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A symbol of passion, comfort, hope, and yet also fear, despair, and pain, the dancing flame kindled. I watched fleetingly as its warm glow illuminated the face of its owner briefly as he ran past me into the night, joining the ethereal shadows that danced upon the weary stone walls.  I quickly followed, my breath caught as I pushed through the crowd, my chest tight with urgency. The torches sputtered around me, their dancing flames lighting faces both curiosity and desperation etched across them. I didn’t care why they were here, I was late, and that was enough to drown out everything else.  

The crush of bodies slowed my pace, turning my haste into a torturous shuffle. Every step was a battle: ducking under a torch to avoid stray embers, sidestepping a merchant’s elbow, or squeezing past someone too focused on the gate ahead to notice me. My heart hammered louder than their chatter.  

Through a gap in the crowd, I glimpsed the tower, the destination I dreaded. A single faint light shone in one of its high windows. My stomach sank. The candle was burning. I was too late, and no excuse would save me.  

The fortress loomed above, its high stone walls swallowing the torchlight, leaving the corners shrouded in darkness. The crowd’s voices echoed in the narrow courtyard, a cacophony of speculation. "Who has come?" they murmured. "What does it mean?" Even the old guard at the gate looked uneasy, his hand resting heavily on his sword hilt.  

I wasn’t supposed to care about the crowd or their whispers. I had a duty, small as it was. But as the flow of bodies swept me toward the gate, the voices nagged at the edges of my thoughts.  My job was simple: obey orders, stay out of trouble, and for once, avoid being late.  Yet here I was, caught between a sea of strangers and a stone tower that promised trouble no matter how fast I moved.  

The procession of hopeful torches advanced, offering fleeting sanctuary to those who sought solace. Their wavering light cast deceptive warmth upon the huddled crowd, shielding them momentarily from the impending chill of dawn.

Words passed my lips unheard against the discourse of the townsfolk as I battled forward again. The people, now fused together, and I resigned to being a passenger in the human river that flowed beyond my will.  My nostrils protested at the level of intimacy being imposed, my feet already numb from being stood on.  Finally I passed under the dagger points of the portcullis above and the sounds of footsteps changed from dull knocking to the much sharper hitting of stone cobbles.  Never before had I seen the marketplace within the fortress so full of people, but my journey had not finished.  

Torchlight reflected in shades of orange and red across the last rusting fragments of the second guard’s breastplate, its design a relic of past times.  As we moved, I could just see through my human cage his naked arm directing the way onto another open entry as he blocked a doorway I needed behind him.  His uninterested face starred beyond the crowd, his thoughts of home expressed themselves plainly in the dull glint of his eyes while mindlessly he carried out his orders.  As an unwilling passenger I could do nothing except look above towards the foreboding tower and the room I needed to reach.  

At last an opportunity for escape presented itself, one of a number of empty market stalls that had been left behind from market day stood as an obstruction.  It acted as a rock against the living river around which the crowd was forced to avoid it and switch direction.  As people evaded it, I was quick and dived under the stall as soon as I could.  People buffered against the stall, it sounded like a siege or mighty storm.  Despite thinking it might be torn from the ground and taken with them any moment, the stall held fast as I pulled myself through to the other side.  

Free to move and serve my own will having escaped the main flow, I backtracked along the side.  I walked alone amongst the torchlight flickering shadows to quickly return to the guard.  

The guard recognised me and true I was not hard to miss.  My pale skin face made more evident against my raven black unkempt hair.  I had ears that stuck out that I hated and attempted to hide by growing my hair long.  Something about me also yelled to the world that I was trouble and misfortune would always find me even if I wasn’t looking for it, but to be honest I often was.  There was no adventure in being safe all the time!  This guard knew me well by sight, but I did not know his name and doubted he knew mine.  Despite my years living here, duties were the priority and not social interaction.  Why would he want to know who I was beyond knowing what role I served?  Except for a simple nod, he paid me no attention as I passed through the doorway behind him.  

Built to defend against the mightiest of armies, the stone corridors were almost certainly going to lose the war with damp.  In the lower quarters it was especially bad as natural light during the day never reached the rooms.  I still had some distance to go through endless corridors to reach my destination.  Ahead were the kitchens and the smell of burning, while above me I could hear noises and even strangely music.  Strange only by its existence at this time of the day.  Brushing dirt off my tunic, which perhaps had seen better days, I made a failed effort to look tidy.  I straightened my tabard that had never seen the light of day until today, but was now being used to cover yet another hole I had found in my tunic last night.  A deep breath later, I stepped forward, shaking bits of hay from my hair I had collected from bed this morning.  

A maze of possible directions affronted me and with little light to help see the dangers.  This all made it impossible to guess your location within the great walls and so experience was my only guide.  Experience also told me this was not the best way to have come, but after a bit I was making progress despite the path was becoming busier the closer I travelled to the central chambers.  Urgency had griped me once more.  Now it was about how late I could avoid being, and the scale of punishment that accorded it. Servants, squires, pages and others appeared and disappeared, they seemed panicked and rushed, which was exactly how I was feeling.  Some servants carried large plates overflowing with meats, cheese and fruit and I guessed they were distributing food to the banquet hall nearby, which was also unusual for this time of day.  

The general routine of the fort was off key, and things were not being played out in the right order.  There was music cheerfully playing and cheerful never happened!  While curious, I darted through yet another poorly maintained worn out timber door.  No time to stop to listen or to swipe something to eat.

Yet a moment to pause was forced upon me suddenly when I cornered the hallway and I noticed two nobles ahead approaching.  They were in my way and with little opportunity to avoid respectfully.  I skidded to a halt and stood at once to one side, head down and awaited them to pass.  Like any servant, as a squire I had learned the art of disappearing into the shadows, or at least allowed them to choose to ignore me.  

Remaining motionless, I deliberately tuned out the clamour emanating from the bustling banquet hall, the sounds of deal-making, secretive whispers, work grievances, and boisterous laughter. Whether it was an atmosphere of excitement or sheer madness, I couldn't quite discern, but one thing was certain, it was intoxicating. Blocking out the noise and inwardly grumbling about the delay, I stood there, eavesdropping on the passing strangers.

"And he has been located. That was remarkably swift, wouldn't you agree?" The first noble spoke with a tinge of mistrust as he continued his conversation with the second.

I cautiously lifted my head just enough to steal a glimpse, being careful not to attract unwanted attention. Both individuals were impeccably attired in garments far superior to the common folk. Their long, flowing cloaks, embellished with intricate needlework along the edges, brushed the floor as they moved. Unlike my own rough and patched sackcloth tunic, their clothes showed no signs of wear or tear. Even their boots appeared meticulously polished, devoid of any holes or significant signs of use. I noticed a collection of gold rings adorning the hand of the closer noble, but no insignia or emblem to provide even the slightest clue regarding his origin. Despite their similar wealth, it was evident that the first noble held a position of authority, while the other displayed a more submissive demeanour. 

"Yes, my lord, but we remain uncertain when he shall arrive. The messenger conveyed that he was sent ahead, citing something about being a nuisance and not desiring questionable company. However, it was suggested that his arrival would not be long delayed," the second figure responded softly before passing by me. "Perhaps, once he joins us, he can shed some light on the matter. But for now, shouldn't we be making haste ourselves?"

“Ha!” Snorted the first with obvious distaste, “The man’s a fool, so why Ector called for him so urgently is beyond me.  He’s never been a help to anyone or anything.  I can’t understand this need now for him to be here, but who am I to judge.  And as for lateness, well, they can all wait.  We have time to...”

The men’s voices faded away around the corner.  There had been many new people unexpectedly arriving for the last day or two now, many more yesterday it seemed.  Many of high status or at least appeared to be so.  Corridors that were normally bare and empty were now filling up, especially when food was being served.  While intrigued about the conversation, I gave a moment of thought to the crowd outside to wonder if many were also waiting for this stranger mentioned, but my mind quickly switched back to my immediate concern and I set off again.  The voices of the crowd outside were certainly growing, either more people were arriving or it was just the walls getting thinner as I disappeared up towards the upper levels.  

Finally, after ascending the steep stairs, I reached the final passageway, perspiration dampening my brow despite the lingering chill. I passed by several closed doors, my steps skipping past them until I halted outside the one that now instilled an intense fear within me. The upper levels boasted doors crafted from sturdy oak. While some fit snugly, allowing no light to escape, most revealed thin slivers of illumination around their edges, offering a glimpse into the darkness of the corridor.

Slowly, my hand rose, poised to tap on the door. My will refused to hasten its movement, dragging it forward at a snail's pace, prolonging the inevitable encounter that awaited me beyond the timber barrier. As silence enveloped the surroundings, I took a deep breath, my hand hovering just before making contact...

"Boy!" a commanding voice bellowed from the left, catching me entirely off guard since it didn't originate directly in front of me. My hand froze, inches away from touching the dreaded door, as the voice echoed once more. "Boy, come here."

Deciding that the door was not meant to be its destination, my hand fell away of its own accord. Confusion swept over me before curiosity piqued, I turned toward the source of the sound. The voice's owner stood at the far end of the stark hallway, outside a similar door that was already open. Either I had failed to notice him or hadn't observed the door swinging ajar, my attention consumed by the impending fate that awaited me today.

In his hand, he held a flickering torch, its wavering flame casting an illuminating glow upon a bearded, older gentleman. Though he lacked his gauntlets, breastplate, and helmet, he still wore a complete set of chainmail over a dark-coloured tunic, paired with plated leggings and boots. My gaze landed on the ornate scabbard and sword at his side, and guiltily, I estimated their considerable worth, arriving at a substantial figure. With a rough evaluation complete, I surmised that this man was a senior knight or a noble of higher standing, unquestionably not from the backwater valley I called home.  Another visitor, another enigma unfolding before me, no doubt all to do with something ultimately boring beyond my humble existence.

Caution laced my movements as I cautiously approached him.

"Um, yes, my lord," I responded, my nerves betraying me involuntarily as my steps shortened the closer I drew to this stranger. An odd mixture of discomfort and relief washed over me as I was pulled away from the room, briefly glancing back to ensure its continued undisturbed state.

“Who are you?” He demanded without pleasantries as if I was trespassing somehow, when he was the stranger to my castle.

I would never ask him for his right to be here, at least I would not dare as a squire.  So many strangers in so few days I had lost track and in truth I did not care who they were if I was honest.  I had more important things to do in the last few days as it was my turn to serve my lord, still keep out of trouble as much as I could and stay alive.

I was not a stranger to the question being asked.  As usual it did not mean what was my name or was in any way an invitation to socialise and so I answered as expected.  “Squire to Lord Aries, eh, in fact I am late to atten..."

“Squire?”  The man interrupted, his voice boomed despite it not being raised.  He frowned his already deeply creased face.  Again this question was not unexpected.  

“Recently made squire my lord.” I offered boldly and noticed the creases of the man’s forehead dissipated slightly as I had guessed right.  

I was young for being a squire in some people’s eyes.  Just sixteen summers and found often that many of the strangers assumed I was just a servant or still a page.  My actual birthday date I had long forgotten and had to guess by the time of the falling leaves each year that I had at some point I had gained another year.  Not that those events in my life would matter to anyone here.  Given my clothes, I could have been mistaken for a sheep herder instead of the squire I had become, but my appearance did not matter to anyone here either.  

Instead in the present, I tried to hurry the man along who seemed distracted in his manner.  

“I am very late, my lord and mus...” I attempted to insist, but the knight had heard enough and waved his dark, notably very hairy, hand to vanish any further explanation I had to offer.  I took immediate dislike to him and obediently waited without eye contact.  

“You have not been sent by them?” He said and with obvious disappointment and a sigh.

I was unsure if it was a question or he had already guessed the answer and was just stating a fact, but I risked an answer.  “No my lord, I have not been sent by them?” I ventured and lingered on saying the word ‘them’ as a question in the hope the man would perhaps enlighten me as to who they were.  

He ignored me again.  “They are taking too long,” He muttered instead, partly to himself and partly to the world without me in it.  

He paced a moment with hesitation and the occasional grunt as if on the edge of deciding something before looking back to the open door.  If I could have tapped my foot I would have, but thought better of it.  My mind drifted back along the stonework to the unopened door behind me that I failed to knock upon.  Time was not something I had much to give without the risk of more consequences than I was already expecting.  

At last he made a decision.  “Well I for one have had enough of child minding,” He said gruffly, “You stay here and attend to the lad. Do not leave him unless he sends you to find me, and keep the room locked, got it?”

"What...."  Before I knew what was happening or could protest I was being shoved into the room through the open door.  Further words of protest did run around my head, I had taken ages to get here and now was in the wrong room.  However, all the words I had failed to materialise out loud.  In truth, this was perhaps due to another voice telling me to wait because this meant I was saved!  I was rescued from my ill fate in the other room with the gift of an excuse from this fair knight.  

The noble lord insisted he would not be long and stated again that I was to keep the door locked as the door slammed shut with a loud thud, and I was left staring at the back of it.  

“And if I wanted to find you?  Who are you and where will you be?” I complained very sarcastically to the closed door as well as pulling a face, but I spoke with a quiet tone just in case it reopened.  

Rolling my eyes, I then remembered where I was and that someone might be in this room.  I turned reluctantly to face what awaited me.  What was behind me was a bed chamber.  One of the few guest rooms available for some of the more important visitors to Caerleon.  The fashionable damp stone walls that characterised the rest of the lower tower were just as damp but hidden as much as possible with decorated oak panelling and roughly woven tapestries.  If there were any illustrations upon them, they were lost to age.  This room had windows up high, but were shuttered off and I doubted they were often opened.  Sheepskin rugs lay upon the floor as trip hazards, these had been randomly placed with little thought as this was not a room normally lived in.  Candles flickered and along with the open fire to one side the room did glow warmly.  A rare sight indeed as I was so unaccustomed to the concepts of warmth and anything even close to dry in this old fort.  I took a moment to recognise it again.  Impressive stonework framed the fire and reached the ceiling, but my focus was drawn finally to the person standing in front of the flames with his back to me.

While he might have been seeking comfort from the fire, he appeared to be preoccupied and staring outwards to look beyond the stone encased room.  Was this the lad the man commanded I was not to leave?  Conversation between the noble and me, along with having been pushed into the room should have been enough to gain this person’s attention, but he had obviously ignored it all.  Forced instead to seek an audience, I coughed to get attention purposefully with reasonable loudness.  His body tensed for a fleeting moment as his focus returned to the room.  A worried thin face with short scruffy fair hair slowly turned and hunted to find me.  However, his eyes avoided immediate contact dropping to find the floor of more interest and I instantly wondered if he was nervous or perhaps shy.  

Surprisingly, my own tensions had lifted as I quickly realised that I was free of all duties and now only had someone who appeared similar to my age to deal with.  Not faced with being reprimanded, at least not for now, meant the day just got a lot brighter.  A mischievous smile surfaced as the worries of the early hours were quickly forgotten as I knew deep down that this day was going to be a different day after all.  

“I’m Tor, squire to Lord Aries.” I introduced myself, “Well, one of them anyways as there are a number of us.”

I cautiously stepped forward, extending my hand with a warm and welcoming smile. Even amidst the noise of the crowd seeping in through the crevices of the window shutters, an eerie silence enveloped us as I eagerly awaited his response. A sudden doubt flickered within me, questioning whether my enthusiastic greeting had gone too far, fueled by my newfound courage derived from a shift in fortune. Yet, I struggled to discern any reason why my well-intentioned welcome might have caused offence. 

The lad standing before me appeared to be nearing the age of sixteen, or perhaps a touch older. His attire consisted of a long-sleeved, dark blue tunic, extending beyond his knees, an overall length greater than my own garb. Notably, his tunic seemed to be in better condition, boasting meticulous patchwork repairs in contrast to the neglectful holes that frequently adorned my own attire. Consequently, I deduced that this young man was likely a squire or held a similar station. However, the purpose of his presence and why he required attendance in this particular room remained a mystery that intrigued me.

“I’m,” The boy began with a momentary pause, fighting shyness again or perhaps just taking caution in respect of a stranger.  What released him was unclear, but he then continued in a rush, everything all at once, “Art, its short for Arthur, but most people call me Art, that is, well that’s if they bother with my name at all; at least that was the case up until a few days ago and now everyone knows it.  Sorry, err, I mean to say hey.”

I didn’t quite catch everything he said in the outpouring of his words, but I took it as a good sign as he took my outreached hand with a quick single shake before letting go.  His hands were those of someone who worked, a little rough and yet unexpectedly red.  This new information failed to give me a clue to why he was in this room.  Nevertheless he had given me a shortened version of his name and that was unusual, but another good sign.  Another question, maybe this stranger wanted to be or needed a friend?  He certainly seemed a bit fed up, distracted and very lost.

“Tor’s not short for anything, that’s my name I mean.  Tor is as short as it is.  Most don’t use it at all around here either or know it unless describing a hill.” I said, purposefully echoing him a little and chancing some humour.  And then my patience for scouting around for answers and being light hearted all ran out at once.  I decided to be far more direct.  “So where have you come from then, I’ve not seen you here before?”  

“Oh, err, we’ve just travelled from Londonium.  Arrived last night, or it might’ve been morning, it was late nonetheless.” Arthur answered absently and far slower now, but not giving too much away.

It was as if I was losing his attention, his focus shifted away to the wall again and I pursued it, stepping around a little to stay in sight.  

“Do you know about what’s going on then?” I continued to question, trying to sound cheerful, “There’s so many people arriving, been like that for a few days now.  Never known anything like it, rumours of course flying everywhere, not that I have had time to.....”

I stopped talking when I looked back to Arthur’s lightly freckled face that had dropped away.  I knew at once my guess was on solid ground and he knew something important about what was happening outside.  He didn’t reply straight away, his blue eyes with a worried tint glanced away from the walls to look across the room and I found myself looking the same way.  Next to the fireplace was a simple table, old blankets had been discarded under it, but on top a very battered old sword had been placed.  It glowed red as it reflected the flames of the fire.  

“I...” Arthur’s head plummeted a little further still as he struggled to find some words and after a deep breath admitted reluctantly.  “You see I took that sword.”

Arthur now looked up again towards the table.  The sword was clearly tarnished, I could see that from where I stood, and I could not help thinking how much polishing time would be needed to restore it having had to do Aries’ armour almost daily.  Looking closer, the red glow of the sword was partly due to rust as a much as it reflected the fire light.  The worst of deterioration being around the cross-guard and lower part of the sword near the hilt.  I approached it with increased alertness, like it might without warning jump up and attack me.  Any decoration or maker's mark that might have once existed within the blade had gone, if applied at all.  The grip covering of leather was tatty and worn, parts of the blade shaft the leather once sought to protect the hand from were now exposed.  The cross-guard itself was an uncomplicated block.  Certainly there was nothing special about the sword and its current condition that included many dents and cuts towards the tip of the blade.

Satisfied it was nothing of worth, I looked back to Arthur.  “What, you stole it?” I bluntly asked, now being serious, but regretted the accusation as soon as I had spoken.

“No!” Arthur replied swiftly and loudly in defence and his forehead creased into a frown in determination of his defence.  For the first time I felt I had his complete attention.  “It was in a rock, abandoned.  I thought it might have once been a grave or tribute to a knight or something, it was just sticking up at the top.  So I just pulled it out, but was going to put it back afterwards.”  

“Why?  I mean, why did you need it, especially that old thing?” I asked, a little baffled.

Arthur sighed again and began to wander about the room.  The noise of the gathering outside was an obvious distraction to him again.  I reflected later that being put in a room and told to wait not knowing what was happening and listening to an increasing crowd of strangers outside was nothing less than cruel.  He gave me a curious look, as if to say do I really want to tell an unknown squire who had just been in the room for a couple of minutes my entire life story.  I guessed the answer was yes as he continued after a very long pause.  After all, I was not going anywhere as I was under orders to attend to him.

“The grand tournament, I was there with my brother and father.” Said Arthur, putting events in order in his head.  He sounded very tired and drained.  “Kay, that’s my brother, he had entered and was about to start his first round, but we couldn’t find his sword.  Father wasn’t around to borrow his at the time and so I started to run around trying to find him or another sword somehow, somewhere.  I don’t know what happened to Kay’s, still don’t.  Of course none of the other knights were going to let me borrow any of theirs, why would they if it meant Kay, you know their competition, couldn’t fight.  I didn’t have much time or any coin to buy one and then from nowhere there it was.  It was just sticking up out of these rocks.  I spotted between the tents near the top of the jousting field and before the woods.”

The description of the location was wasted on me as I had never been to the grand tournament.  However, I had heard of the event.  There were many jousting tournaments, most were for local knights or even for just squires, but the grand tournament at Londonium attracted the best knights to challenge each other from all over the land, and some even came from across seas to be there.  

“You took an old sword out of a rock that might have been part of a grave or worse even cursed.  Ha, you were brave,” I questioned the sense of Arthur’s actions, not sure if I did believe the tale and added, “or a fool.”

Arthur ignored me, which I was glad about.  I did not believe such things about curses myself really, they were stories to scare young children.  

“I didn’t think.  I needed a sword and this one was just there!  I didn’t think it was cursed or even out of the ordinary at the time or I wouldn’t have touched it.  Of course, I do now.  It’s not something you find everyday, you know swords’ just sticking out of rocks and it isn’t normal.  But back then I just saw it and thought why not borrow it.  I ran to it and pulled it out.  I remember thinking it might be a broken sword discarded by someone at first and it just looked like it was in the rock because of how it landed, but the whole thing came out easily.”

He fell silent and I studied his face full of thought, maybe regret.  I needed to know more, I had lots of questions, what happened next, why it was so important and something to do with everyone outside?  I could not understand any of it yet, but I did not want to push further as by the look of Arthur he would collapse under the sheer weight of whatever it was.  Instead, we both ended up staring at the sword for a moment more.  

“Are you hungry, I am?” I suddenly interrupted the silence.  

I didn’t know what else to say about the sword and needed to give my head some time to think, and perhaps Arthur some room to say more in his own time.  

“Starved,” Admitted Arthur, glad of a diverting thought, “but I think I have to stay here.”

“Really!  Because you pulled out some old sword?” I said flatly.

“No, because I pulled out a sword that they think was meant for a king!” Arthur exclaimed in frustration and unexpectedly wanted me to understand the gravity of his predicament.  The word king echoed around the room, or at least it did in my head.  “That’s what they’re saying, and some think I am, you know, I might be their king.”

Arthur looked very serious and I had gained an incredible answer for the questions I had.  After the initial shock of such a statement, I took a moment more to consider the facts before finally shaking my head screwing up my nose.  

“King,” I stated and then started to snigger, “Don’t be daft.  You can’t be made king because you find some rotten old sword, that’s not the way it’s done.  You’re born into it, trust me I know that much.”  Then I quickly changed the subject.  “Look, do you want some food or not, the kitchens aren’t far.  Besides, if you have to do as you’re told you can’t be a king.  All the kings I have ever heard of are always right, give orders and don’t go hungry.”  

A shy smile dawned on Arthur; I didn’t doubt this was the first for some time.  “I guess so. If I am king then I can’t be in trouble and if I am still a squire then there is no reason why we shouldn’t be in the kitchens.” said Arthur with painstakingly measured agreement. Yet he resisted a little further. “Except, Sir Briant told us to stay here and kept the door locked.”

Noting he was in fact listening earlier, I returned a big grin. “No he didn’t, not that it matters because you are the King. Actually, he told me to stay with you and kept the door locked,” I replied mischievously and slowly headed towards the wood panelling to the side of the fireplace as I spoke. The voice in my head was ringing a peal of bells in warning which I decided to ignore.  

This was normal territory for me, thinking on my feet and still getting in trouble even if my arguments were sound.  Feeling around the side of the wood then pulling part of the surround, the panel came away with some effort revealing a part stone and timber narrow staircase I knew would be there.  The forgotten servant’s access door and staircase full of dust and cobwebs.  Darkness and a cold draughts were not inviting, but worth some cheese, bread or even soup that the journey’s end would perhaps produce.  

“See, I am going to be with you and that door is going to stay locked,” I continued, pointing at the room entrance to the far side before I presented the staircase.  “We’re going the servant path, unless that’s beneath your highness.”

“A king has to eat.” Arthur retorted in good humour with a thoughtful nod of his head.

Arthur was an adventurer at heart after all, I applauded my judgement. He picked up a candle from the side of the room and shielding the flame with one hand he pushed past me as I offered mock bowing.  

“Please mind your step and be careful of your fine clothes your highness.” I teased

“They're in a better state than yours.” He answered back stepping through and down.  

I looked down at the state of my tunic and sadly could not disagree. I was briefly crestfallen, but dismissing the truth of it I followed Arthur into the stairwell.  

The stairs were exceptionally steep and not very even.  There was no handrail or rope, which would have been an expense wasted on servants, but it was not needed as the ceiling being the undercroft of the stairs above was so low you could hold on to it.  You needed to accept scraped knuckles as you descended and the occasional exceptionally low beam determined to knock you out.  The candle struggled to be helpful; instead the cloud of dust that followed us was thick enough to fear setting alight.  Feeling your way down the steps was the only real option.  

Two or three floors down, it was hard to tell, the feeling of being trapped in part of a wall ended with a shallow splash in something wet that had gathered at the base of the stairs.  Our two sets of eyes had by now adjusted to the gloom and we could see an indication of a small door ahead outlined by thin beams of light that flickered as people passed.  

Familiar endless hallways were unveiled as I found myself resorting to kicking the timber door to get it open. It had been a very long time that the door had been used, maybe not since I discovered it exploring the fort years ago.  Despite the area being full of people, no one noticed the two figures stepping out what looked like from the outside a small storage cupboard door to the side of the corridor.  Arthur gingerly followed me as I boldly set off towards the kitchens.  Experience had told me, no one questioned those who looked like they were meant to be there.  Most of the time it worked until they recognised you and remembered they sent you away before and wondered why it was you were there again or not doing what they asked in the first place!  As we travelled on, I noticed the narrow window slits in the many walls were letting in sunlight across our path and that daybreak had finally come.

Reaching the bustling kitchens, it felt like stepping into the midst of a frenzied battlefield. The scene was chaotic, with people rushing around, cups clinking, plates clattering, and limbs weaving between each other like soldiers in a heated combat. The large central table seemed like the epicentre of this culinary war, where cooks and kitchen staff battled to prepare meals for the kingdom.

We had to be nimble and careful to avoid being scorched by steaming pots or accidentally skewered by the sharp, protruding forks and knives. The air was thick with a mix of delectable aromas from the cooking, yet tainted with the pungent odour of sweat and dirt, mingled with the occasional burst of yelling from the passionate cooks, all of it assaulting our senses in a single breath.

Taking charge, I led Arthur through the chaos, expertly navigating the mayhem to find a quiet corner in the vast kitchen. We managed to seize some food pickings on our way, a true triumph amid the kitchen warfare. Our backs against the wall, I gestured for Arthur to crouch down, and we settled into a discreet position, trying to be as unnoticed as possible despite being in plain sight.

We revealed in our spoils: a chunk of cheese, still flavorful and not overly stale, a couple of hearty slices of bread, and even an apple each, a symbol of our successful culinary conquest in this unruly territory. As we savoured our makeshift meal, I couldn't help but feel a sense of friendship emerging with Arthur. Sharing a stolen moment of reprieve amidst the chaos of the kitchens, it felt as though we were two kindred spirits, momentarily escaping the weight of our roles, him, a future king or some nonsense, and me, his loyal companion.

There, in that corner of the kitchen, laughter and lightness filled the air, as we enjoyed our humble feast. It was in moments of shared simplicity that our bond grew stronger, ready to face whatever challenges awaited us in the journey ahead.

“We will have to find something to drink as well in a while.” I offered with my mouth full.  

The voices of the kitchens continued around us, but we enjoyed some breathing space within the eye of the storm.  

“Is it always this busy?” Arthur asked between mouthfuls.

“No, but it’s not often you come, your majestic almightiness.” I sniggered once more at Arthur’s expense.  

“Shut up, I mean it, just, just shut up” Arthur responded aggregately, but not with anger. He was at once crestfallen again and went on to say. “I am in so much trouble.”  

At once I felt guilty.  The truth was that I had no idea what was going on and it turned out neither did he, despite maybe being the centre of it. It was just some old sword, what was the harm? 

Not that this mattered as I also knew the absence of harm mattered little if you found yourself in the wrong place and at the wrong time. Even if you were in the right place and time and someone decided you weren't, it was never a good situation to be in.  If asked, I would have to admit I was glad not to be in his shoes right now. I was beginning to suspect that I was taking a risk to be found in the same place he occupied. Yet it was not often someone was trying to make you a king, and I was more than a little intrigued.  

I tried to be positive, again.  “Look, you and I just walked passed lots and lots of people and no one knew or cared who you are. They’ll work it all out in the end and have probably forgotten about you already. Sir Briant was it? He seemed to be under the impression he and you had been forgotten, and he wasn’t sticking around.  So what if the sword was meant for some king, they will take the rusted thing and perhaps have a competition for it or something.  It all sounds like a big mistake to me or even a poor joke.  It’ll just be a case of working out who to give it to, or something like that.”  I assured him, and then hoped he might tell me a little more now and so asked.  “What actually happened after you took the sword?”

Arthur sighed and took a bite of an apple before deciding to tell me. “I took it to Kay, who said it was worse than useless given the state of it, but shortly after my father came back at last, and he found it really interesting.”

“Interesting?”

“Not in a good way.  He seemed more shocked by it than anything, like he had seen it before, and he took the sword with him out of the tent and moments later rushed back pulling me and Kay back over to the rocks.  The same ones I had found it.  Some other knights had come along as well and they put the sword back and made me take it out again.  Then some of them tried to do the same, and couldn’t.  It started to get a bit tense between them, shouting broke out and a bit of commotion.  Before I understood the problem my father told me to take the sword, and then Kay rushed me over to the horses.  A group of us then travelled together, others joined on route and we eventually came here, I don't know why and it took days, my hands still hurt from all the riding. All I have seen since is the stables, the room and now the kitchens.”

“Oh.” I said, now not as convinced that the whole king and sword thing was so much as nothing, but to disguise my sudden doubt I continued to ask, “Who’s your Father?”

“His name is Ector.” Arthur answered, but saw through my troubled expression.  “See, you’re not so sure now are you!”

I ignored him as I thought about the name and I was pulling a face because I knew it from somewhere. “No, no it’s just that I know that name, I’m sure I do,” I pushed my head against the cold wall behind me, it didn’t help, “Can’t think where, ah, I can’t remember, but I know it I’m sure.” I exclaimed in frustration that the name was ringing a bell, but I could not remember where from.  

Arthur continued almost eager now for me to share his problems.  “We made it here, this morning, well last night, and then to the room.  My father disappeared to talk to some people leaving me with Sir Briant, saying he would send for me later.  I have never seen him look so mad, my father that is.”  Arthur paused for a while and I took a chance to finish eating as well before he went on.  “You are right none of these people know me and no one is going to care, but when they sort it out I doubt it’ll be good for me.  And what about that crowd outside, I think they think a new king has arrived, being me!”

“I don’t know, I was, err, late.”  I admitted, “Didn’t stop to ask when I went by them earlier.  Look, I still don’t think you can be a king just by picking up some old sword though, trust me that's not the way.”  I pulled myself up and offered a hand up for Arthur.  “Come on Art, let’s see about a drink.”

Despite my initial light heartedness, I found myself contemplating the crowd, the sword, and the multitude of people, both important and less so, who had swiftly descended upon the town and fort. While there had been gatherings of noblemen before, this one felt unique. The air was thick with anticipation, a feeling running through the gathering.

Yet, in the midst of this excitement, a sober thought gnawed at me. It wasn't as simple as becoming a king just because one stumbled upon a sword. However, I couldn't help but wonder if people were desperate for a new ruler, and perhaps Arthur was their excuse. It all seemed implausible, and I feared the answer might turn out to be mundane. Soon enough, this spectacle would be over, and I'd return to my equally unremarkable life.

We rejoined the fray, attempting to navigate our way out of the bustling kitchens and back into the hallways. I took the lead once more. The prospect of getting a drink amidst the chaotic kitchen frenzy seemed futile, so we decided to wander the halls for a while, pondering our next move. Throughout, my thoughts were consumed by what Arthur had said, and I reassured myself that if he were truly in trouble, they would have imprisoned him, not lodged him in one of the finest rooms. The room's opulence only added to my bewilderment.

"I mean, you can't just become a king by pulling a sword," I muttered under my breath, almost to myself.

Suddenly, I pulled Arthur aside, my instincts reacting swiftly to the approaching figure.

"What's happening?" Arthur asked, anxiety evident in his voice.

He was quick to panic, and I would have scolded him if I weren't in a state of mild panic myself. "Lord Aries is coming." I half-whispered, fear etched across my now-paler face.

"Who's Lord Aries?"

"The lord I serve. I'm one of his squires," I explained hurriedly, glancing back at Arthur, who still wore a perplexed expression. I felt compelled to elaborate, "I was late this morning. It was my turn to attend to him, preparing his attire, armour, you know."

In truth, there were a dozen squires serving Lord Aries, all older than me. Twelve might seem excessive for the size of the fort, but it was a practical way to groom future knights, or to secure free labour for running the place. Not every squire made it to knighthood. Some spent their whole lives striving, holding onto the hope of one day achieving it. Hope, such a noble word, was more palatable than failure. There wasn't much of a choice in it, at least not one I cared to dwell on.  

Lord Aries strode purposefully down the corridor ahead, a figure of implacable focus. His black cloak swept behind him in sharp, fluid waves, partially concealing the chainmail and dark tunic beneath. The rhythmic thud of his boots echoed in the narrow stone passage, a sound that brooked no interruption. His gaze was locked forward, unyielding, as though the world beyond his path didn’t exist, not the servants flattening themselves against the walls nor the two squires hidden in the alcove’s shadows.  

"Was that his usual expression?" Arthur murmured beside me, his tone a mix of curiosity and unease. "He looked rather upset. Maybe you're in as much trouble as I am."  

"Shut up." I shot back, a reflexive response tinged with a smirk. But the humour faded quickly as his words settled into my mind. Perhaps he was right.  

Arthur tilted his head, watching Aries’s retreating figure. "I wonder where he’s heading. Somewhere important, perhaps?"  

We stepped out from our hiding place. I brushed at my tunic, now festooned with cobwebs, but my efforts only seemed to make it worse. Arthur’s earlier quip had left me feeling self-conscious, and his speculative tone wasn’t helping.  

"He does look tense." I admitted. "He’s definitely in a hurry. Maybe it’s about you!  You know, with the sword. Do you want to find out?"  

"Follow him?" Arthur frowned, his discomfort palpable. "I’d rather not. I’m going to be missed soon, if I’m not already, and we really should get back to the room to wait."  

I rolled my eyes at his half-hearted protests. Arthur’s bravado had its limits, and I could see right through his attempt to sound disinterested. With a playful grin, I jabbed him lightly in the arm. "Come on, you might learn your fate."  

"Or I might end up watching your master go for a ride, or worse, see whoever it is he seems so eager to kill!" Arthur hissed.  

"Come on." I urged again, already moving after Aries.  

Arthur groaned but followed anyway, his grumbling just loud enough to let me know he wasn’t happy about it.  

Tracking Lord Aries wasn’t difficult once we caught up. Even amid the crowded hallways, his commanding presence carved a path ahead of him. He moved with singular intent, undistracted by the life bustling around him. When he turned a corner, the corridor suddenly opened up, the low ceiling giving way to a vast expanse.  

At the end of the hall, twin doors stood wide open, leading into a circular chamber. The air here was different, charged with the weight of purpose. It was a dead end, or rather, it was the place where decisions were made.  

Aries entered without hesitation. Arthur and I lingered cautiously at the doorway, curiosity slowly overpowering caution. As our eyes adjusted to the dim interior, a grand oak horseshoe-shaped table came into view, encircled by massive pillars that seemed to lean inward, as if guarding the room's secrets. The table, lined with chairs, hosted an array of men whose ranks and statuses were betrayed not by uniforms but by subtle differences in attire and bearing.  

I immediately recognised Sir Briant. He sat stiffly at attention, his lower rank clear in the way he held himself, eager but wary. His place here seemed more obligatory than influential. Others perched casually on the table's edges, murmuring in low tones.  

Soft light spilled down from the high, vaulted windows, illuminating the room's centre, while shadows clung stubbornly to the edges, pooling around the wide, intricately carved pillars. The craftsmanship of the room was extraordinary, its origins a mystery, its grandeur a relic of forgotten times. Aries used it sparingly as a council chamber or court.  More often, it remained locked and lifeless, its only companion the encroaching chill.  

Within the curve of the horseshoe table, a cluster of figures hovered over a map spread across its surface. I’d seen maps before, though I found them more aspirational than practical. They flattened the world into something deceptively simple, ignoring the cruel reality of steep hills, wild rivers, and endless brambles. What looked like a day's march on parchment could stretch into a two-day ordeal across unforgiving terrain with inadequate supplies.  

Realising Arthur and I were standing wide-eyed and exposed in the doorway, Arthur hastily pulled me into the room. We ducked behind the nearest pillar, though it was too narrow to hide us both. Arthur darted to the next one, his movements less graceful but just as determined. The darkness veiled our awkward manoeuvring as Aries strode to the chamber's centre, his presence commanding attention.  

His black cloak billowed like a loose sail before settling heavily to the ground, sweeping the dusty floor with its hem. The murmurs ceased, and all eyes turned to him.  

With an air of practiced precision, Aries bowed deeply. "My lords, your highness, and your grace," he said, his gaze flitting from one figure to the next, ensuring no title was overlooked. "I must apologise for my delay. The crowd grows restless, and matters took longer than anticipated."  

I smirked, barely suppressing a laugh. The idea of Aries mingling with common folk was absurd. Why employ guards if not to ensure you never had to endure the scent of unwashed peasants?  

"Did you hear that, Ector?" came a high, sharp voice from somewhere within the room.  

Arthur and I exchanged startled glances. His father’s name, spoken here? Curiosity burned away hesitation, and I risked a cautious glance from behind the pillar.  

"We must act decisively," the voice continued, "or we’ll have two rebellions to contend with instead of one."  

A calm, measured voice answered, effortlessly silencing the first. "We have time yet, Morvid. Perhaps we needn’t leap to such dramatics. These matters require patience. The people will wait a little longer."  

Aries, who had entered with such pomp, now seemed diminished, sidelined by the weight of greater authority. His carefully staged performance had gone unnoticed by the true power in the room. My attention shifted from him to the man who had spoken.  

He stood tall in the chamber's centre, his presence commanding without effort. A vivid blue cloak draped his shoulders, its rich fabric shimmering faintly in the light, a clear sign of its rarity and cost. His tunic, equally exquisite, was adorned with subtle patterns that hinted at luxury without being gaudy. Rings glittered on his fingers, the kind of wealth that could feed a village for years. This was a man who thrived on displaying his power, and who knew exactly how to wield it.  

Fortunately, no one occupied the nearby chairs, leaving our whispered words safely unheard. The chamber was vast, its occupants gathered mostly on the far side of the room.  

"Is that your father?" I whispered to Arthur.  

He shook his head. "No, that's Alain. A king. He joined us and rode here last night."  

A local king. The regal attire and air of superiority now made sense.  

"The longer we delay, the more time we give our..." Morvid began, his hesitation betraying uncertainty. Alain cut in smoothly, his voice edged with disdain.  

"...time to mount some form of opposition to us," the king finished. "We all understand what's at stake, Morvid. But these matters require due process, seen as lawful by the people, before we march to war. A plan is needed, and, in this case, so is a king."  

With a theatrical sweep of his blue cloak, Alain turned his attention to another figure seated at the centre of the curved table. This man sat partially in shadow, his hands supporting his head, not in surrender, but in silent resistance against the room’s pressures. His furrowed brow hinted at a quiet struggle, one he refused to voice.  

"Father," Arthur mouthed, and I nodded, my curiosity piqued.  

I tightened my grip on the cold stone pillar, its uneven surface grounding me. Glancing cautiously from my hiding place, I tried to capture every word.  

Alain approached Arthur’s father, his steps deliberate. "Now that most of us are finally here," he began, his tone falsely polite, "perhaps you could explain why we're waiting. What importance does he hold for you, sir? My patience is wearing thin, and I, for one, would appreciate a clue."  

He dragged out the words, savouring their delivery. Something about his tone reminded me of my own father, the way he would cajole before inevitably resorting to force.  

Ector’s reply was flat, with an edge of mockery. "As I’ve told you, sir, nothing will proceed until he arrives." The deliberate emphasis on "sir" left no doubt about his defiance.  

Morvid, his patience clearly frayed, stepped forward. His tone was sharp, almost venomous. "Do you really have a choice?"  

At last, I got a clear view of him. He wore a plain red tunic, lacking the ostentation of the others, though his hand rested on his sword hilt, as if needing its reassurance. His thinning dark hair, combed futilely to hide the balding crown, did little to distract from his prominent features: a crooked nose, likely broken in the past, and pockmarked skin.  

"Shut up, Morvid, or I’ll send you back to Gloucester," Alain snapped, his voice cutting through the tension like a whip.  

The room fell silent. Alain’s authority over Morvid was evident, and I couldn’t help but wonder if the king had caused that broken nose himself.  

Aries, sensing the awkward pause, attempted to reassert himself. "In any event," he began, his tone overly diplomatic, "I’ve informed the people to return tomorrow, though many will stay, some have travelled great distances. It’s been a long time since the fort has been so..."  

He faltered, his words failing under the weight of the room’s clear disinterest. His attempt to fill the silence crumbled, and he sidled to the table, leaning against it in an unconvincing show of ease.  

For the first time, I saw Lord Aries stripped of his authority. His title, the lord of Caerleon, meant nothing here. Among kings and nobles, his presence was no more than an afterthought. His clenched jaw betrayed his frustration, and I couldn’t suppress a flicker of amusement. The man who ruled with such confidence in the fort’s halls was powerless in this room.  

For a time, the room fell into an eerie silence, as if the whole world had paused, awaiting a momentous event. The nobles' postures relaxed, and the tension in the room seemed to ease. Some even took seats, making themselves more comfortable. It felt as if everything had converged to this point, where nothing else could or should happen, except for the awaited arrival of the mysterious man. Expectation filled the air, and the room braced itself for the answers this man would bring.

But as the moment passed, disappointment replaced expectation, and an awkward atmosphere descended.

"I cannot understand why this man has any answers for you, Ector; he is a fool," a bitter voice finally broke the silence, voicing what others had likely been thinking. "Yet, he has seemingly convinced many of his so-called wisdom."

I recognised this new voice. It was the nobleman I had encountered in the hallway earlier when I was late. I strained to see him from behind the pillar, catching a glint of gold on his hand. His face remained mostly hidden, but he appeared to have a well-kept beard, and his head lacked much hair. I was sure he was the same man.

Aries attempted to suggest a resolution, "Perhaps we should meet again when he arrives. Lord Sir Ector seems unwilling to proceed until he does."

"I think we shall wait a little longer," Alain replied flatly, asserting his authority with a deliberate pause. He continued, "With respect to you all, it took long enough this morning to gather you all, and I have no intention of spending more time gathering you again. As for your comments, Archbishop, I have met this man a handful of times in the past, and I have my doubts that he is anyone's fool. Playing the fool when it may serve him is another matter, I would observe."

The room remained tense, and Alain steepled his fingers beneath his chin, his thumb under his pointed chin, his other fingers conducting his words. "After all," he continued, "Did he not establish the tournament in the first place and set the challenge of the sword?"

"Ten or so years ago." Answered a voice from the back of the room, belonging to a man named Leodegrance. His tone was jovial and friendly, and he seemed eager to share his knowledge. "Oh, there was some fighting over it at the time then I can tell you, oh yes."

Alain nodded thoughtfully. "Yes, and we laughed at him then!" chimed in the Archbishop, keen to reinforce his point.

Alain's smile hinted at amusement. "But only after thousands of men tested themselves against the sword, all of them failed. Then, and only then, was his challenge declared a trick, as you say, Your Grace. Then we laughed at it. And yet, amazed as I am, here we all are."

A respectful silence followed, and it became clear that Alain was in control of this room. Regardless of the titles held by others, he had their respect and appeared to enjoy the influence he wielded.

"As I say, a fool, I think not," Alain declared. "He set the sword as a challenge, but it was not for us to beat. After a few years of trying to pull the damn thing out, and yes, yes.  I confess I had my fill of trying as well, as did every single person here.  After time we all forgot about it. Yet, we each allowed the memory of it to linger in the back of our minds. The understanding that we had each once tried and failed has stayed with us. We now have a boy, not even knighted, who has done it. He met the challenge, and because none of us did, nor did the thousands of other men, suddenly everyone in the country understands the significance of the deed. So they know this boy is special. As for Merlin, a fool, I think not."

I stole another glance at Arthur, who was listening intently. I wondered what made him capable of pulling out the sword when others had failed. He didn't strike me as overly strong, and the sword in his room was hardly impressive. More concerning was the realisation that this situation was no longer rational. These were leaders of different realms, gathering over a boy who had pulled a rusty, useless sword from a rock!

This was trouble, and I had unwittingly walked right into it. Instead of avoiding it earlier this morning, I had stepped into a real nightmare. The impossible had become possible.

"Of course, whatever the trick was, it might have just worn thin, and the sword came out for the boy," Morvid suggested, providing a rational explanation.

Leodegrance stepped into the light, and I could finally make out his features. An older man, maybe a little older than Alain, with light, almost yellowish-white hair. He had rosy cheeks, dense eyebrows of a darker yellow or ginger, and a matching moustache that extended to the sides of his face. Laughter lines spoke of a life filled with enjoyment, matching his jovial voice.

Leodegrance shook his head but seemed elated. "I can assure you, Morvid, many of us tried to pull it out after replacing the sword several times, and it responded only to the boy. Ah," he said, pausing to recall the name. "Arthur, isn't it?"

"Yes, Leodegrance, it is," confirmed Alain, nearby.

"Not a bad name, you know, not a bad name for one," Leodegrance hinted, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

I looked at Arthur again, who still refused to meet my gaze. He had mentioned that others had tried to remove the sword, but this was ridiculous. What was going through his mind? How was he reacting to all of this? My thoughts whirled in confusion, and I realised that while my mind struggled to comprehend the enormity of the situation, Arthur had at least contemplated the possibility of being a king for a few days. Maybe that provided some grounding for him. But then again, thinking you're a king all of a sudden could do the opposite!

I froze when all at once I was aware of a figure approaching behind me as the light from the doorway flickered and turned into a shadow.  Turning I realised this could only be one person, and even Arthur too had become aware and glanced around.  The weakness of our hiding place was the view of someone of our backs as they entered the doorway and we would be seen for the briefest of moments.  The cloak of darkness would do nothing to hide us from that angle and we would of course look very suspicious standing there peering around the pillars.  

To my disappointment the figure did exactly this.  I couldn’t avoid eye contact as the man’s eyes fell upon me for an instant and in mid step he paused.  To me this felt like an age.  He appeared old, he was completely bald, but still it was hard to judge exactly how old he was despite the greyness of his neat short beard.  He had a healthy complexion and clear young bright blue eyes that contemplated our existence.  

Surprisingly without a word or comment on the sight of two figures hiding behind the pillars, the man swept his cloak across the floor and continued to step on into the room as if appearing to glide silently.  I questioned briefly if we had been noticed, but I was sure we had been seen, and now worried why nothing was said!

A voice boomed and I was not looking to see whose it was, “Ah Merlin, at last you have arrived.”  

It was the type of voice that had one purpose.  On the outside it was to welcome someone, but its true purpose was to alert the others to shut up, especially if you were discussing the man in question.  

“As summoned my lords.” The deeper tone of Merlin answered, but with a degree of exuberance.

Arthur and I both spun around to watch and were released from our idleness. At last, why did Ector want to see this Merlin!  Immediately the sound of Ector’s chair scraping the stone floor filled the room as he rose from his seat. His purpose could not be clearer and he awoke from his self made seclusion within the room. Merlin had stepped forward and halted at the centre, he stood tall and confident and calmly waited.  Feet away, the stout Ector looked like he was about to explode. He took deep breaths to control what it was bubbling beneath.  

Whatever it was, Ector had been thinking about it for a few days now and this was the moment.  “You,” He managed, but it was a false start as the stress of it was briefly too much to bear. Shaking his head, he collected himself and tried again. “You sir have taken me for a fool!  You lied to me!  You have done this! And I don’t take kindly to being dragged into some game of yours.”

“Do you know this man, Merlin?” I whispered to Arthur seeing that it was very clear Ector did, but Arthur shook his head to dismiss me quickly with his hand as I was an unwanted distraction. Arthur’s focus now was on his father and his stare was unbreakable.  

Ector was on the move now. He walked around the backs of chairs and headed towards Merlin with intent. The older man appeared unconcerned, prepared perhaps for this verbal attack for some time and I wondered if there was going to be a physical fight as well!  

Ector made it around the end of the table.  “And not just me, oh no.” He declared, “These good lords, kings whoever they are, you’ve played them as well!  I demand answers, old man, there needs to be answers now, right now.  Explain to them just what you have done!  Explain to me, to me, why it was my home, why my family, why you decided to use us rather than any of these good people.  Why my dear, dear late wife!”  Ector continued spitting the words out that came from built up exasperation and
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