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The battle was over, and everywhere, as far as I could see, were the dead bodies of my comrades and the enemy. I seemed to be the only one alive: soldiers who had fought so gallantly for me in a two-year campaign - which had taken us from the eastern edges of the continent to where I was standing now - were spirits in the free wind. I had to see if there was anybody on the battlefield stirring in the same uniform I was wearing myself, regardless of rank. However, as I looked around, it was clear the uniforms of the soldiers were stained with blood - spilled for our empire and their glory – and it was impossible to tell who was who.

But something urged me on. It was my duty, so I began slowly checking the epaulettes and collars of the soldiers, trying to distinguish my men from our foes. My own uniform was bloodied too, yet only on the left arm where I had been grazed by a sabre. The cavalry officer responsible was dead a few feet away from me, and his pale, lifeless face recorded indelibly the pain of his last seconds. I jumped and I hopped, avoiding body after body, walking across the battlefield. The waste of life was obvious but I knew I should be joyous as I was still alive. Yes, I was their emperor, their field marshal, but one without an army to lead, and a field marshal without an army was nothing.

I heard a cry in the distance. 

I walked across the battlefield which seemed to go on endlessly, trying to find the exact location where the scream was coming from. All I knew he was speaking my language and from it I could tell he was in pain and needed help. Finally, I managed to find the soldier – a private, no more than a teenager.

“Okay, soldier, where’s the pain?” I asked him. I knelt down and stroked his blood-stained forehead.

“In... my... back,” he replied with great effort.

He could have been shot or struck with a bayonet. I didn’t want to turn him over in case I disturbed the wound or ruptured something.

“What happened, soldier – were you shot?”

“Yes.”

He was turning pale and losing blood quickly. It was a miracle he was still alive. I turned him over in desperation and he shrieked out in pain. His back was drenched in blood.

“I’m going to locate the wound, soldier,” I said to him soothingly.

He was losing consciousness, and I think he was unaware of what I was saying.

I probed my finger along his back until I found the hole. I put my finger inside the entry wound and felt for the bullet but it was too far in. Experience was telling me he was not going to survive. I put my ear to his chest: his breathing was now shallow. Next, I checked his pulse: it, too, was weak. I decided to stay with him until the inevitable happened.

When he did die, I said a prayer for his soul and closed his eyes for him. I then moved on to see who else I could find alive within the carnage.

I had fought for many years and fought many battles, never knowing defeat. This had put in me a sense of superiority to other soldiers and – as some had said – had made me arrogant. They had been right, of course, but only in the way I had led my men into battle and forced them to become the best army the world had ever seen. Some had said of me there had been no greater soldier since Alexander the Great or Attila the Hun. They had said the history books did not lie and my glorious victories were there forever. Whatever the truth, the reality was that it didn’t matter what the historians had written about me in the past, as my army had been destroyed and my men slaughtered. This alone was evidence enough I had failed in my task. 

With this in mind, I took off my field marshal’s uniform and threw it on the ground, leaving it there. Naked to the waist and with only my boots and pants giving away I was a soldier, I walked off towards the horizon. I did not know why I was doing it other than it felt that going there would release me from the torment and bring me to my family, or if not that, to the forgotten memories of my childhood, because it had been then – when I had been a child – that the pangs of a military life had gripped me. 

My father and his father had been doctors, savers of life, healers, while I had wanted none of that profession, which caused them much sorrow when I told them.

I entered the military academy as a fourteen-year-old, sure in the fact what I had chosen would make me happy. I chose to become an artillery officer like my hero from Corsica. Studying geometry and mathematics and applying them to the art of warfare gave me boundless pleasure. My teachers at the academy were of the best quality and I had few problems learning from them and using the theoretical knowledge gained in practical situations. 

I left the academy with the rank of second lieutenant and married a woman called Eliza whose father was a brigadier in the cavalry. With his help and with my own ability I climbed the ranks very quickly. My first experience of combat came when I made the rank of colonel and was in charge of my own artillery battalion. The battle went well and my losses minimal, and because of it I was promoted yet again. This went on and on, year after year, battle after battle until I found myself at the age of forty-three at the head of our army. No man in my nation’s history had ever accomplished what I had in such a short time, and I was naturally proud of my achievements along with my wife and five children. 

I led my country on, bringing glory to it. Every other nation trembled at the sight of our troops. My ambition grew and I wanted more. I would not be stopped and, with God’s love and justice behind me with Christianity, my final goal was the Asiatic lands of the Middle East and China. I wanted to eradicate the stain of Islam and the Dragon forever, leaving only European sentiment with a Christian piety.

And that was what I did, leaving no trace of those former civilisations. I crowned myself emperor of the world and master of everything with no limit to my power. People loved me and worshipped me in the form of statues and monuments. Children visited my palace, giving me flowers and kissing me on the cheek with their sweet lips. Poets wrote elegies about me and composers created great works for my ears. I wrote magnificent laws that made the laws created by the Romans seem mere childish
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