatswords. Even his cheeks seemed toned, and his voice was preposterously low. It sounded like a gong that was hit so hard it was crushed into pieces.


  When I first greeted him and exchanged a handshake, I was truly at a loss for words. His hand, perhaps due to his tough training, was thick like the paw of a bear, and his skin was rough to the touch. His hand was hard as oak, and even if I went all out in a test of strength, I knew that I would easily lose.


  He couldn’t control the size of his body, and his general appearance wasn’t all that bad—it was acceptable, at the very least. But his thick hands, which I could hardly believe were the hands of a person, and his low voice that sounded like a gong when he laughed, formed an atrocious combination for a man. I felt a touch of pity for him. What kind of woman would want to hold his hand and stroll down the city streets beside him with a smile on her face? That was my first impression of Sir Polidoro.


  As a knight, it brought us great shame to talk behind another’s back, and so, none of us in the crown princess’s corps ever mocked him. However, whenever he was brought up, we all struggled to comment on him. We claimed that we didn’t believe a man like him could ever exist. This was never a positive remark, and I supposed that this would be akin to speaking ill of him behind his back. 


  If I ever heard anyone who dared to insult Sir Polidoro now, I would turn red and pummel the fool, with a searing rage behind my fists.


  My impression of him changed during that hellish Campaign of Villendorf. I was on the battlefield with my life on the line, the jaws of death almost swallowing me whole. I was ordered to scout ahead when the Villendorfians caught me. Several of their knights were on my tail. During my escape, I sustained an injury. I was on my steed, blood pouring from my wound. When my horse was hit with a crossbow, I thought all was lost.


  I considered fighting back, but I had lost too much blood and could hardly walk. When the Villendorfian knights surrounded me, I braced myself for the end and tried to maintain my honor. If I could take a couple of them down with me, surely I would’ve proved my value as a knight.


  I let out a powerful battle cry and readied my blade, adamant on etching my name into the annals of history. Just then, a horse with a bushy hide, as though it was preparing for winter, joined the fray. At first, I thought it was some sort of monster. His name was Flugel, and he was Sir Polidoro’s beloved steed. Just as his name suggested, he was quick, as if he had a pair of wings, and he leaped over people, standing before me as a shield. Sir Polidoro proudly sat atop his horse, and the moment he appeared, the enemy completely forgot about my existence.


  “Take Sir Polidoro’s head!” the knights shouted. “The greatest glory to Villendorf!” 


  They rushed in for the kill; their eyes were tinged with bloodlust. But Sir Polidoro’s bear-like hands clutched his trusty weapon, a greatsword that was as large as a normal person, and whirled it around like a hurricane. The sound of his weapon cutting through the air was deafening. 


  In a flash, the battle was over.


  The armor the enemy knights wore groaned and creaked loudly as though they had been hit by an explosion. The grotesque squelch of flesh ripped to shreds as people flew through the air became a memory that haunted me to this day.


  That was as far as I could remember. I had lost so much blood that my memory was spotty. Though I do vividly recall his thick, bear-like hands gently stroking my cheek and his low voice ringing out like a gong, checking to see if I was still conscious. I was soaked in blood as he examined my wounds, and I remember him ripping his own outfit to shreds and applying pressure to my injuries to stop the bleeding. He personally carried me to safety, as his muscles rippled underneath his chainmail.


  He saved my life. I remembered that bit very well. And ever since, I knew that I was a lost cause. I had been about to bleed to death, and my body was feeling cold, but I felt the fiery heat of his back, and I could never forget it. No matter what kind of man I would meet in the future, I knew that I would never be satisfied. Because I knew I could never find a man as great as him. I didn’t mind if I was mocked to bits; I wished to hold his hand and stroll down the city streets happily as we professed our love to each other. Indeed, I had fallen in love with this rugged male knight, a man that Anhalt had deemed ugly beyond repair. 


  I’ll ask my mother, I thought. I was determined to use whatever means I had to get her to act. Once this campaign was over, I wanted to become engaged to him no matter what. I would beg my mother if I needed to.


  This was the man who’d saved the life of her only daughter; I was sure that she would allow me to do as I wished. I eventually received treatment, and as I lay in our kingdom’s base with my body covered in bandages, I made an oath that I would somehow make him mine.


   


  ***


   


  “Ah, yes. Unfortunately, I must slightly admonish you for your actions. I know that you meant no ill will, of course, and I haven’t misunderstood your intentions. Please don’t glare at me, and calm yourself as you hear me out. I know that your only daughter has always gazed upon Faust von Polidoro fondly ever since he saved her life. And I’m sure that’s why you wish to have her engaged to him. She seems very excited about it.


  “In fact, she’s claimed that she doesn’t want to sleep with anyone else but him. Now, that’s not a bad thing. Competent households of warriors will undoubtedly pay their respects to the hero who killed Reckenbell in a duel and wish to have his blood in their kin. It’s only natural.


  “And so, you started with a letter. You wrote a note that said you view him fondly and sent your squire to give him a small gift. Starting off with an invitation to a small banquet is nothing to be so concerned about. Yet I’m the one who stopped your messenger and crushed that letter with my hands.


  “That’s right. Me. The margrave. Now, don’t look at me so furiously with your teeth bared—I can explain myself. But before that, did you not find it odd? Indeed, I find your idea of an invitation brilliant, but did you assume that no one had done anything like that before? Of course they have.


  “Now, calm yourself and think about it. Sir Polidoro might be a man brimming with muscles, and society may berate him for his hideous appearance, but did you really assume that you were the only one who sent your regards to him? Did you think you were the only one? And the answer is: of course not.


  “I want you to think that my following words are on behalf of the lords who own land and find that they owe Sir Polidoro a great debt for his feats during the Campaign of Villendorf. It wasn’t just the lives of our daughters that were spared—our entire nation was saved by his glorious hands. His charm resides not in his appearance, but in his character on the inside. At the very least, even a margrave like myself wanted to introduce my daughter to him.


  “Now, have you calmed down? Would you like some tea? How about some sweet treats? No, you don’t need anything? Very well. Then I shall begin my lecture. I shall hereby provide you with three facts and offer you insight into a method available that you can use to accomplish your goal.


  “First, you must understand that you aren’t the only one who wishes to be tied to Sir Polidoro by blood. There are many nobles who wish the same. Second, people have tried your method and have failed miserably. Third, Sir Polidoro knows nothing about these attempts and is kept in the dark. Fourth, what can we do about it?


  “These are the four important points that you must be aware of. Now, I’m sure if you’ve calmed down, you can understand my first point. You aren’t alone in your fondness. He became a hero in the Campaign of Villendorf, slaying the barbarian hero Lord Reckenbell. Any warrior would be enamored with his physical prowess. Indeed, his appearance leaves much to be desired, and House Polidoro doesn’t really sport a stellar reputation; everyone knows that he’s the son of Marianne the Mad. Despite being a man, he fights alone on the battlefield, though he will let out a proud battle cry like all the other women as he runs wild. Yes, he’s not the best-looking man, was born into an infamous household, is known for his coarseness and violence, and doesn’t exhibit even the slightest hint of grace.


  “His chest is thick like a kite shield, his arms are wider than greatswords, and even his cheeks are packed with muscles. It doesn’t help that his voice is low and rough as well. It’s reminiscent of a deafening gong, and I’m certain that he’s the only man in the world like this. Perhaps it’s not odd to assume that no one will want him. I’ve even seen Sir Polidoro smile and mock himself for his unpopularity.


  “But what of it? He may be an only son and possess a measly plot of land, but he’s a fine lord, nonetheless. He’s got money, property, and residents who adore him. It matters not if it’s in the countryside; no doubt some would want to marry him and turn a blind eye to his less-than-ideal appearance. Many women would love to serve as the lord in Sir Polidoro’s stead or even be the keeper of the castle. Through that, they could become fully independent as the lord of the land and stand on their own feet. If you search among the non-hereditary knights, there are tons of women who would love to do just that.


  “Truth be told, Queen Liesenlotte—oh, please never tell Her Majesty about this—must find a proper bride for him, take care of the process, and receive the gratitude of both households involved in the union. That would be that. When Sir Polidoro headed to the royal capital for the first time to report a change of successors, Her Majesty should’ve shown her consideration and offered him a wife right then. We could’ve avoided everything else.


  “But for some reason, Her Majesty wasn’t considerate. I’ll say it again: it’s exceedingly curious that there are zero rumors surrounding Sir Polidoro’s romantic life. After all, it’s not rare to find someone who wants to marry Sir Polidoro and make his bloodline their own.


  “Now, this is the first important fact that I have ­instilled in you. What’s wrong? You’ve gone pale. Ah, so you’ve noticed. Then I can move on to my second point. Many have tried to court Sir Polidoro. They followed the same steps you took, but to no avail—I suppose I don’t need to spell it out for you.


  “It’s no secret that Queen Liesenlotte is tacitly against preparing a bride for him. It’s a passive stance, of course. She’s not going out of her way to quash every woman who tries to court him, like what I did with your letter. Sir Polidoro may be a muscular man who’s exactly Her Majesty’s type, but she knows when to keep her personal and public life separate. She knows how to hold herself back.


  “For a moment there, you assumed that Her Majesty was infuriated, didn’t you? She’s not a petty woman like that. Then if she’s not angry, what’s the issue? Well, this is where the problem starts. Perhaps one may call it the folly of youth, but there are two ladies who are petty, or rather, just can’t seem to hold themselves back or be flexible.


  “I’m talking about Her Highness Anastasia and Duke Astarte, his allies from the Campaign of Villendorf. Just as I’ve done to you, they carefully inspect every letter sent to Sir Polidoro. If, for example, you were to thank him for sparing your fief and send a humble gift with your gratitude, it would reach him without issue. I’m sure he would give that hearty laugh that sounds like a gong when he received it. However, if you ask to meet him directly so that you can thank him, request that he meet with your daughter, or invite him to a humble banquet, your letters will never be seen.


  “It and the envoy that you send will never reach the manor that he received from the royal family. In fact, you’ll receive a summons from Duke Astarte and be subjected to strict interrogation. ‘This is the man that I, a duke, favor,’ she’ll say. ‘And you dare lay your hands on what’s mine?’ Isn’t it absurd? I think so. Now, if this were her usual selfish shenanigans at work, I would’ve acted accordingly as margrave. After all, I also sent a letter and offered my own daughter to Sir Polidoro, only for Her Grace to destroy it before he ever saw it.


  “It’s because of her selfish actions that Sir Polidoro continues to wrongly assume that he’s hated by nobles and the rest of society. I was truly tempted to yell and berate her. But, well… It seems the duke isn’t alone in her love for the Knight of Wrath. Her Highness Anastasia is head over heels for him too. In other words, the two people in charge of Anhalt’s future have tried to claim him for themselves. And because he’s theirs, we cannot lay a hand on him.


  “Er, well, had it been only the duke, I would’ve been more than happy to engage in a feud. But I don’t plan on angering Her Highness too. I doubt Queen Liesenlotte can reprimand the two harshly either. Well… You might find it cowardly and pathetic, but there’s a power dynamic in this world. I can’t change that.


  “Now, for the third point. Sir Polidoro doesn’t know about any of this. Unfortunately, because of the reasons I stated earlier, he has no idea that he’s actually rather popular. Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte have seen to it that anyone who tries to court him will be stopped. He laughs at himself for his ugliness and his lack of popularity.


  “Frankly, I’m not sure if I should pity his circumstances or see him as blessed. Indeed, I do feel bad for him since the royal family has their eyes on him and has hindered every lady’s attempt at courtship. However, they won’t do this forever, and if he’s favored by two of the most powerful people of the kingdom, perhaps that’s not all that bad. After all’s said and done, the two have made their fondness for him clear when they speak to him, and I doubt that he would be treated poorly.


  “A weak lord knight with only three hundred citizens cannot possibly become a prince consort, though. But he’ll practically be the next king of Anhalt and the father of the next duke. His mother, Marianne the Mad, may have ruined her house’s reputation, but she is now seen as a magnificent mother who raised a splendid knight. She shall be redeemed and will no longer be infamous for her deeds. This shall be good for him.


  “Since that wasn’t an issue, I couldn’t complain about it. But, well, Sir Polidoro seems to be the type who underestimates himself. I know that. If he can proudly call himself the hero and savior of our nation, surely, he should be more aware of his popularity, wouldn’t you agree? Ahem, excuse me, I didn’t mean to vent.


  “Had Sir Polidoro sent me a single letter, I feel like I could’ve done something for him. But there’s no use complaining and wishing for the impossible, I suppose.


  “These are three facts that I need you to understand. Do you understand? You do? Good. Now that you’ve received all this information, what will you do? Will you give up on forming familial ties with him? Will you forgo inviting Sir Polidoro to one of your banquets? Ah, I thought so. How could you abandon all hope?


  “None of us agreed to give our daughters to him on a whim, did we? We’ve got no intention of using Sir Polidoro as much as we want—no, we’ve got no desire to do so. He’s not a convenient tool for us to use; we’re giving him our regards and respect. The lords near the Villendorfian border feel that they owe Sir Polidoro a great debt. Reckenbell was about to invade their land, and he spared them this harrowing fate. Our territory is near the Villendorfian border as well. Had Sir Polidoro not been there, I’ve no doubt that Villendorf would’ve destroyed us.


  “Of course, I know that Sir Polidoro had been conscripted every year as is his duty, and he entered the war under the orders of the crown. Logically speaking, perhaps we don’t need to thank him to this degree. On the surface, we’ve thanked the royal family for dispatching their forces to our aid—if we serve the crown, this debt shall be repaid. Rationally, we understand that. If we forget about debts and gratitude just because he doesn’t seem to care or understand what he’s done, are we not inferior to mere beasts?


  “A bilateral contract of serving someone or repaying a debt isn’t one made solely between lords and knights. Sir Polidoro is a noble of Anhalt, and as our comrade, he should be rewarded for his accomplishments. He saved us all. We must thank him somehow and shower him with our appreciation.


  “Hence, I must admonish your actions. I must do so before Duke Astarte can, before she threatens you to forsake your endeavor. Yes, we’re looking for comrades, ones who will help us relay our opinion to Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte. In short, I, as margrave, am inviting you to join me. We’re a gathering of ladies who have had our letters destroyed, our offers of courtship declined, and our invitations to banquets obstructed, but we still refuse to give up on him. Will you join us?


  “We need more people, you see. We’ve got no other way to state our case to Her Highness and Her Grace. Yes, we want to ask for the distribution of his bloodline. We’ll ask Sir Polidoro to take on more wives—our daughters. Women outnumber men nine to one; don’t you find it unfair that the royal family gets to monopolize a man like Sir Polidoro? Even if he has two wives, surely he should have seven more if he wants to maintain our population. And I desperately want his blood to be in my future grandchild.


  “Of course, I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t want the rare blood of a superhuman and the half-sisters of the royal family connected to me. But that’s not my primary focus here. I have nothing but respect for Sir Polidoro, and I genuinely want to welcome his lineage into my household. I want the future heir of my land to be someone from his bloodline. My feelings aren’t a lie, I assure you. I truly believe that we must go to these extremes—or at least it’s the bare minimum—if we want to express our regards to the man who protected our lands. The union of our women—those of my household and those from other lords—would be the greatest show of respect.


  “Of course, even if our request makes it through Her Highness and Her Grace, if Sir Polidoro declines, we’ve got nothing to say. I believe I know when to back off. It may be the duty of a man to create more offspring, but I imagine that no normal man would like to be surrounded by so many women. I really don’t mean to have any ulterior motives when I ask him to wed my daughter.


  “Now then. What will you do? I’ll invite you once, and once only. I wouldn’t want Duke Astarte to sense our plot before we’re completely done. But, ah… I know that you came here exuding respect and regard for Sir Polidoro. I doubt you can resist the temptation of holding in your arms a grandchild that has his blood.”


  Bonus Story:
Hypothetical Good Ending, the Shackles of Freedom


   


  IN SHORT, MY GEAS FAILED. I SHOULDN’T HAVE made light of her—I never should have underestimated a decisive woman like Queen Liesenlotte. That was my crucial mistake. A geas was a sacred oath between a pastoress and a knight; it couldn’t be stopped. However, this sort of rule meant nothing in the face of Her Majesty, who was quick to make her move.


  “Outta my way, my corps!” the queen roared.


  I was just about to make my geas when she rushed in front of me. She leaped from her throne and ran as fast as she could before she pounced.


  “Your Majesty!” I cried. “Please! Let me finish my geas!”


  “I won’t allow it!” the queen roared.


  It was clear that I had underestimated the queen and made the wrong choice. A geas couldn’t be formed by me alone. Without a pastoress, it was impossible to do. If she were taken out, I would be at a loss. And yet, I made no attempt to save her and instead braced myself for an attack.


  “Enough!” Her Majesty bellowed as she pushed the pastoress to the ground, ending my attempt at a geas. 


  Of course, I couldn’t physically attack the queen or resist in any way. The ritual was over, and there was nothing I could do. If I had no druid, that was it. Resignation flashed across my mind, but I still refused to go down without some sort of fight.


  “Your Majesty, how could you interfere with a sacred ritual between a pastoress and a knight?!” I shouted.


  “I get it, Faust! I get that you were willing to risk your life to make this happen!” the queen yelled. “At the very least, you genuinely believe that the nomads will invade our kingdom in the near future! I understand that very well!”


  Fortunately, it seemed my determination had gotten through to her. She handed the pastoress over to her corps before she whirled around to face the crowd.


  “I understand, but I find it a waste for you to risk your life for it,” Her Majesty said. “I’ll ask everyone here. Would you be fine with the death of Faust von Polidoro?”


  Her query was a quiet one. It was the margrave who replied on behalf of the room.


  “We cannot be,” she replied. “Sir Polidoro has accomplished a great deal during the Campaign of Villendorf and the peace negotiations with that nation. If we were to lose him, it truly would be a huge loss. For the Kingdom of Anhalt—if you will excuse my impertinence—his loss would be a devastating blow, akin to losing you, Queen Liesenlotte.”


  She genuinely sounded like she didn’t wish for my death and desperately wanted to keep me alive. I was grateful for the margrave’s words, but I had nothing else to offer. Other than my life, I had nothing else to make everyone brace for the inevitable threat that would arrive. If I wanted to earn their trust, I could only risk my life. My knees crumpled and I fell onto the ground. I clenched my fists atop my knees as a teardrop trickled down my cheek.


  “I just want you to believe me,” I wept. “Or else we shall suffer a crushing defeat.”


  The queen silently gazed up at the ceiling for a few moments, her face pensive.


  “Very well, I shall believe you,” she said.


  I couldn’t believe her. She’d stubbornly refused to put faith in my words until now. It was odd to see her change her mind so quickly.


  “I need you all to listen well,” she said. “I’m not sure when the nomadic empire will arrive. Only time will tell. However, I do wish for us to stand as a united front when we face the nomads of the north—I’ve always wanted to do so. I am fully in support of Faust’s suggestion of giving the orders from the top with absolute authority. We must reform our military in preparation for the threat.”


  Exactly, I thought. This sort of unification won’t negatively affect you, Queen Liesenlotte.


  The margrave looked a touch concerned. “Indeed, that would be a splendid thing to do if that were possible. But unfortunately, we’re not eager to agree. While I don’t mean to disregard Sir Polidoro’s words, we regional lords have a bilateral contract—an agreement that we’ll serve you in exchange for your protection. That’s why we serve the crown. Perhaps unification is the direction that the royal family wishes to take, but there are simply some things that we will and will not follow.”


  Royal authority wasn’t absolute, and we weren’t dogs who would listen to everything our master said. The margrave was right. I’d given a speech to convince not only Her Majesty, but the other lords as well. Even if Queen Liesenlotte held a modicum of understanding toward my sentiments, it would hardly solve the problem if the others didn’t follow suit.


  “I know,” the queen replied. “I don’t plan on having you bear the burden of it all. First and foremost, this unification is only against the nomads. Let me explain my side.”


  Her Majesty paused, gazing at the anxious crowd.


  “See, as princess-elector, the Kingdom of Anhalt has been hard at work accumulating wealth during times of dire need,” she said, sounding almost joyful. “When asked which nation in the Holy Gusten Empire is the strongest, everyone would claim it’s Villendorf. But if asked which is the stingiest yet wealthiest, I’m quite certain that everyone would claim Anhalt.”


  She stretched her arms high in the air as though she were admiring something in the sky. Her Majesty commanded the attention of the crowd.


  “Having money is fine indeed,” she said. “However, money when static isn’t alive. Only when it’s circulated does it finally bring value. Quite frankly, I find it silly to continue accumulating wealth. Since this is an excellent opportunity, why don’t I use some of the money that I have?” She snapped her fingers. “I shall generously reward those of Anhalt with the wealth that the royal family has saved.”


  I couldn’t understand what was going on. I frantically glanced around and noticed that only four people seemed to comprehend this situation: Princess Anastasia, Duke Astarte, the marquess, and the margrave.


  “What do you mean?” I asked.


  “As Sir Polidoro requested, I ask that you temporarily entrust the royal family with military authority,” the queen said. “But it won’t be for free. I know that asking you to relinquish your military power with nothing in return won’t make any of you acquiesce to the arrangement. After all, this isn’t part of our contract, is it? Even if I ask you to entrust your citizens and assets to the royal family and leave your fate in our hands, none of you will ever listen to my orders. Am I wrong, margrave?”


  “You’re absolutely right,” the margrave replied. “But I’m willing to relinquish my authority based on the circumstances.”


  “Would you care to elaborate?”


  The margrave gave her a weary look; surely the queen knew.


  “Money,” the margrave said. “Perhaps it won’t be right to say that we’ll be hirelings. This won’t be a bilateral contract between a master and a knight; it’ll be a different sort of agreement. If you offer us special payment for our military services, it’s another matter entirely. However, if you cover our expenses and pay us, I will certainly be willing to relinquish my military authority and entrust the royal family with my troops. As Sir Polidoro wishes, I’ll happily listen to orders from above without uttering a word of complaint.”


  The marquess beside her nodded with agreement. Many lords exchanged a glance and began to chatter among themselves.


  “Then the royal family shall cover all fees,” Queen Liesenlotte said. She clapped her hands. “When it comes to military service against the nomads, I won’t let the lords pay for their troops’ food and supplies. And it won’t just be supplies either; the royal family shall cover every cost incurred during this time. Of course, we shall also pay for any fees required when reforming the military.”


  The lords who were conscripted to tackle the nomads of the north glanced at one another before they nodded. They turned to face Her Majesty.


  “Well, I suppose this isn’t the best way to phrase things, but I shall keep it simple,” the queen said. Her presence commanded so much attention in the room that people forgot that I had given an impassioned speech mere moments ago. “I’ll give you money, so listen to the royal family in return.”


  The Anhaltish royal family was using its wealth to settle the discussion. All I could do was gaze up at Her Majesty, my hands still atop my lap. For a moment, she cast me an endearing glance.


  “Now then, Sir Polidoro,” she said. “Your wish has been granted. Will this be a suitable arrangement for you?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty,” I replied.


  This was the very definition of brute force. She’d used the royal family’s coin to bring everyone together.


  “I feel like I’ve been reduced to a foolish jester,” I muttered.


  “Not exactly,” Her Majesty replied. “When you tried to form a geas, your actions struck a chord with me. I cannot deny it. But Sir Polidoro, as you can see, you’ve forced my hand quite a bit.”


  She ordered her corps to release the pastoress of Cologne. I was glad to see that she wasn’t injured. 


  “I won’t tell you to form a geas, nor will I order you to put your life on the line,” she said, flashing me a wry smile. “In exchange, since you made me, the queen, go to such extremes… If the nomadic empire doesn’t arrive to invade our kingdom, you’ve caused a fuss and riled us all up for nothing. You’ll have to prepare yourself for a bit of punishment then, Knight of Wrath.”


   


  ***


   


  Seven years passed. Queen Liesenlotte successfully managed to unify the military, and a year after I failed to make my geas, I managed to completely eradicate the nomads of the north. Her Majesty stood at the helm and took charge, and her flawless orders allowed us to achieve victory. It’d be remiss of me if I failed to mention the work Princess Anastasia and Duke Astarte did on the battlefield. They certainly fought well, but Her Majesty was the most impressive.


  The queen excelled in domestic affairs, and thanks to the wealth that she was able to distribute, she was able to reform the military. Ultimately, there was no need for me to do much.


  Self-deprecation is no good, I told myself. Throughout the battle, I became close with the margrave and the marquess, and they told me that I had made the right decision. The only issue they had was that I’d tried to perform a geas, a taboo ritual. I ought to treasure my life a bit more, they said. The words of consolation were laced with a warning. And I agree.


  “I wonder what would’ve happened if I had made that geas,” I muttered.


  I was in the garden of the royal palace. Would I have died for breaking it? After all, the nomadic empire hadn’t ended up venturing west to Anhalt. Or more precisely, they had arrived. It took them a mere two years instead of seven. The grand duchies to the east of Villendorf were completely destroyed, hardly serving as obstacles for the enemy.


  Anhalt was able to remain calm and collected precisely because I’d made a prophecy and spurred military reform. We worked together with Villendorf, who readied their forces as well, to fight against the theoretical Mongolians. Still, it wasn’t enough. Both Anhalt and Villendorf couldn’t muster enough soldiers, and for some inexplicable reason, the Holy Gusten Empire, which had warned us of the threat, became silent. I’d relied on the empire to send us reinforcements and hoped that they could offer us some semblance of support.


  Queen Liesenlotte suspected the empire had made plans of its own and decided to forsake Anhalt and Villendorf. Her tone was nonchalant, as though this didn’t concern her. I couldn’t help but cry out at how casual she seemed, but Her Majesty told me that she’d never expected much from the Holy Gusten Empire anyway. 


  Unlike me, who’d assumed that we would receive some sort of help, she’d anticipated the empire would give us nothing. She was right; the Holy Gusten Empire wasn’t going to help us, and I was wrong to make assumptions. I was the naïve fool who, in my ignorance, jumped to the conclusion that we’d receive aid. 


  If I’d known that this would happen, we could’ve gone to the empire and done something… But it was too late—the time when everything could’ve been said and done had passed. No matter how much I agonized, it wouldn’t change anything now. I’ll at least prepare myself for death. 


  I did everything that I could, and I was determined to protect my Polidoro fief. For my land, I would do anything. If I needed to go berserk on the battlefield until I died, that was what I would do. All I needed was a few moments to steel myself. But in the end, even doing that proved to be useless.


  “I couldn’t have foreseen that the moment Toqto’a Khan conquered the grand duchy of the east, she’d pass away,” I muttered.


  Her cause of death was apparently suffocation; she’d choked on a tropical fruit that was offered to her. Was it from a piece of banana or papaya? Or maybe it was a rare fruit like durian. I would never know, and would never be able to confirm the truth. No matter the case, Toqto’a had died. 


  But maybe this Middle Ages world with fantasy elements tends to follow actual history from my world. I certainly wouldn’t be surprised if that were the case. 


  Back on Earth, the invasion of Europe had come to a screeching halt with the death of Ögedei Khan. The Mongolians were by no means weak (on the contrary, they were too powerful), and they weren’t losing the war either. They had to retreat because of internal turmoil.


  And so, the conclusion was that everything I had desperately stated and prophesied wasn’t totally wrong. We were right to be vigilant, but ultimately, the nomadic empire never arrived in Anhalt because of its own affairs. 


  Jesus, how can she die from food suffocation? What a hilarious way to go. 


  Thanks to that, our kingdom was spared. If we had ever clashed with the nomads at their full power, we would’ve almost certainly lost.


  “I would’ve probably died if I swore a geas,” I said.


  The reason geasa were taboo in this world was likely because of the rather unreasonable circumstances that the victim shackled themselves to. A geas was less forgiving than I imagined. Since the nomads didn’t come, the oath wouldn’t be nullified because of the circumstances. My prediction was wrong, and I would have had to pay the consequences. I assumed that God would’ve smote me on the spot. Now that I knew how this would’ve all played out, I was glad that I hadn’t made the oath. What else could I say? 


  And for that, I had to thank Queen Liesenlotte while receiving proper punishment.


  “If the nomadic empire doesn’t arrive to invade our kingdom, you’ve caused a fuss and riled us all up for nothing,” the queen had said. “You’ll have to prepare yourself for a bit of punishment then, Knight of Wrath.” 


  That was my promise, and of course, I wouldn’t flee from whatever penalty would come my way. Worst case, if I was sentenced to death, I would happily accept it so long as I was allowed to leave behind a child who would take over my fief. However, according to Her Majesty, the marquess, and the margrave, if I were killed for my crimes, the Anhalt Kingdom would suffer a tremendous loss.


  If we were to analyze the situation leading up to the halting of the nomads’ invasion, my predictions weren’t wholly off. The queen, the margrave, and the marquess protected me, claiming that it would be far too heartless to kill me off as a criminal due to some sort of unforeseen circumstance. And so, I was told that I would be punished in a different way.


  “Here I am now,” I murmured.


  As I stood within the royal palace talking to myself, a child clutched at my pants—a little boy, a rarity in this world. He was a child made between me and Queen Liesenlotte.


  “Hmmm?” I wondered. I tilted my head to one side, unsure if this was actually any sort of punishment. I couldn’t understand it.


  “Her Majesty has claimed that she wants to test your sincerity,” the marquess had said. “Queen Catalina of Villendorf agreed to peace in exchange for you providing her with a child. Do you understand why? It’s because your blood, the blood of a superhuman, is a rarity, and thus is extremely valuable. I understand that this might be a touch humiliating for a man like you…”


  The marquess clearly misunderstood my apprehensions, casting a sympathetic glance at me and giving me some words of comfort before I entered the queen’s bedroom. 


  Uh, I’m not against this arrangement. I like Queen Catalina romantically, and unlike the men of this world, I feel no shame in sleeping with women, no matter who they are.


  I’d only protected my chastity until now because if I played around with other women, an already unpopular man like me would lose any sliver of hope for gaining any sort of bride to the Polidoro fief. Admittedly, I’d been a virgin even before I came into this peculiar world, so I still didn’t know what it felt like to sleep with a woman.


  “Sir Polidoro, your claims of the nomadic tribes venturing west weren’t totally wrong,” Her Majesty whispered. “However, as you know, our preparations were for naught. I won’t take your life, but I must have you pay with your sincerity. Sincerity, Sir Polidoro. I won’t fault the Polidoro fief for what you’ve done, but I must have you show your honesty to me as a man. Do you understand?”


  After I entered her room, the queen brought her lips close to my ears and told me of my punishment. In short, Queen Liesenlotte wished for my body as a show of my sincerity. The result of our union was the little boy, now around four years old, who stood by me and tugged on my pants.


  It was clear that he wanted some attention, and I petted his head. My son, who didn’t speak yet, closed his eyes happily. This wasn’t at all bad. At least my child wasn’t an issue. But my legal wife, Princess Valiele, who now lived in my fief, looked genuinely taken aback.


  “Seriously? My mother laid her hands on her daughter’s husband?!” she gasped. “And she even bore my husband’s child?”


  It was clear that the princess was unhappy with her mother. Still, I felt like I was to blame—Her Highness feared any sort of punishment that the Polidoro fief would receive, so she wisely chose to avoid filing a complaint. 


  My problems started from there. Because I had caused a fuss and troubled everyone, I had to display my sincerity to this kingdom. So, I visited many ladies’ bedrooms—women who were far above my own rank. I had to pay my dues to those in Anhalt who’d protected a humble knight like me.


  This included Duke Astarte, Princess Anastasia, and the marquess’s granddaughter. I also joined the margrave’s daughter in bed (and she treated me well), along with a crowd of other women. Er, well, I didn’t really hate this arrangement, admittedly. Since I still held my sexual values from my past life, sleeping with so many women wasn’t much cause for concern. Truth be told, I had a ton of fun. I almost outwardly expressed joy many times, but on the surface, this was a show of my sincerity. This was a punishment shackled upon me, Faust Polidoro.


  Because I retained knowledge from my previous life, I knew exactly what the women wanted when they spent their time in the bedroom with me. Er, well, it felt very immoral, like we were doing something wrong. From society’s point of view, Queen Liesenlotte, Duke Astarte, Princess Anastasia, the marquess’s granddaughter, and the margrave’s daughter were the ones who protected me from any public backlash. And so, when they spent time in bed with me, supposedly because I had to do so to demonstrate my good faith, it felt like we were committing some sort of forbidden act. It made us all feel extremely excited by this idea, as though they were forcing me to be in bed with them. How could I tell them that I was secretly ecstatic about spending time with them in bed? That would ruin the mood. Thus, I maintained my silence about how happy I was. However, this gave me a touch of trouble.


  If I were to view the situation through my values from my previous life, it showed that I loved my kingdom. Because of my patriotism, I’d done my best to encourage everyone to act. Unfortunately, my premonition had been wrong, so the nation stripped me of my freedom and even forced me to become a male knight in charge of taking care of the women’s sexual desires.


  I was practically imprisoned in the Anhalt royal palace, hardly able to return to my fief. I found myself surrounded by the royal family and high-ranked nobles. It was a rather awkward position. I couldn’t deny these women their strange desires, and I would feel bad if I did so. An odd sense of sympathy grew within my heart. I felt like a middle schooler who had his porno mag discovered by his mom, only to have it gently placed back on his desk as an act of understanding.


  I wanted to support people’s fetishes as much as possible. And so, I instead whispered sweet words of love in each woman’s ear for every romp in bed—that I didn’t mind spending the night with them. They seemed incredibly happy with my confessions. The royal palace became filled with the children that I had with those women. Queen Liesenlotte even gave special orders that allowed all my children—even those that I made with other nobles—to live with me. I still managed to squeeze in a few trips to the Polidoro fief a year; I just couldn’t visit as often as I liked.


  It made me lonely to know that I was unable to constantly protect my fief, but Princess Valiele knew how to skillfully manage my land, and I had nothing to worry about. 


  So, I just want to say…


  “Yeah, this is a happy ending too, I guess,” I said.


  I still couldn’t rid myself of this guilt; I felt like I was doing something nefarious to the ladies or tricking them. But that was something that I had to live with.


  “Found you, daddy!” a little girl shouted. She was the daughter I had with Princess Anastasia.


  I decided to temporarily forget that sense of guilt and play with my children. 


  Yeah. This is undoubtedly a happy ending, and I’ve got no issues. I don’t know what to say to the ladies who’ve got odd desires of me, but that can be for another day. 


  I walked over to my daughter, who had just found me, and petted her head.
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  Afterword


   


  THANK YOU FOR READING THE THIRD VOLUME and continuing this series! I must thank each and ­every one of you readers. I’m not sure how I can overcome the even thicker wall of publishing a fourth volume, but if awesome readers like you continue to purchase and support this series, another sequel is very much a possibility.


  Thank you to those who read the web novel version and still purchased this volume, and to those who simply bought the published version. I thank each of you from the bottom of my heart. 


  Now, I’d like to discuss the third volume a bit. I added some parts for this third volume and edited any glaring and obvious issues for the reader. I really hope I was able to fix them all. If you do find any issues with the text, please refer to Melon22’s amazing illustrations. I hope those will satisfy you. 


  I’d like to thank my editor, who bravely supported me as I worked on this volume. I cannot thank them enough. They were always quick to advise me and offer their ­support. Speaking of advice, I apologize for adding some rejected manuscripts to the bonus stories (I’m ­terrible at writing short stories). I was able to write a third installment of bonus stories due to the hard work of my editor. I’d like to extend my deepest thanks here.


  If a fourth volume of this series is published, I’d like to do what I’ve been doing and add bits and pieces or revise some points to create a satisfying fourth installment (the fourth arc is actually riddled with issues, and I have to really fix a ton of things). I’d be ecstatic if you bought the next volume when it’s released. 


  I shall strive to satisfy any new readers who’ve joined me since purchasing my books, or those who’ve been with me since the web novel version. I’ll do it if it’s the last thing I do! 


  I’d also like to announce that this series has been serialized as a manga on Comic Gardo, an online manga service from Overlap. It’s drawn by Yanase Kotatsu! I mentioned this in the second volume’s afterword as well, but I feel truly blessed that this series is in the hands of a skilled mangaka. Frankly, the manga version is done well, so much better than I expected, and each character’s personality and uniqueness really shines through. Princess Valiele’s adorableness is the real eye-catcher for me!


  I’d love it if you could check it out on the official site and consider purchasing the volumes when they’re released.


  I pray that we meet again in the fourth volume!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Get the latest news about your favorite Seven Seas books and brand-new licenses delivered to your inbox every week:


  Sign up for our newsletter!


  Or visit us online:


  gomanga.com/newsletter
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