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A Lesson in Leaving
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I write this story for you, Queen Guinevere, to help you. No, you are not crazy. There was a wonderful place called Camelot, filled with strong knights. The sad things that happened are not your fault. I want you to know this, because I still love you like my sword, round tables, and the stars. In that order.



Our story begins with a young boy called Arthur talking to a tree. Handsome boy. Great name. He had lived in this forest all his life. And when trees are all you see, it’s not that weird that you start talking to them.

Though, this time, the tree talked back.

“You can do better, boy,” it said. A deep voice. Full of both wisdom and annoyance. “Try again. And be quick about it! My back feels stiff as a wooden plank.”

“I am hungry, Merlin.”

“We all are. Pass my test first.”

“You’re not. I never see you eat.”

“I am the greatest wizard the world has ever—”

Arthur stuck out his tongue. “No, you’re a silly tree.”

He walked past the tree that, indeed, looked a lot like a cold wizard.

Eddy, Eddy, Eddy. How was he supposed to remember where Eddy was? What kind of test was that? Would he ever need this in his life?

He looked to the left, but saw only Isabella. He stumbled deeper into the forest, where sunshine did not reach, but saw only old Martin and—

Clank. He stepped on something. Something metal. Something long.

A sword!

He bent down to pick it up, but slipped on some clothes. Not just any clothes—a uniform. Armor worn by a Roman soldier.

Well, not anymore. The soldier had thrown everything to the floor and was nowhere to be seen.

Arthur stepped towards the main road through the woods. The only road through the “Sacred Grove”.

You see, the trees did not look kindly on men flattening the soil. They ruined every other road the Romans built. A cobblestone road confused everyone by moving to a different place every day. A sand road was so sandy that all the soldiers got stuck in it.

Eventually, the Romans gave up and left the forest alone. As long as we did not cause trouble, said father Merlin, the Romans would stay out. A good thing, Arthur always thought. Those silly Romans should go back to their own island.

Arthur reached the road. And there he saw even more swords, clothes, helmets, and shoes left behind. As if a giant wardrobe had fallen from the sky. As if a spell had shrunk the soldiers inside those clothes to the size of ants.

Where were they?

“Out of the way!” yelled a voice behind him.

“What you doin’ boy!?” yelled another. “Standing in the middle of the road!”

Arthur jumped aside just in time. Horses ran past, neighing and struggling. Their riders drove them to an insane speed, as if a monster was coming after them. Maybe it was a monster that grabbed those other Roman soldiers …

He looked up and his heart stopped. That was the king! What was he doing here? So far away from the castle?

He forgot all about Merlin’s test. He followed the hoofprints left in the mud. Step by step, for hours it felt like, until he heard whispers.

In a forest, dear reader, whispers can come from anywhere. Maybe there’s someone behind that tree over there. Maybe it’s just the rustling of leaves. As it was getting darker, Arthur could not see much anymore.

“We must leave now,” a whisper spoke.

“Are we sure? Maybe it’s a lie,” another whisper replied. “The seas are full of pirates and worse.”

“I saw the king. He was scared. This island is not safe anymore.”

A light. A light in the distance. Someone lit a torch and started to move, quickly.

Arthur immediately ran towards it. Something was happening. After years in this boring forest, passing Merlin’s silly tests, something was happening. He wanted to see it. Wanted to be there.

He jumped through a shrub. He left with twenty twigs stuck in his clothes and a salty wind blowing in his face.

The forest had suddenly ended. He stumbled into a clearing and saw more torches being lit.

People were leaving. Not just any people.

The Romans were leaving.

“They can do that!?” said Arthur. “A king can just leave? What now?”

Heads turned. A family, sharing a torch, saw him hiding in the shadows.

“Yes, they’re leaving,” said the mother. “And who are you?”

“I am—”

“Stay here!” The king bellowed and roared as he crashed onto the beach. “You fools! You would leave Britain without defense? Stay! Stay here, that is a command!”

Arthur stared at the horizon. Hundreds of boats had already left, taking the soldiers with them. Night was falling. A chilling fog fell over the waves.

A large, muscular man pushed the final boat away from the shore. Then he shrugged and greeted the king. “Not our decision to make. The Roman Emperor has called us back.”

Arthur never thought a king could look so small and weak. He also could not imagine a world without Romans telling them what to do. But the king almost fell off his horse as he said: “They … they’ve given up on Britain?”

“You are on your own. Good night. I suggest leaving this beach before the pirates come to take what they can get.”

A warm hand grabbed Arthur’s wrist. The mother of that family crouched and looked him in the eyes. “I don’t know who you are, boy. But run home, right now, and don’t look back. Leave the island if you still can.”

Arthur did not need any more warning. He nodded, turned around, and ran back into the woods. Soon enough he noticed another light coming at him. Anyone else might think it was a firefly. Or a wolf with very shiny teeth. But he recognized it as the magical glow of Merlin’s staff.

Eddy, Eddy, Eddy. Pretend he was still searching. Still doing his test. No, wait, he knew where Eddy was.

He jumped over thick tree roots without looking. He swung from a branch, skipped over a little brook, and landed right next to a large red tree.

“Found him!” he yelled, smiling.

You see, dear reader, Eddy was not a person. Not even an animal. It was a tree. When you live in the woods all your life, you start giving the trees names.

And that’s a good thing too.

Merlin’s face became visible next to his glowing staff. But he did not smile.

“Go to Abracadabra,” he hissed. “Wait for me there. Do not move, whatever happens.”

“But—”

Merlin pushed Arthur away.

Arthur stumbled towards Abracadabra, a pine tree near the lake. He heard more horses behind him.

The king moved into the forest. He came straight for Merlin. Arthur never thought a king could look so angry and so strong.

“Ah,” said the king, out of breath. “If that isn’t my favorite magician.”

“Wizard.”

“Same thing.”

“Do I need to buy you a dictionary, sire?”

“No, I need you on your knees and locked up. You’re surrounded, Merlin. Give up.”

Arthur wanted to cry out Father!, but Merlin’s magic silenced him. He tiptoed to Abracadabra.

The king stepped off his horse and raised his sword.




A Lesson in Listening
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The wizard Merlin was surrounded. The king had brought many soldiers. Merlin had brought his magical staff, a long beard, and blurry vision. His glasses were destroyed long ago and it was quite hard to find new glasses in a forest.

“The size of your army matters not,” said Merlin. “Strange winds are blowing, Uther!”

“Must you speak in riddles, magician?”

“Winds that tell me the Romans have gone away.” Merlin leaned on his magical staff. Tired. Annoyed. A wizard could never get any rest these days. He’d started sleeping upright, with eyes open.

“It changes nothing,” lied king Uther. “The Romans put me here to rule Britain. I am still its king. I will kill anyone who says otherwise. And you, Merlin, have played hide and seek for long enough.”

Merlin chuckled. “It changes nothing? The Romans built this road. The Romans gave you homes, and boats, and food, and coins. Britain is part of the proud Roman Empire! And nobody dares attack the Roman Empire. Except, erm, everyone, at the moment.”

Meanwhile, Arthur arrived at the tree they called Abracadabra. He climbed to its highest branch. From there, he could see and hear what was going on.

Merlin stood still as if asleep. Uther and his soldiers circled him like lions, swords ready.

Now the king chuckled. “You suddenly care for Britain, Merlin? That’s new. Now give me back what is mine. What you stole from me!”

“No.”

“Then enjoy rotting in a cell.”

“Also, no.”

The soldiers jumped forward to attack.

Suddenly, hundreds of leaves sprang into the air. They swirled around Merlin like the largest dress ever made. Trees swayed forward, blocking out the moonlight. A long, long row of bunnies suddenly had soldier feet to chew and trip up.

In that darkness, surrounded by a mist of leaves, the soldiers could not find Merlin. They yelled, and stabbed, and ran around, sure. They took their job seriously, that you can say. Earned their wage, perhaps a sticker or two. But Arthur could see Merlin slowly walking away and laughing to himself.

Arthur’s body sagged to the side and breathed a sigh of relief. His father would be fine. But why did the king come for him?

He had little time to think about it. Because a horn sounded. A long PRRRRRF from the beach. A loud sound that rattled his bones.

The king’s face turned grave. And no, dear reader, that does not mean that he became a grave: a place to bury dead. That would be very strange. It means his face was scared and serious. Because he knew what the horn meant.

“And so it begins …”

Uther gathered his soldiers. He looked into the forest, and for a moment, Arthur thought the king looked right at him.

“I will get you one day, Merlin!”

Uther and his soldiers yelled and left the forest.

Arthur climbed down the tree and landed next to a magical staff.

“Now, that was unnecessary,” said Merlin.

“You did nothing wrong.” Arthur nodded as if that made it true. “The king probably thought you were someone else.”

“Sure, boy. Happens often. Lots of old wizards walking around here, all with beards long as rivers, all looking exactly like me.” Merlin smiled and tapped Arthur on the head. “No, of course not. It was unnecessary to climb down.”

“What?”

“Alakazam, you’re a monkey now.”

Arthur felt sick, for a second, and then he felt himself again. But he was not himself. He was a monkey now. The final glitters of Merlin’s spell faded around him as he felt the need to swing from something.

“I’m still hungry, Merlin. I want fifty bananas.”

“Yes, yes, we’ll eat after this test. But things are moving fast now, boy. Too fast, one could say.”

“What did the horn mean?” Arthur tested his monkey body by climbing a few trees. Yes, he was much faster now. The tail helped a lot too.

“It meant an attack.”

“From who?”

“Don’t know. That’s why you need to look. Off you go, boy.”

“Just … look?”

“And listen, of course. And smell. And if you see a banana, fine, eat it. But do not show yourself.”

Arthur hung upside-down over Merlin’s head. “Why? You can defeat anyone with your magic! Right?”

Merlin slammed his staff into the dirt and growled. “No, boy. Don’t think that magic will solve all your problems! It will only solve, like, most of them. The most difficult ones. Easily. But nothing else! Now go.”

And so it was that Arthur swung between the trees. The horn sounded twice more. By listening well, Arthur could figure out where the horn was. As the moon rose high, he arrived back on the beach. He grabbed a branch with his tail and lowered himself right next to the family he saw before. They did not recognize him as a monkey.

They were also a teeny-tiny bit distracted. By scary pirates stomping all over their beach.

They shoved everyone aside. They destroyed their wooden huts and set their boats on fire. Many of the villagers had sacks over their heads, or their hands tied to a tree.

“Stop!” yelled the father of the family. “We can talk! What do you want? Please, leave us—”

Two pirates pushed him into the sand. They took away his fishing rod and walking stick, as if they were as dangerous as swords.

“No talk,” growled the largest pirate. “We king now. Understand?”

Silence. Father, mother, and their two children looked at each other. Eyes full of fear. Their home was behind them, one of the few that did not burn.

“You … you can talk now,” said the pirate.

“Yes, yes, yes, we understand,” they all said together. “You are our new king. We understand. Yes. We will help!”

The pirate grinned, revealing a golden tooth. “Good. Good answer.”

He looked up and saw Arthur hanging from a branch. He frowned and asked another pirate: “We in the right place? Britain no have monkeys.”

The other pirate shrugged.

And so the pirates left them alone.

Their oldest child, a boy about to become a man, scowled and walked away.

Their youngest child, a girl, asked: “Why are they staying? Why is nobody stopping them?”

“Because we are on our own,” mumbled her mother.

“Because they are stronger and they have swords,” added her father. “And we do not. You do everything they say, girl, you hear me? No talking back. No running away. Not … well, just don’t behave like your brother. I need to talk to him right now.”

“It’s not fair,” mumbled the girl.

It’s dangerous here, thought Arthur, and he fled.

He returned to the forest and told Merlin everything. Merlin just nodded and even smiled. He asked: “And what did you learn today, Arthur? Did you listen closely?”

“I hate pirates. We should throw them in the sea.”

“Sure, but, anything else?”

“And we should stay in the forest forever. It’s safe here. Boring, but safe. Isn’t that right, Eddy?”

Merlin sighed and walked away.

Arthur froze. “Are you … are you not going to change me back into a human?”

“Not until you learn the lesson.”

Now, Arthur was a smart boy. Or, well, a smart monkey at the moment.

If king Uther was coming after Merlin, then his father must have done something wrong. That’s it. The king was wise, and strong, and seemed to know everything. They called him The Great King. If Uther sent so many soldiers to capture the wizard, he must have had a reason.

Arthur thought and thought. But he did not know what Merlin could have done wrong.

And so, like any curious child, he asked.

“Why does the king hate you, father?”

Merlin’s face turned grave. A flicker of magic jumped from his fingers and set a nearby bush on fire. His father took a deep breath before answering, completely ignoring the fire.

“Pass all my tests, boy, and I will tell you.”

Unfortunately, Merlin’s next test sent Arthur right back to the pirates.




A Lesson in Lying
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As the sun rose, Arthur—a monkey—swung to the beach. He was thinking a lot of mean things about his father. Even mumbling some of them. Things like “silly man with a beard” and “worthless wizard” and “where are my bananas?”

Why send him here? It was dangerous! But the woods were safe!

What was the lesson?

Arthur arrived on the beach and nothing had changed. Those pirates were still big, and mean, and shoving people around. The black skeletons of burned houses stuck out of the sand like large swords.

Fine. Lesson learned. Don’t be stuck in Britain when the Romans leave. Don’t go out at sea without your make-pirates-disappear-spell.

Hmm. Maybe his father could create a magical wall or something. Anything to keep the pirates out of the woods. And anyone else, really. I mean, when you’re busy with a spell anyway, might as well take the whole forest for yourself!

A rough voice spoke. “You again?”

Arthur almost fell out of the tree.

One of the pirates grabbed his stick and prodded Arthur’s side. He tried to make him fall off the branch, while Arthur tried very hard to swing away. The pirate won the battle, but was distracted.

“Makes you wonder,” said another. “What else is in those mysterious woods.”

“A lot of magic, they say.”

“We can take it easily. It’s a bunch of trees! They don’t fight back, aha!”

“It’s not the trees I worry about. There are at least ten people who say they are king now. We need to beat them all if we want Britain to be ours.”

The pirates knocked on some trees. Ah, see, Arthur’s plan with the fake forest would not have worked anyway. These pirates were too smart for that! Or maybe the trees fell over really easily where they came from.

“Aye, we want the forest too.” The largest pirate nodded. “It’s a great place to hide. Lots of food, too.”

Oh no. Oh no. They were not allowed to go into the forest. Arthur’s mind raced to think of a way to keep them out.

Scare them? How? By making monkey sounds? No, those tough guys won’t be shivering in their boots from that.

Confuse them? Make them think the woods are somewhere else? It might work, but Arthur did not feel like making a huge painting of a fake forest. Merlin had never given him any lessons in drawing. No, learning the names of trees was obviously more important.

Merlin had clearly told him to stay silent. To not show himself and certainly not let a pirate capture him.

But, as the pirates turned around, Arthur saw only one solution.

“Do not enter the woods,” he said in his most scary voice. It was a combination of a monkey’s screech, a wolf’s howl, and pretending he had something stuck in his throat. Scary, yes, but only because it made Arthur sound like he was very ill. “You … everyone who enters is … erm … struck by lightning!”

“Well stuff my sacks!” yelled the largest pirate. “A talking monkey!”

“Shiver me timbers! Britain is a silly place, aha!”

“It’s decided. Let’s conquer the forest tomorrow!”

“Did you not hear me!?” yelled Arthur. He made his voice even scarier. “The forest is … magical. And it hates … pirates.”

The pirates laughed. “Well that won’t be a problem, then. We’re not pirates, we’re the Sacks. Solved!”

Arthur spoke even more loudly. “And it ALSO hates the Sacks EVEN MORE!”

The two Sack warriors frowned. “It hates us? Specifically? What did we ever do to it?”

“It’s just … erm … an old wisdom … long forgotten.”

That’s what Merlin always said, anyway. All spells and magical wisdom were “ancient” and “from a long time ago” and “nobody remembers why”.

“Now don’t call me crazy,” said the smaller Sack, “but I find this hard to believe.”

“It is TRUE!” screeched Arthur.

The other Sack shrugged and looked at his friend. “Do we have enough food here?”

“We all cannot count, you know that. But I think we’ll be fine without going into the forest. These villagers have sheep too!”

“Then we will not enter the forest.”

Arthur’s tail gripped the branch so tightly that it hurt. He tried not to let it show. He looked angry and screeched until the Sacks were gone.

Great! Problem solved. He was going to















EPUB/media/cover.png
A

T giiest

for !

Home

- |
) ~Q
Pirr Tuk TaLE or TINY BLADE® ‘l
e R N\

ARTHURIAN LEGENDS
FOR
ALL AGES

— e AR e e






EPUB/media/file0.png
——t e S OREET e  ——





