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      The forty-ninth Emperor of Astandalas, Aurelius of the house of Yr, walked his horse slowly up the long sloping meadow that ran from river-town to the hill-top villa that was his destination. The air was cool, the sun warm on his bare head. It smelled of green grass, distant flowers, the hint of cattle.

      He tasted the sunlight, drinking it in almost thirstily. It had been grey and wet all winter, which he had spent in a miserable encampment at the edge of a reeking estuary. He had not intended to winter there, but had been caught by early snow in the passes, and so made the best of it.

      It was an ironworks, one of many serving his armies. He had toured it, then been trapped there, learning more than he had ever imagined to of how iron was made. They cut down trees to feed the fires that burned constantly: fires to make charcoal, fires to bloom the iron, fires to purify it, fires to forge it. The camp had been choked by a heavy blanket of smoke and fog, and even when the wind blew the air clear all you could see were the denuded hillsides and sticky grey mud of the place.

      Aurelius’s horse pricked its ears forward, its step lighter than it had been. The gelding was feeling the spring, the sunlight, the fresh air, the grass. Aurelius patted its neck with a gentle hand, grateful for the horse’s easy companionship.

      He had left the ironworks as soon as the pass was clear enough to cross. It had been a strange winter for him, as close to idle as he could ever remember being. He had only a few books with him, and there were few in the camp; he’d read the three books of poetry owned by the ironworks’ supervisor several times over. One of them had been a book of lyric poems, all about love and idleness, gardens and repose. He had studied them intently, over the winter, to the supervisor’s bemusement. And his own, to be truthful. It was the first time Aurelius could remember studying anything that was not explicitly about either war or statecraft.

      He had spoken to the ironworkers: all of them, by the end of the winter. By the end of the winter they were willing to speak to him, almost forgetting the gulf between them. He had learned of their homes, their families, their quiet hopes, their small quirks of personality. Which carved scrimshaw in his spare time; which sang; which sketched the others in quick lines of charcoal or chalk on slate.

      He had listened to their songs, the rough carousing ones, the quiet melancholy ballads, the rousing martial airs. Some of them were about his own campaigns, and he listened quietly, a cup of watered wine in his hand, learning how they pictured him.

      He had had a great deal of time to think.

      He had left the camp two weeks ago, crossing the pass to find his household retainers waiting for him. He had had one servant with him to visit the camp, which had been supposed to be only a half-week’s journey, through the pass, an overnight, and back out again. His retainers had been relieved to see him, but as he listened to their reports, glad to know that all had been well through the winter, he could not help but be a trifle reluctant to return to his usual state.

      He had started towards the capital, then been forced to take a different road due to a flooding river, and when he had come out into the upper regions of the Gwair, his mother’s country, he had remembered his mother’s old general, and all the questions and inclinations of the winter had crystallized around the desire to see him. In his mother’s stories Winfer had been wise, and gifted at seeing things others didn’t.

      He might be a wizard, his mother had whispered to him, but not a wizard as his father’s people knew the term. They were learned men, whose magic was a thing of instruments and will. Her people considered them magicians; a true wizard, she told him, was one who saw things truly and worked to bring that truth to light.

      Aurelius had magicians coming out of his ears, it sometimes felt like. But there were no wizards such as his mother described in any of his armies.

      He had left his retainers continuing towards Astandalas, moving slowly with their trains of supplies and men. As far as they knew he had taken his manservant, but the man had come to Aurelius out of his mother’s household, and his own people lived in the river-town below his destination.

      Thus he rode, for perhaps the first time in his life, alone.

      No one in sight knew him as anything but a travelling lord, well-armed and well-appointed despite his lack of retinue. Without name or land his armour must be a gift from his own powerful lord—and so he was left alone.

      Aurelius kept his posture correct, his shoulders back so his black cape hung properly over his horse’s hindquarters. This was friendly territory, his own friendly territory, so his formal heavy armour was left with his pack-house and manservant at the man’s family-run inn, and he wore only a long mail hauberk with a plain black surcoat over it. Only his signet ring proclaimed his rank, to any of sufficient rank to recognize it.

      The air was fresh, springlike; there were birds singing. Aurelius let his horse walk at its own pace, listening to the birdsong. No alarm-calls, no warnings, no distress-signals. Merely the sweet songs of a spring morning, courtship and territorial defence.

      He let himself enjoy the sound for the length of time it took to walk up the lane. Soon enough he would be back on the road, in the midst of the jingle and stamp of horses and men, any birdsong inaudible above their noises. For now he could listen and accept that there were no enemies anywhere close.

      The villa ahead of him was beautiful, graceful pillars and white stone. He had been told in the town that the lord owned all this side of the valley, and that he was a good master, taking reasonable rents, assisting when trouble came to those below him. Aurelius had been doubting his course more and more with every step his horse took away from his retainers, but that news steadied him.

      He would, at least, present his request. It was not an order; that was why he had come alone.
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      Someone had been watching, for when he reached the villa’s gate there were a handful of people waiting. A young groom, he guessed, and the white-haired old man in good cloth must be the person he had come to see. A middle-aged woman was probably a daughter or housekeeper or both; she had that orderly, pleasant air, and shared some features with the old man, but not so close that she was necessarily blood kin.

      Aurelius stopped his horse at a polite distance and dismounted. His mail settled around him with a slithering, chinking sound, usually so familiar as to be unnoticeable, but here, in this peaceful courtyard, with no other weapon or armour in sight, it seemed loud.

      He was not wearing a helm or even a hat, relishing the opportunity to ride bareheaded, freely, almost at peace. He looped his reins over his arm and focused his attention on the old man.

      “Sayo Winfer?” he asked politely. W was a hard sound for him, but he had practiced it in preparation, remembering his mother teaching him a handful of names from her own country.

      The old man stepped forward, his hand coming out in a kind of recognition, almost supplication. Aurelius let him approach, not resisting as the man gently touched his face, lifted his chin, peered into his eyes.

      It was rather an odd feeling, to have a stranger look so deeply on him. Most people, he knew, found his eyes rather uncanny, and of course as the emperor he dared not let many come close.

      “You have a familiar look,” the old man said, dropping his hand and stepping back. His voice belied his age, being rich and strong; Aurelius could understand why he was still remembered as a great orator. “I am Winfer, yes. Whose son are you?”

      Aurelius smiled involuntarily at the question, which no one had ever bothered to ask him before. “My mother was Berwalla,” he said simply, “and my father Zamyr. I am Aurelius.”

      The woman gasped, her hand coming up to her mouth, but Winfer merely looked at him with a sad, thoughtful expression.

      “Yes, I thought so,” he said. “Berwalla’s golden boy. Be welcome, then, for the love I bore your mother.”

      Aurelius inclined his head in courteous gratitude, and when the young boy came up handed over his horse’s reins. “Thank you,” he said. “I had hoped you would remember her with fondness.”

      “She is dead, then.”

      “She died of a fever some ten years ago,” Aurelius said, the grief old and blunted in his heart. “I am sorry I was unable to visit you before, but the empire is wide and I have been on its farther borders until this past winter.”

      The old man gave him a strange look, but instead of responding directly turned to the woman. “Prepare a guest room, and refreshments,” he instructed her, and when she had bobbed a sort of curtsey turned to Aurelius. “Please, come inside, and be at your ease. Would you change out of your war-gear? I swear to you on your mother’s memory that you are as my own grandson in my house.”
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