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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.”

      Aurelius felt both a great relief, for this boded well for his purpose, and a kind of astonishment for this expression. Surely an offer hospitality would have been sufficient? He remembered his mother’s stories of what hospitality meant, that a guest under the roof was always to be considered as sacred, that the gods themselves guarded their safety.

      “Thank you,” he said, and when the woman came back followed her to a simple but elegant guest room. She brought him clean garments in the local style, loose trousers and tunic of good linen, with a kind of surcoat in fine wool to go over it. There was a basin of water, and Aurelius washed as thoroughly as he could before changing into the new clothes.

      He hesitated over his sword-belt with the leather already around his waist, his hands on the buckle. He always wore a sword; always. Even in the palace, he wore it, reminding anyone who looked upon him that he was a warrior, first and foremost; that he fought for them.

      But he knew, of course he knew, that in the dwellings of family one did not need to wear a sword. It would be an intolerable rudeness, if he were to disregard Winfer’s offer of hospitality, that Aurelius should be as a grandson in his house.

      His father, Aurelius remembered, had taken off his sword-belt, left it to one side, when he came to visit his mother. Aurelius hesitated, and then he set down the sword, the leather belt wrapped loosely around the scabbard so the hilt was clear, on the bench against the wall.

      It was good to leave his mail off; he felt light, almost light-headed, as he went out and found a servant to guide him to his host.

      The old man, his mother’s old general, sat on a sunny porch. Vines were trained overhead, just leafing out now; in the heat of the summer they would provide welcome shade and, later, fruit. Aurelius glanced up at them a little wistfully, remembering a garden his mother had had when he was young.

      Winfer invited him to sit, then offered him a plate of bread and salt, a goblet of rich red wine. Hospitality, according to his mother’s teachings. Aurelius broke off a piece of bread, sprinkled it with salt, ate the morsel; drank a small sip of the wine, which was very good.

      From here the view was of the back side of the villa. Instead of the rich green meadows, there were orderly rows of vines to the right, a chequerboard pattern of fruit trees to the left. The fruit trees were in blossom, all pink and white; their fragrance was what he’d been able to scent on the wind. Farther off were more fields, arable land and pasture.

      Winfer watched him with the same grave thoughtfulness with which he’d first greeted him. He drank wine, ate bread, himself, and Aurelius relaxed another fraction. Now the hospitality was sealed.

      The old man was hale, his frame still strong, his eyes still keen. They were blue; his skin was pale and papery. He had a depth to him, a stillness to his presence, and Aurelius felt some inner part of him turning curiously to that depth, that stillness. He took a deep breath, settling himself.

      “I remember hearing that your father died, oh, these five winters past,” Winfer said.

      Aurelius accepted this conversational sally. “Yes, that’s correct. I was crowned the month following.”

      It was due to Winfer, everyone had always said, that Aurelius’ mother had been empress-consort, and not a mere concubine, and thus Aurelius, of all his father’s sons, was the one to take the throne. He was also the eldest, but that had not always been a matter of importance to the succession.

      It was also due to Winfer that this land, the land of the Gwair, was so peaceful and prosperous, for his brilliance in war had been met with a brilliance in negotiation when it came to peace.

      The Gwair were a solid, comforting presence on the eastern flank of the empire on Ysthar, holding all the land from the coasts of the inland seas to the northern walls of ice. Aurelius had been so grateful they were there, solid allies of his from his mother’s side. They sent retainers to his household, men to swell his armies, and they guarded their outer borders well. He had not had to turn here to put down uprisings or the creeping, insidious challenges from outside enemies.

      “Five winters you have been emperor,” Winfer repeated. “And at war for all of them, I think.”

      Or all but this past one, stuck in that ironworks camp, far from the armies that were holding his borders.

      “The emperors have been at war for generations,” Aurelius replied, for that was the legacy of his father’s family: a vast empire, always crumbling at one border while expanding at another, yet rich in tribute and trade for all that. “I myself have been leading soldiers for seven years.”

      Winfer nodded solemnly. “And how many winters have you?”

      Aurelius lifted his chin. Few gainsaid him on this account now, but it still happened. “One-and-twenty.”

      Winfer closed his eyes. “So young. Is that the custom among your father’s people?”

      “It was unusual,” Aurelius replied. “My father thought me able to the challenge, however.”

      “As your deeds have proven. We have heard of them even here. I had not thought you so young.”

      Aurelius did not say anything, though he felt a stir of pride at his accomplishment. He sipped his wine and looked at the bucolic landscape. The sun was so kind on his face, the air so clean, so alive. He was not sure he’d sat in such a beautiful place, at his ease, in years. When he was at the palace for the winter tributes it was not easy like this. His mother’s gardens were all gone.

      “What brings you here to see me, young emperor? You came with no armies; not even your retainers.”

      “I did not think I should need them, in my mother’s country,” Aurelius said.

      He paused a moment, gathering his thoughts together, but everything he had seen so far said he was right to come to this man.

      His father had given him books to study, all the generals of old, all the accounts of war and history. He had been trained in arms since childhood, arms and the art of war, and statecraft too. There were others who would not have been able to hold the throne of Astandalas if they’d taken it at sixteen.

      He had spent the winter, forced into idleness by the mountains, thinking of what it meant to be an emperor, and what lay before him—and what could lie before him, if he were able to find the way to it.

      “I have come,” he said at last, plainly and simply, the way he felt most comfortable speaking, the way his mother had been, the way Winfer himself was, “to ask for your wisdom.”

      Winfer regarded him for a long, pensive moment. Aurelius did not fidget; people stared at him far too much and too often for that; he sank instead into himself, the precarious balance stable as two feet square on the ground.

      The birds seemed very loud. Perhaps they were in the pergola above him, hidden behind the translucent, still-folded leaves.

      “And what wisdom might that be, young emperor?”

      Aurelius had already humbled himself beyond measure, coming without retinue and regalia, asking for hospitality, asking for aid. He set himself and spoke again plainly. “Your wisdom in making war, and ending it, Winfer.”

      Surprise sparkled briefly in the old man’s eyes. “You have many great generals; even here I have heard that you yourself are one. And if you wished for the wisdom of old warriors, your father and your father’s father had many. Why come to me? I was on the side that lost.”

      Aurelius looked away deliberately, out at the orderly vines, the flowering orchard, the distant cattle grazing in lush meadows, the farmer tilling good black earth behind a team of white oxen, the bells and the sowing-song coming faintly through the air.

      “They are not retired to peace and prosperity,” Aurelius said. “I want this for my empire, sir. I will fight my father’s wars, my grandfather’s wars; I will hold the empire they gave to me. But I am not only my father’s son, and my mother’s last words to me were a plea that I remember that life is more than war.”
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      Winfer did not answer him immediately. He sat there, looking out over his villa’s lands. Everywhere Aurelius looked he could see more of the same: no signs of war, and many signs of growth.

      There were calves nuzzling at the cows in the field across a small lane. There were small buildings, thatched with golden straw, their walls a clean limed white. There were geese somewhere, honking pleasantly, and the sun poured down over all.

      Aurelius sat there, feeling the light as almost a physical thing, more than warmth, as if it were puddling in his left hand as it lay cupped on his knee.

      He felt as if he had been so long in shadows all this winter, in that foggy, smokey, cloud-capped camp. The sky over the valley had been flat grey, and the mud a paler grey, sticky and drying to chalk-like powder, gritty in his hair, his eyes, his nose, his mouth, even his ears. He had never been able to see the sea that was supposed to be on the other side of the cape.

      It was good to be clean and safe, in the sunlight and fresh air.

      “You are tired of war?” Winfer asked.

      Aurelius had closed his eyes so he could tip his head to the sun, and he lowered his head now, blushing for his discourtesy. “The people are tired,” he said. “The land is tired. I have hopes that there is another way.”

      “There will always be enemies.”

      “Then let me fight them, and not those who offer me no insult.”

      Winfer smiled at him. “I see why you brought no armies with you.”

      “I did not think they would serve a purpose, and I was taught to act with purpose, Winfer.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” the old general said softly. “And your purpose in coming to see me was to find what secret I have, that I could leave behind war and find peace?”

      “That you could build peace,” Aurelius said, looking sharply at him.

      “It is much the same thing.”

      Aurelius wanted to protest that statement, which seemed to him a false and fawning triteness, but he remembered that he had come to learn from this old man, who had been a great general before his parents had ever seen each other, and so he bit his tongue and held his peace.

      Such as it was; he could not help the bitter reflection that his peace was all borrowed from this man, too.

      “Let us walk amongst the green and growing things,” Winfer said, standing up from his chair. He had a stick to his hand, a smoothly polished staff, but otherwise he stood tall and strong. He must have been a formidable warrior in his day, Aurelius thought, standing to follow.

      They walked off the terrace and down a path, first gravelled and then earth beaten smooth, towards the orchard. “Almonds,” the old general said, as they passed under the froth of blossom. The trees were full of bees, their song softer, gentler, than the buzzing of flies with which Aurelius was far more familiar.

      The orchard formed a kind of square; on the farther side was a gate in a laid hedge, and on the other side a green lane angled down between fields and pastures.

      Aurelius cast a swift glance around, assessing potential ambush sites, pitfalls, and lines of escape and defence. He was pleasantly impressed to see that Winfer had clearly designed many elements of his landscape to be defensible. Aurelius could see at least three rings of potential earthworks and moats, perfect for a defence in depth should the villa be attacked.

      Winfer watched him, smiling wryly, and continued down the lane towards the series of ponds that curved around this side of the hill and formed a partial moat for the more vulnerable barns and outbuildings. Aurelius matched his pace to the old man’s, his hands swinging at his sides. He wished he had his sword; he was not accustomed to being abroad without it.

      There was a bench on the inner side of the ponds, near a narrow causeway running between the two larger one. Several white geese were swimming on one of the ponds, and a handful of black-and-grey ducks on the other. Winfer sat down on the bench and folded his hands across the top of his walking stick.

      Aurelius stood a few feet away, looking up at the outbuildings on the hill above them and admiring how they were sheer, unwindowed walls, stout and strong. A pulley hung out, with a winch, no doubt so water could be lifted from the ponds if necessary.

      The view here was of more undulating hills and valleys. The more distant ones were thickly forested, with clearings suggesting the farmlands around other villas and towns. Nearer to hand were more fields, some bare and some with the bright green of new growth, and many pastures of animals: sheep, cattle, horses, more white geese.

      The sky was clear blue, the sun bright, white clouds puffing serenely by. Aurelius stepped carefully to the bank and looked down into the pond. Below the orange feet of the paddling geese were great dark shapes of fish.

      “Carp,” Winfer said. “Excellent eating in their season. And good, too, for fortune-telling.”

      Aurelius turned to look at him. “Are you a sooth-sayer, then, sir?”

      One called upon the soothsayers before any grand undertaking, whether battle or building. Aurelius had been watching them cast lots or read the entrails since he was a boy, and had mostly been unimpressed by their accuracy. He could do better listening to the wind and the weight of the sunlight, the depth of the shadows, before a battle.

      “At times, when the magic seems to want to flow. It is not my calling.” The old man regarded him with intent eyes. “What of you?”

      “I consult the soothsayers as is appropriate,” he said evenly.

      Winfer appeared surprised. He seemed to wish to say something, but frowned and looked away instead.

      “Is that not what you meant?” Aurelius asked curiously.

      “I meant your own magic.”

      Aurelius laughed. “Mine? I have none, or none beyond what is given me by virtue of my position. I can open the gates between worlds my forefathers made, and close them again, and say the prayers and so on, but the priests, the magicians, the soothsayers, they all say there’s no other magic in me.”

      Winfer leaned forward over his staff. “That’s what the priests say. What do you say? You, with those golden eyes—”

      “They say that comes down my father’s line. The pictures, the writings, of the earliest emperors show them with golden eyes. Children of the Sun, they say.”

      “And great magic-workers were they, too. You are Berwalla’s golden son, yes. She saw magic in you, I’m told.”

      Aurelius felt a shiver run down the back of his neck. “Told by whom?”

      “My good wife went to visit her once, when she fell ill. She wanted a familiar face, Berwalla did, in that strange house your father took her to.”

      The palace in Astandalas was a strange house, Aurelius granted. He did not like it very much; it felt soaked with blood and grief, and he always felt heavy and downhearted when he was there, as if the stones were piled on top of his head.

      But that was not magic, surely? None of the magicians and priests ever mentioned such a feeling. They spoke of the voices of the gods whispering in their ears, or the way they could turn words and salt and stones and blood into power.

      Aurelius could turn words and salt and stones and blood into power, too. He could not call down the winds or raise up a fog, but he could call up an army or persuade a city to surrender. Everyone fought for salt; for words; for stones; for blood.

      “My good wife said there was sunlight in the room when you were born, for all that it was night.”

      Aurelius was silent.

      “It is said by the priests,” he said finally, “that I have the gods’ luck on me, for I am so often victorious in battle; because I so often know where to go, before any scouts or scryings can give hint of danger or opportunity.”

      “And what do you say?” Winfer asked. “No—do not rush to answer, young man. Let us continue our walk. Think, if you will, that some magics cannot be taught; only found.”

      Aurelius remembered what his mother had said, that Winfer was the sort of man who saw deeply, and he said, “Is peace one such magic?”

      “It may be for you,” said the old man.
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      Winfer asked after Berwalla’s life and Aurelius’s childhood, and in return told stories of Berwalla’s childhood and his own life. Aurelius listened, pleased to hear of his mother and her people, though one eye was always on his surroundings, and part of his mind was worrying over the old man’s question.

      They returned at last to the villa, through a small village where the tenant farmers lived, through the stables where he could assure himself his horse was being well tended, and finally into the main building. There they ate a splendid, simple meal, as good as any Aurelius had ever eaten, and afterwards, with the evening drawing on, Winfer offered him more wine.

      Aurelius took the goblet to be polite. His father had drunk too much, by the end; that had felled him in his prime, or what ought to have been his prime, when he rode drunk to battle and never returned.

      He could understand the lure, the way the wine softened the edges, blunted the pain. Some nights, after battle, he wanted nothing more than to forget what his hands had done. But there was always the next morning …

      Most often, after his councillors and generals had dispersed to their own evening pursuits, he sat in his tent thinking over the results of the day’s work, the men lost, the land won, the weaponry or food or other supplies gained or needed, the maps of his empire spread about him as he drank hot water adulterated with nothing but a little honey, if they had any, or broth.

      This wine was watered, as he found when he sipped it, and he relaxed again.

      “I have thought on your request,” Winfer said as they sat beside each other on the terrace once more. A few birds were singing their evening songs; Aurelius wished he knew what they were called. That had never been a necessary thing to know.

      He turned his attention to the old general, forcing his eyes down, away from the sky. The evening was as beautiful as the day had been. The sky was fading from blue through green to deeper blue, the first stars already faintly appearing.

      “You seek peace. When did you start training for war?” Winfer asked.

      “I cannot remember a time when I was not given a weapon and taught how to wield it,” he replied honestly. “I cut my teeth on a wooden dagger. I was taught to read young, so that I might read the words of the ancients writing of their wars, the founding of the empire. I was taught numbers with games of strategy and tactics, or by counting stores of food and armour. My father took me hunting as soon as I could sit a horse over a jump, so that I could learn to kill cleanly.”

      “And when was your first battle?”

      Aurelius remembered it well, for all he had been kept close to the standard-bearer, defending and defended in turn by the men of his father’s household, the nucleus of his own. It had been noisy and bloody and dusty and terrifying and exciting all at once.

      Battles were still noisy and bloody and terrifying, and either dusty or muddy; that was the only thing that changed. He still stood beside the standard-bearer, with his household around him, defending and defended in turn.

      He felt little excitement now, it was true.

      “It was the year my mother died,” he said. “My eleventh year, or perhaps the beginning of my twelfth.”

      Winfer poured himself from the pitcher of watered wine. Only one bird was still singing, liquid cascades. Aurelius wondered if it was a nightingale such as the poets mentioned. There had been several poems about them in the book he had read in the ironworks camp.

      “Two winters later you were leading men in battle,” Winfer said. “Five winters later you were crowned Emperor of two worlds, which you have held. More than held: ruled.”

      “Yes.”

      “And another five winters on from then you have swept all who oppose you before you, winning your crown again in battle after battle, conquering lands, building a reputation so that all who hear of your coming tremble; so that towns, cities, whole peoples falter and surrender without a blow.”

      Aurelius bowed his head. The shadows were thick here as the night drew down. They were comforting, nearly as warm as his borrowed woollen tunic.

      “And this great warrior, this great general, this golden emperor—oh, we have heard of you even here, Berwalla’s son!—comes alone to my door, greeting me with respect, accepting my poor hospitality … asking me how he might come to peace.”

      Aurelius swallowed. “Yes.”

      Winfer laughed softly, with little humour. “And you say you have no magic in you.”

      “What do you mean?” Aurelius asked. But the old man shook his head.
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      Before they parted that evening, Winfer said, “Berwalla’s son, to create peace without you must have peace within.”

      Aurelius considered this. “To create war,” he observed, “one need not be angry; merely stubborn.”

      Winfer laughed, more genuinely than he had earlier. “You are not wrong, as well you know. You have come to me for my advice, my assistance, my aid. Will you take it?”

      Aurelius had spent much of his life being offered advice and assistance. He said, as he always said—inwardly if not aloud—“If it seems good to me.”

      “One cannot ask for more,” Winfer said, though now his voice was shaded with sorrow. Aurelius wondered if the old man worried he would not take his advice—or if he could not.

      “Have you ever learned meditation?” the old general continued.

      “Not by that name.”

      “It is a discipline of the mind. Do you have a way to settle yourself before battle? To ready your mind and spirit for the demands to be placed upon it?”

      Aurelius nodded slowly. His father had told him in vague terms to clear his mind and fire his heart, but always in context of the speech before battle he would give his troops. Aurelius gave the speeches—it was something he was particularly lauded for—but he also spent time alone in his tent before the engagement, readying himself.

      “Do that,” Winfer said. “Prepare yourself as if for battle, but instead of engaging with the world outside you, turn within.”

      “And battle myself?” Aurelius asked, a little amused at the idea. He did not find himself at war with himself often: that was the sure way to defeat, to enter a battle conflicted in his own mind.

      “If you find you must. See what there is first—scout out the territory, as it were, first. Perhaps it will be friendly country.”

      “I understand more than metaphors of war,” Aurelius returned, but Winfer said nothing further beyond bidding him a good night.
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      Aurelius went to his room and, being an experienced soldier, went easily to sleep.

      He woke at the earliest light of dawn, as was his habit, and rose to wash his face in the basin. His room had a large window with wooden shutters. He undid the latch and pushed open the leaves, enjoying the wash of cool, dewy air.

      The birds were singing again, and two roosters were crowing not far away. Aurelius leaned on the window, his face turned to the soft grey sky, the last few stars, the cool air, and then he remembered Winfer’s instruction.

      Command.

      Instruction.

      That was why he’d come alone, wasn’t it? If one wished to learn from another, one had to listen; one had to be instructed. Even an emperor who ruled two worlds.

      There was a reed mat on the floor, swept clean of any dust he’d brought in the day before. Aurelius sat down on it cross-legged. He could still see out the window, though from this angle only the slowly lightening sky.

      A better view than he usually had before a battle, that was certain.

      He placed his hands together in his lap, his back straight but relaxed, and he closed his eyes.

      Before a battle he would breathe deeply, emptying his mind of fear and concern and worry and excitement alike. There was only the greater plan, the purpose for the operation, the strategies of the particular encounter, the tactics that would emerge once the armies engaged. Those were planned, set into place, and he let them settle into place, the guide for his actions and decisions in the moments to come.

      He breathed, in, out, listening to his body, the sound of his breath, the feel of the air around him. It was not true he had no operational purpose here. He did: to build a peace that would hold, a peace that would let the land recover, the people thrive.

      He had fought an uncountable number of times. He was well-practiced in settling himself.

      He sank into the moment, that point where he had found the inner composure, that perfect balance within his heart that would let him stand and sweep forth, to speak and command and fight with a brilliance his men whispered was god-touched.

      Perhaps it was the gods, or perhaps it was this magic of which Winfer spoke.

      Aurelius came to that moment, that point of balance, and instead of standing up, taking his sword in hand, sweeping out to the fight, he turned—inwards.

      At first he was certain he was only imagining it, the same way he imagined how a skirmish, a battle, a war could go, going over the possibilities in his mind, spinning out ideas. He was spinning out ideas here, imagining what there might be inside his heart.

      And then there was a kind of—twist—as if something came undone, and he dropped into a place he had never before been.

      Never before been, but nevertheless … knew.
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      It was a grey fog, filling the valley of his heart.

      Aurelius stood there, his feet bare on the grass. He could not see the verdure but he could feel it,  the soft, dewy blades faintly tickling, the scent of crushed leaves. He looked down, but he could only see himself as a darker shadow in the swirling grey fog; when he lifted his hands before his face he could make out no details bar the polished gleam of his fingernails. They were lacquered gold, as sometimes at court, when he sat on the golden throne of his forefathers in the gilded armour he had had made for himself to celebrate the third anniversary of his rule.

      The mist swirled. At first it seemed all the same grey, the flat grey of the gritty, smokey fog that had choked him this past winter, but as he stood there, secure in the balance-point of his heart, his feet steady and strong on the grass, he became aware of variations.

      There were paler streaks, moon-luminous, and darker shadows, night-dim.

      He breathed in, out. Another memory of fog emerged out of the fog.

      For all his travels, he had only seen the wide ocean once. He had been young, still learning to fight beside his father—it was the second or third of his battles, that first year he’d been taken to war. They had fought, and won, and his father’s coterie had retreated down from the battlefield to a camp deeper into safe territory.

      Aurelius had been a young soldier then, and he had not yet learned to sleep whenever the opportunity came. He had lain awake, his blood still thundering in his throat from that morning’s engagement. It had lasted all of an hour before the enemy soldiers broke and fled, but he had bloodied his sword, and could still feel the shock of it in his hands.

      At last he crept out of his pallet, out of the tent, and slid through the shadows towards one of the fires left burning for the night sentries. He did not go too close, not enough to be seen, but he crouched near the sentries, watching the fire and listening to them talk.

      One said he’d seen a whale, off the brow of the ridge.

      Aurelius had not known what a whale was, but neither had one of the others, and in the ribald jokes that followed the sentry’s question he had gathered it was a great monstrous fish, rising to blow air into the sky from the depths of the sea.

      The sea was on the other side of the ridge.

      It was a half-moon night, and though the shadows were dark there was plenty of light to see his way. Aurelius had always had good vision, in the day and in the night; his father laughed and said it was his golden eyes, able to gather up any drop of light from his ancestors the sun and the moon.

      He crept out of the camp, knowing where the sentries were posted and sneaking past them through thick and friendly shadows.

      (Was that magic? his adult mind wondered, remembering how the sentries had not seen him, not challenged him, though they were sharp and alert, the night after a battle.)

      He crossed the ridge and slid down through the woods on the other side until he came out upon a pebbled shore.

      And there he’d stopped, for facing him was not the wide water of the stories, nor the great fish of the sentry’s tale, but a wall of fog.

      There was a narrow band of black water lapping at the pebbles, the waves small, insignificant. And then the fog: white in the moonlight, soft as tufts of wool caught on brambles and thorns. It was very quiet.

      He stood there, mesmerized by the fog; wishing he could see the wide horizon the sentries had spoken of.

      He had read accounts of sea battles, studied them briefly, before setting them aside for the more relevant land wars. His father’s navy was under a great admiral’s command, fiercely loyal and splendidly brilliant, and Aurelius had not yet needed to know the details.

      The white fog, stretching out as far as he could see, stopped at the edge of the land as if ordered to a halt. Overhead, the bright moon, the distant stars.

      No wind, but as he stood there, wishing for something he could not quite name, the fog rolled into itself, folding bag, opening a narrow channel of black water.

      There, not far from shore, was a boat.

      Aurelius stared at the boat, unsure if he was dreaming, seeing visions, lost in the fog. The boat was strange and foreign to his eyes—but he had only ever seen the kinds of boats the armies used to cross rivers, flat-bottomed and wide-beamed. This was like two narrow logs joined together by a deck, a mast rising up, a strange curved sail of a material that did not look like canvas or wool, a banner hanging limp and unidentifiable from the mast.

      There was one person on the boat, a young man who might have been Aurelius’s own age or a little older, dressed not in armour or familiar tunic or cape, but simply a kind of kilt or short skirt. It was hard to tell in the moonlight but he was clearly not as dark-skinned as Aurelius was himself.

      He was fifty or sixty yards away, within bowshot Aurelius thought idly, but neither of them held a bow. The stranger looked at him, right at him, with a glance that seemed to pierce Aurelius right through.

      He lifted his hand—the stranger did the same—and as if his movement broke the spell, the fog rolled back across the water and the vision was gone.

      In Winfer’s villa, Aurelius sat in the fog that filled the valley of his heart and remembered that fog that had parted to reveal a wonder, a mystery, a moment of connection across time and space.

      If the fog was asking him a question—somehow he imagined it was, mutely but insistently, filling all his heart with his grey, thick, choking fog—that was what he wanted. He wanted the fog to roll back, part, reveal that.

      Are you certain?

      The question was unspoken, but yet it stood around him, as if the fog was made up only of that.

      Was he certain?

      Winfer had asked him if it was usual for a youth of twelve, of thirteen, to be taken to battle; to be taught to lead others into war.

      Aurelius had half-brothers, half a dozen of them. They were all younger than he, and when he was himself younger he had not wondered at how differently they were raised. He was the heir, his mother the empress-consort; they were the bastard sons of the emperor, sons of his concubines and mistresses. Naturally there would be differences.

      He lived with his mother until her death, but he spent his days with his father or the tutors arranged for him. His half-brothers lived in the domestic quarters where their mothers lived, a wing of the palace built around a courtyard where they spent most of their time. They had tutors and teachers as well, he knew vaguely; sometimes he saw them at their exercises.

      They did not sit, as he sat, silently next to their father the emperor at his councils, in his judgements, in his courts. Aurelius was too busy, always, to think much of it.

      When he came to the throne, he was reminded of his half-brothers’ existence. The oldest two were then twelve, and begged for the opportunity to come to battle with him. By then Aurelius had been five years on various campaigns, and he looked at the two oldest and was conscious mostly of the great gulf between them.

      But he had studied too much history not to know of his own family’s history of attempted coups, of the problems disregarded half-brothers could cause. He promised his brothers he would find them places, positions, where they could test their mettle and learn their strengths, and he went and puzzled over how to do so, since he had no desire for them to sit at his side and stand beside his standard-bearers.

      Finally he realized that as he had been apprenticed to his father to learn to lead, so then his brothers must be apprenticed to great but subordinate lords to learn how to follow. He found a handful of such lords, interviewed his brothers to determine their characters, matching them with the lords and retainers he had met on his own campaigns. He chose those he trusted with a certainty beyond reason, with the same certainty he knew one path was good and the other an ambush, and he lavished honour on them by sending his brothers to foster in their households.

      If ever he had a son of his own—the thought had barely come into his mind—he hoped he would not need to train them to war from the cradle.

      Are you certain?

      Yes, he whispered to it, thinking of the way his voice spoke to his soldiers, woke their hearts within them, when he spoke of their homes and families and all they were fighting for, strengthening them against the strength of the foe before them.

      Stand for your comrades, your brothers-in-arms, your friends, he would say. Stand for your families, your wives, your children. Stand for your homes, your villages, your farms and your gardens.

      He stood for them, when the battle-panic swept down with the charging armies, their horn-calls and cries. He stood for them, their homes, their farms, their families.

      He fought for them; over and again he fought for them. He lived in this grey fog for them. But oh … if it could part, even for a moment, show him a glimpse of wonder, of mystery, of peace?

      (There had been no weapon on that boat, not even a spear or a sword. Today, walking with Winfer in his garden, had been the first time Aurelius had walked anywhere outside his own tent without a sword at his belt.)

      Yes, he told the mist. Yes: he wanted the strange ignorance he had seen in his brothers’ eyes when they asked him to take them to war. He wanted more of his people to have fields and pastures, orchards and vineyards, such as Winfer watched over. He wanted the heavy weight of the stones of the palace to be a welcome home for him, or if not for him, then for those who would come after him.

      He wanted, if he ever had a son, not to take him to war at twelve.

      The mist pressed close, so now he could not see his hands even when he lifted them before his face. It was cold, clammy, grey.

      What of the joy? it asked. Are you certain?

      It gave him memory after memory of battle, of the singing in his heart when he strode, shield and sword high, or on horseback with lance and bow, when he had righteousness in his heart and certainty in his mind.

      Aurelius endured the bright glory, letting it slide over him, knowing that in its wake would come the sickness and resignation. He had thirsted for that brilliance all his childhood, longed to enter the brotherhood of war. He knew its allure; could rouse it in anyone; wore that golden armour so anyone looking on him felt it stir their hearts with courage.

      But those fights were fought for a purpose, not for the joy of it, he thought firmly. The best battle was the one he did not fight, because he had found another way to achieve the aims. The purpose of being a terrifying warrior was so that the terror would strike the heart of his foes, and break them without bloodshed.

      It was happening more and more as his reputation grew. He did not regret the lives not taken by his hand. He accepted their living tribute, and was glad.

      The fog pressed against him, and he could taste the smoke in it, the grit and the ash. He bent his head, but though he could see nothing—nothing at all—he could still feel the grass under his bare feet.

      One day, the thought came irrelevantly, he would walk somewhere barefoot, unarmed, free.

      The mist pressed close, tighter, harder, heavy as his full layers of armour. Aurelius braced his shoulders against the weight, the mailed coif and iron helm and golden crown. He stood his ground as the mist hardened, like molten iron cast around him. He had watched them at their work, the smelters and smiths, turning rock into weapons.

      Was this his certainty, at its heart? A heavy, leaden cloak, more rigid than armour, unyielding and ugly?

      Oh, he thought longingly of that gap in the fog, that strange vision of the sailor, the sunlight pooling around him as he walked freely in the flowering orchard, surely there was more than that?

      Are you certain?

      He was the emperor. It was his duty to be first into battle and last in the retreat, to be wise in council and brilliant in war, to be just in peace; and to remember, as his mother had whispered to him as he knelt beside her deathbed and she had brushed his hair back from his face for the last time, smiling into his eyes, that there was more to life than war.

      “Yes,” he said, resolute. If there was no magic, so be it. But he could still fight for peace.
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      Aurelius stood there, the fog solid around him, unable to move, but he could still feel the grass tickling his feet.

      He waited, as he had waited at the edge of the sea, and as it had been then, his patience was rewarded. The fog loosened infinitesimally, softening around him, so he could move, relax his muscles, clench his toes into the grass, feel the grass on his feet. He could live with that, he thought to himself.

      But the fog lightened. It did not lift—it was still grey, still blinding, still clammy and close—but it was no longer that leaden, immobile weight. Aurelius breathed in deeply. And—

      That was new. There was a scent of flowers now, curling through the fog. Very like the almond-blossoms in Winfer’s orchard. Perhaps a little more ethereal. Beautiful: sweet, delicate, feathery-light.

      He closed his eyes. Grass on his feet, flowers in his nose. And—

      The shadows were lifting, and light was pouring through his eyelids, bright as if he stood with face upturned to the sun.

      Aurelius hesitated, but he opened his eyes.

      It was not the sun in his face. The fog was lit golden, glowing. When he looked around—for now he could look around, he could move his neck, his head—he saw that it swirled around him. When he lifted his hands he could see them, callused and scarred as he knew them to be, his own.

      His heart leapt, as it so rarely leapt. Aurelius stood there, dropping his hands to his sides, his toes curled into the grass, the fine moist earth beneath the grass, the distant scent of flowers in his nose, and as he had when he was just a boy, hoping for a glimpse of the sea, he wished.

      He was older now, a man, a warrior, an emperor. He wished for peace, for his people, for his land—and yes, if Winfer were to be believed, he wished it for himself as well. He would not be able to set down his sword until the last battle was won, but if only he could have a glimpse—

      The golden fog shivered and shimmered, and he caught his breath, his hands clenching into fists, leaning forward as if he could see—and the fog rolled back, folded into itself, parted.

      Aurelius saw first a white castle, and knew it for his palace, though this castle, this palace, was no bloody weight, was instead the wellhead of a spring of magic, of magic that unfurled across the land, across meadows and forest, towns and fiefdoms, fields and pastures and mountains and rivers and the wide plains of the east of Ysthar, the west of Zunidh—

      Aurelius felt the magic knitting the ravelled bones of the land together. Felt how the wellhead in the centre fed a system of channels and pools and rivers and lakes, from the centre to the peripheries, where the magic faded into the wild undifferentiated sea beyond his borders.

      He felt the magic, full of life and vigour, full of joy and beauty, full of strength and courage, and he saw at its centre, like the falconer turning the lure for the gyre, a figure of gold and black.

      As if his thought was all it took, he found himself in front of him.

      Invisible, intangible, evidently, for there was no hint the man saw him.

      Aurelius examined him slowly. He was older than Aurelius, but not old: perhaps thirty winters, perhaps a few more. Power lay across his shoulders and light on his brow, as if he wore a cloak made of morning sunlight, a star in his crown.

      He was black-skinned as Aurelius himself, his eyes a limpid, lucent gold, wise and thoughtful as an old man. He wore no armour; it was clear he did not need to.

      And was this himself? Was this what he could be, if only—

      Ah, he thought, stepping back, if only.
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      A horse plunged out of the golden mist, a shining golden bay with a white star on its brow. Aurelius’s heart leapt when he saw the horse, which ran in wide circles around him, spiralling in, as if he indeed were the centre of the falcon’s gyre, the horse’s run.

      The horse looked deep into his eyes with a wise golden eye, and Aurelius read the invitation there clear as a clarion horn. There was a surge of animal vitality in him, his loins and his muscles, as if he were ready to leap upon this horse’s back, this horse that would carry him to war, would conquer worlds with him on its back.

      I already hold worlds, he thought, and though he might conquer more, for such was the way of an emperor, he did not truly wish to.

      The horse ran around him, faster and faster, and it was not only war it bore in its wake, not only the clarion horns, but the horns of the hunt, of the joust, of the race—all feats of strength and might, all forms of prowess, of beauty and—and yes, discovery, too.

      He could follow the horse to new lands not to conquer, but to discover, to explore, to learn. He could seek wisdom, learn from the wise of many lands, many places.

      Aurelius’s heart yearned for the idea: to cross a river, a mountain, a desert, a sea simply to find what lay on their other sides! to come not in war but in peace, seeking not even trade but what he himself might find a treasure, a man alone among men.

      Ah, he thought, stepping back again, if only.
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      The mist pressed closer, not yet closing off the vision of the just and wise emperor on his throne, but narrowing. Aurelius held to his still point of balance, his knowledge of himself, his purpose. He might wish—oh, he might wish—but only in these silent valleys of his heart, where the fog would soon cover over any evidence.

      Out of the mist behind him came a great winged lioness, her eyes the same liquid gold, her breath hot as summer. She stalked around him, once, twice, three times, measuring him with her steady gaze.

      Aurelius met her eyes as steadily. Was she, then, war?

      Strength came the whispered voice, rasping and soft.

      He closed his eyes, just for a moment, as he thought of all the things he could do, with true strength. Would he even need to fight another battle, with such a lioness at his side, in his control?

      But he had studied enough to know that such power would not be at his side, in his control. She was as intoxicating as wine, as battle, as giving an order and finding it followed; and he had learned to be measured in all of those.

      He shook his head at her, and the lioness made a soft, rasping, laugh, and disappeared silently back into the mist.

      Ah, if only, he thought, power did not bring such pain with it. If only.
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      The distant figure, golden and black, was very distant now, hazy through the mist.

      Aurelius tipped his head back, seeking the view up to the heavens before the fog closed in again.

      A star burned there, bright and clear. Without quite knowing what he was doing Aurelius lifted his arm, as if he were the falconer calling home his bird, and the star spread golden wings and stooped down to his hand.

      Aurelius looked into the golden falcon’s golden eyes. Its talons pricked his hand as it shuffled its position, settled into a better balance.

      He had been taught falconry. He knew he should hood and jess a bird if he wished to tame it to his hand. His father had always said that it was the same with falcons as with a powerful provincial lord: the lure brought them, and the jess held them.

      Aurelius thought of the leaden fog, and the golden mist, and the two glimpses he had been afforded of mysteries the world held, and he said, “Oh, I am sorry, my love. How should I love to fly you!”

      And he tossed it once more into the air.

      Ah, if only, he thought, as the fog rolled back. If only.
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      It was not long past dawn when he came out of his room and found his way to the terrace where he had sat with Winfer the day before. It was another clear day, cool in the shadows, the sunlight warm where it touched him.

      He sat in the chair he had taken the day before, and looked at the mist rising in the valleys. The sun caught it, golden as in his vision. He felt a twinge of regret that he did not have whatever lure could call that star-falcon back to him. He would have to take the slow, uncertain way of battle after battle to see if he might come, one day, to that peaceful seat on his throne.

      Perhaps one day he might ride such a horse in peace to find a new land he had no need to conquer; perhaps one day strength would sit softly at his side, not mere power. Perhaps one day he would listen to the liquid, rippling cascades of birdsong and know what name to give the birds.

      Winfer’s daughter came out with a tray of mint tea and fresh rolls, fresh butter, a yellow cheese. Aurelius thanked her when she set it down on the table beside him. She curtsied, more deeply than the day before. Perhaps it was because her father wasn’t there to huff and talk familiarly of Berwalla’s son. Aurelius smiled at her, and she blushed, averting her head, before hastening off.

      Aurelius ate the meal, savouring its simplicity, listening to the birds greeting the morning.

      So he did not know their names, those melodious dawn singers. So he had had to be taught what trees bore those blossoms in that orchard, that carp were the fish in the pond, that it was possible to walk unarmed, unarmoured, listening to his elder.

      He had not come seeking peace for himself. He cherished this moment, this day, of being given that gift. Now he knew what he was truly fighting for. It was easier to think of taking up the sword again, as he would when he left Winfer’s home, when he could look back on this moment, this glimpse through the fog, and hold true to it.

      He was glad he had come.

      He leaned back in his seat, watching the mist dissipate as the sun grew stronger. There was a faint breeze in the distant trees, but here on the terrace the air was still, crystalline, pure.

      Everything seemed richer than it had the night before, as if there was more substance to the light, the air, the orchard-blossom, the food in his hand, the stones of the terrace underfoot, the birds in the pergola above him, even the translucent, sticky, half-open leaves of the vines.

      A good night’s sleep and the pursuit of peace, no doubt, he thought, smiling, and for a moment wished the breeze would stir and bring the scent of the almond-flowers up to him.

      It was an idle wish, a passing fancy. Not the intensity with which he had yearned for the fog to part and show him what lay concealed. A fleeting wish, his heart and mind snagging together on the pink shades of unopened buds amidst the froth of white flowers, and thinking that surely the wind could spare a moment to stir the blossoms.

      There was a moment’s hesitancy, a resistance, and then with the same twist that had happened when he moved from imagination to vision, the breeze tossed the almond-trees and came rushing up to him, petals and scents and sunlight all tumbling together onto the terrace.

      Aurelius caught the wind, the sunlight, the petals in his hands, as if he could grasp them as easily as the hilt of his sword, and for a moment he sat there, poised in the centre of himself, ready to engage in the fight—

      And then, as he had thrown the star-falcon back into the sky, he flung out his hands so that the wind—so that Spring—flurried forth into the world again, and felt the magic return to his hand, the falcon to the lure, the horse to the rider, the sword to his hand, as if it had always been his.

      He sat back, breathing hard, and Winfer sat beside him.

      “Ah,” said the old man, “you found it.”
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      Aurelius Magnus, as the forty-ninth Emperor of Astandalas came to be known, is a legendary hero in the latter days of the Empire and long afterwards. He’s mentioned in The Hands of the Emperor and also The Return of Fitzroy Angursell, from which it is clear that at some point he did get to have a few adventures that did not involve making war.

      There will surely be more stories to come of Aurelius Magnus and his days: look out on my website, www.victoriagoddard.ca for ways to keep in touch and find out more. In the meantime, I’d recommend The Tower at the Edge of the World or The Hands of the Emperor as two very different introductions to the situation of Astandalas fifty emperors on.
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        Artorin Damara is the Last Emperor of Astandalas and present Lord Magus of Zunidh. He is respected as a great mage, revered as a living god, regarded as the embodiment of power and wealth and majesty. Few have seen him in anything but the most resplendent garments; fewer still have ever looked him in the eyes.
 
He is possibly the last person you would expect to find breaking into the tomb of the first Emperor of Astandalas. He could, after all, have entered it legitimately.
 
But Artorin Damara has a great secret, which he has kept hidden since before he ascended to the throne, and part of it is that he knows perfectly well how to set about on an adventure.
 
Another part of it is that his true name is not actually the one that everyone knows him by ...
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