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“The Wizard Meets his Match”


The mud squished beneath the horses’ hooves, a remnant of last night’s downpour.  The air was crisp and clean, like an apple fresh from the tree.  Peter sucked in a deep breath, then released it and watched it float away in vaporous billows.  A good day to be alive and outside, he decided.  


He was dressed simply, as was his custom: a leather jerkin cut off at the sleeves, which was a tad chilly right now, but the sun was already warming him up; trousers that disappeared into his soft leather boots.  There was nothing to suggest that he was anything other than a common stable hand or errand boy.  Nothing except his bearing.  He rode at the king’s side (“king,” he thought.  I’m still not used to that), with Grant and the standard-keeper.  None of the others in the king’s retinue commented; they knew who he was, and, despite their sovereign’s insistence that he was still just a man and a soldier and that any fellow soldier could ride along side him, gladly used the excuse of honoring their lord by riding as far from Peter as they could.  The man chosen as bearer of the king’s standard had burst with pride when Tiberius Rex tapped him for the much contested-for duty; now he averted his eyes whenever Peter looked his way, and shot longing, furtive glances back at his cohorts riding along at ease.  Grant didn’t, though; a pack of gryphler wouldn’t make him bat an eye.  Good old Kelso, Peter thought.  He had never regarded Peter as if anything was abnormal.  ‘Course, he mused, they place him almost on the same level as me.

“Petrus.”  The king’s quietly spoken statement interrupted his thoughts.  “Any last morsels of advice before I place my head in the giant’s parlor?”


Peter grinned back at his smiling sovereign. “The phrase is lion’s den.  And you know full well you need no guidance from me.  Gerst should be no match for Your Grace.”  Indeed, he added silently, there remains no one on this continent, perhaps this world, who is Temmrelain’s match, in war, words, or wit.  “You seem nervous, O King.  Surely it can’t be on account of Serline?”


“I looked upon seventy thousand battle-hardened Qirsh warriors, bent on my destruction.  Why would a small thing like a woman unsettle me?”

You didn’t answer my question, Peter thought with a grin.  “So, you are ready for a woman, eh?”


The king glanced back; the standard-bearer had taken this opportunity to fall back to the rest of the soldiers.  “Truth, I am terrified,” he admitted sheepishly.  “Any advice for your king?”


“Don’t look at me,” Peter said wryly.  “Females are more foreign than the Island-Dwellers performing their rite of summer.  If it makes you feel any better, where I come from, none of the men there know any more than you,” he ended with a laugh.


Grant smiled, which, for him, was the equivalent of a normal man falling down with amusement.  “The one thing I do know about women is that their favorite sport is keeping men guessing about them.”


Their lord looked at Grant in amusement.  “You are an expert on women, it seems.  How do you come by this wealth of knowledge, son of Griswson?  Surely this was not part of your battle training, eh?”


“I did have seven sisters, my lord, five of whom were older than I.  Sweise women are the most unique women you will find.”  Grant gazed back at the king and Peter steadily.  “What little I do know of women comes from being married, I suppose.”


The other two stared back in utter shock.  Finally Peter stuttered, “Married?  You’re married?  I never knew!  But how? When?  You’ve never said anything about being married!”


Grant raised an eyebrow.  “Do you doubt that I could be married, that any woman would find me worthy of being her husband?  And Peter, I do not wear a token ring on my finger as do your people as a sign that I am married.  Marriage is a personal thing; in Swey we do not mention it beyond the ceremony, and to those who inquire.”

The conversation lapsed into silence as the others digested this.  Just to break the silence, the king remarked, “I believe that’s the most I’ve ever heard him speak at one time, Petrus.  Wouldn’t you say so?”

“Oh no, my liege.  The other time I asked him about women he said as much, more even,” Peter said.  “We all puzzle about that which we cannot comprehend, and therefore have the most to say about it.”  Or the least, he added mentally, like I do.

They rode in silence for a time, basking in the sun’s glow.  Grant fell back to instruct the retinue what they would do upon reaching the town.  “So, you intend to remain, what was your word, incognito?”  The king inquired.


“I do.  We still don’t know where Gerst’s loyalty lay before our victory, and I can gather much more intelligence as a groom nobody fears or notices than as an oddity everybody avoids.”


What must it be like, the king mused, not for the first time, to be totally ostracized by everyday, ordinary people, to be thought of as not being a human, totally shunned?  Maybe that’s why we are friends, because each of us knows the other as still just a man.  And yet, he though sadly, gazing at his most trusted counselor and truest companion, the people love me for being their savior and regard him as a monster reigned in only by me, when he is the reason for my victory.  The world is most unfair.


“How much further is it, Grant?” he asked as Kelso rejoined the pair in the lead.

“Not far.  We have been in his lands for an hour by now, and after passing through that gap in the hills up there, we’ll be able to see the city.”


“I think I’ll stop here for a while,” said Peter, whose attention was now fixed upon a seemingly overgrown stump off to the left of the road.  “I’ll catch up later.”


“As you like,” Temmrelain pulled out a flask and sipped from it.  The company passed on as Peter dismounted and picked his way towards the object that had captured his attention.  Leaving his horse to graze nearby, he walked around the object.  Uh-huh, he thought, I wasn’t wrong.  Brambles and think moss dangled to create the illusion that it was solid all the way through.  Peter kicked and the covering fell away to reveal an arch of stone.  The grey, worn stone was smooth to the touch, no runes or symbols, nothing to suggest anything unusual about it.  Except for the peculiar sign at the apex of the arch.  Peter knelt and clawed away the dirt at the bases; sure enough, the same sign was at both of the bases, to form a triangle with the one at the top.  It is the same one, or at least close enough.  Same builder, perhaps?  But why here?
He turned at looked around.  To the north, the trees thinned out to the Grassland that stretched for hundreds of miles.  To the west, the vegetation also disappeared as it reached the natural wall that protected Cercia, where the king would be arriving soon.  To the east and south stretched the forest of Arcad.  He withdrew his map from his saddlebag and marked the location.  I shall have to find out what used to be here.  Is it another doorway? An exciting prospect gripped him.   Could it possibly be to another world?  I wonder…  He set himself in front of the doorway, closed his eyes, and started to—


“Hail, stranger.”  The voice startled him out of his reverie.  He turned to find a young man sitting astride a horse.  They had obviously been traveling at a flat gallop; the horse’s sides expanded and contracted rapidly as the steed gasped for breath.  The man—on closer inspection he appeared to be little more than a boy—had spoken in a panting voice; clearly he was under as much strain as his horse.  Peter frowned.  “You’re riding your horse a bit hard, aren’t you?” he asked.


The lad snapped, “I don’t have time to trade words with you, commoner.  I am headed for Cercia.  That is where the king is bound, and I have urgent news for him.  Now tell me how far it is!”

Peter opened his mouth to deliver a scathing reply, and then remembered that he was merely a groom, a stable hand.  “Well, sir,” he said, the humble tone almost sticking in his throat, “I am not familiar with these parts.  However…”


He stopped abruptly as he caught sight of a girl emerging from the woods off to the left of the path.  “Good morrow, strangers.  What brings you to the fair woods of Arcad on this lovely summer’s day?”


She was dressed in a plain white tunic with skirts that stopped below the knees, but above the ankles.  Her hair was the color of golden wheat fields, and she rode a white-and-black speckled mare.  Her voice seemed to cut into Peter’s heart, filling it with wonder at her beauty.  She had spoken lightly but with a glimmer of authority in her voice, as if used to having her questions answered.  Peter was finding it hard to breathe.

Obviously her appearance had had a similar effect on the messenger, for his impatience seemed to be forgotten as he stared in awe of her.  She tilted her head inquiringly and spoke again (a thrill ran through Peter as she did): “Did I hear you say that you were wondering how far it was to Cercia?” she asked the messenger.


“Huh, what?  Oh, yes!  I…” he seemed to have as much trouble gathering his thoughts as Peter did.  “I have a, an urgent message for, umm, uh, the king, an-and he was going to—” Here his wits seemed to totally desert him.


“Cercia,” she prompted.


“Yes, that’s right.  Uh, do you know how far it is?”


“Why, certainly!” she replied.  “Just through the pass and down across the river.  Two leagues, perhaps less.”


The messenger managed to get a hold of himself.  “Thank you, my lady,” he mumbled, and with several glances back, urged his horse (who had had the time to catch its breath) into a canter.  Leaving Peter alone with the girl.  He had used the few intervening moments to scramble about for his own wits, which seemed to have been scattered on the wind.  He promptly lost them as she turned her gaze upon him again.

“And you, sir?  What urgent business are you engaged in?”  Her smile paralyzed his brain.  Focus! He thought frantically.  Get a grip!  It’s just a woman, fool!

“‘Just a woman’?” she said sweetly, and he realized he’d spoken aloud.  The blood drained from his face as his knees threatened mutiny.


“Uh, yeah, that’s right,” he managed.  Her eyebrows rose, and he blurted, “No! That’s not what I meant.  You’re not a woman.  I mean,” he stammered as her eyebrows ratcheted up another notch, “You’re a woman, of course.  Any fool can see that just by looking at your lips, and legs, and your, er, well, you’re lovely, and…and…”  Here he trailed off.  “Excuse me, I’m going to kill myself,” he said miserably.  BLITHERING IDIOT! His mind raged.  WHAT THE HELL’S THE MATTER WITH YOU?

He looked up to see her shaking with silent laughter.  She broke into peals of laughter when she saw the look on his face, which was a lovely shade of crimson by this time.  Finally her giggles died to the point where she could gasp, “Gaspon’s moon, I haven’t laughed that hard in ages!”  Seeing the miserable look on his face, she said, “Please do not distress yourself.  I often have that effect on men.”

“It is I who should beg your pardon.  My rudeness must have offended you greatly.  Please forgive me.  I must confess, though, that that has never happened to me before.  When I said you were just a woman, I..er…”  Wonderful!  He thought.  Why not just dash your head into that arch back there and be done with it?

“Yes, what did you mean by that?” she asked playfully.


Peter drew a deep breath.  “Indeed you are just a woman, my lady, even as the sun just illuminates the earth, or the stars are merely more beautiful than the jewels of the mines.”  A little better, he thought.

She regarded him intently with an unreadable expression.  “You are well-spoken, for a common-dressed man.  Are you a bard from the king’s men?”


“No my lady, I am a simple groom, though my friends say I have a good head for words.”


“Well, will you at least tell me your name, and where you come from, for your speech is queer.”


Peter grinned and replied, “I am called Peter.  As for my home, it is with the king.  I serve him, and where he is, there I am also.  Might I be so bold as to ask you for your name?  I presume you live in these parts.”  She can’t be Highborn.  No one of stature would speak like this to a commoner.

“My name is Athene,”  she said.  Then she hesitated and went on: “I…I live in the town.”


“Let me guess: you live in the castle, right?  You know Lord Gerst and his niece Serline as well, don’t you?”


Athene gave a start.  “Why, yes.  I am a, a serving woman to Lady Serline’s cousin.  Do you know her?”


Was that a hunted look I glimpsed in her eyes when I guessed her to be from the castle? Peter thought.  Aloud he answered, “The lady Serline?  Or her cousin?  I know neither, though I hear the lady’s beauty is beyond compare, her compassion is overflowing, and her wisdom is without measure.  My king will marry her, I’ll wager.  He’s the only man to match her.”


A peculiar look crossed her face, as if she was pleased with his words about Serline but not with his prediction of marriage.  “And what have you heard of her cousin?  Similar reports, perhaps?”


Peter laughed.  “No, most of what I hear about her is that she’s willful and independent, and that Lord Gerst will have to tie her down in order to marry her, as he has been boasting.”


Athene turned to fiddle with her saddlebag.  “So, you haven’t heard of her beauty and wisdom and generosity, then?  You are ill-informed, it seems.  Any such qualities Serline has pale in comparison with hers.”

Something told him not to pursue this topic, and he folded his map to stow in his saddlebag.  She noticed, and asked, “What’s that?”


“A map I keep of…my lord’s journeys,” he said, thinking fast.


“Didn’t I see the Sea of Xerlya marked on there?  That is where the mad wizard is kept.  You mean to say you’ve been there?  Did you see him?  What was he like?  Did he turn anyone into anything?”


Peter blinked at this sudden barrage of questions.  Slightly irritated, he said tightly, “No, he bloody well didn’t.  If you must know, he’s rather normal, not some insane sorcerer running around turning children into squirrels, as the popular refrain goes.”


“I’d like to see him.  With the king present, of course, in case he tried anything.  What it must be like, to have the power to do anything.”  A dreamy look came into her eyes.

His annoyance faded into regret.  “Oh, he does not have the power to do anything.  Sometimes I think he’d rather not be a wizard, that he’d rather be normal.”


“Everyone’s normal,” she said.  “I’d like to meet him.”


They stood in silence for a minute.  Athene shook her head, then said stiffly, “Well, Peter, I had better be going.  My willful, independent mistress will need to get ready for the welcoming ceremony for the king.”  Mounting her horse, she paused and added in a soft tone, “I hope we meet again, though I rather doubt…well, I hope we do.”  With that, she disappeared into the underbrush, more quickly than Peter would have though possible, what with the thickness of the forest.


If this cousin has a woman of such beauty attending her, what must she look like? Peter mused.  Probably has pimples and short curly hair.  He glanced over at the arch, remembering what he had been planning on doing before the interruption, but decided not to.  Maybe I’ll ride out here tomorrow, he thought.  Maybe she’ll be here.
