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​​​Chapter One: The Sword in the Stone
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"A light is never brightest when it is not needed the most, but always needed the most when it appears to be the dimmest. We must make our own Light, be our Light, and live in the Light so that we might light the Way for others to follow the path safely to the goal through life's school." 

—Merlin

It was a dreary day for Arthur, dry and dreary. The harvest was due, and everyone, including the Lords and Ladies, were helping to make sure there would be enough food gathered for all. Even at the ripe old age of ten, going on eleven, Arthur knew the importance of obedience, and certainly doing his fair share of work. He pushed himself, knowing the danger of that, especially with the sickness that was making its rounds of the village. Some had even died of it, all young as he. They called it the work of the fluid demon. It would sneak into the chest of a young child and then drown him with water, so that he choked to death.

Arthur gave no credence to that kind of nonsense. He didn't believe in an illness that was a demon, though he could understand how it might be construed to be such. His world was a dark one in many ways, even though in the far lands it was spoken of those who could light a space with magic, no wood or oil being necessary. He smiled at that image. How was it possible to light up a space without wood or oil? Why such a force could destroy a man long before it lit a place up. Then he frowned, as his mind went further with the thought. Or maybe it was magic. There were many things magical in his world, so why not a light that cast no heat, and filled a room? 

He sighed. Such idle thoughts only sought to divert him from his work and cause distress, as his mind was always seeking to fill itself with new thoughts, new information. He would lay awake at night many a time, striving to create order out of the chaos of the world he found himself living in, seeing how people could work for each other, instead of against each other. A world where the rich were as common as the poor folk and no poor folk were there at all. All shared equally with each other, the fruits of their labors a gift of love. 

He sighed again. Wasn't going to happen. The Villagers saw nothing beyond a day's work and the Lords and Ladies saw no one beyond themselves.

He had decided to do his work outside, so as to have some kind of warmth and light. He was doing work now that required a finer weave, so his eyes needed to be able to see as clearly as possible. Not that he couldn't do the whole thing blind-folded by now. He just wasn't one to shirk details. He didn't want anything he did to be less than it could be. He didn't know where he had gotten that work ethic. Being just on the cusp of thirteen, the only thing he knew was that he was more emotional lately and that the village girls had suddenly gotten a bit more interesting to look at.

He shook those thoughts from his mind, causing his rag mop red hair to shake like Jell-O on his head. His sharp, piercing green eyes focused on the thread before him and the spread of lines on the loom, which was gradually taking on the shape of a wedding gown. An expensive one. At least a month's wages. For him that was a lot. For everyone in the village that was a lot. Their share of wealth had been diminishing over the last years as the Lords and Ladies and what seemed to be their unending greed was nurtured by the new King.

Problem was, the share of the villagers grew less each y ear and the share of the royalty seemed to grow larger each and every year since the Lord High King Pendragon had returned to the lands with the Dark Lady, as everyone called the horrible wife, he had become betrothed to. It was whispered in the dark when none were listening that the High King had once been a good man, but that he had been corrupted by his interest in the Dark Lady.

It was rumored that every husband she had married in the past had met a violent and dark death. No one said that openly, because those who did seemed to vanish without being heard from again, though some claim to have heard their screams of anguish from the deeper dungeons of the Dark Castle, as it was now called of the King.

Her true name was Lady Spellforth. She hailed from the fifth territory of Greater Breton, where the peoples trafficked in dark magic and slavery. It was rumored that many had formed unclean relationships with the dragons known to inhabit that foul piece of coast.

It hadn’t always been that way, not the coastal regions. They had been the height of purity during the High Lord Druid Kings reign. The Druids had been a wise and respected race of beings, not quite human and not quite inhuman, as the less educated were won’t to conjecture and discuss. 

Arthur knew better than to wander into such dark territories of the mind. They only led to further confusion and certainly a great chance of being misunderstood by the Lord High King Pendragon’s consort, the Dark Lady. She was known to pick up the thoughts of any she passed as she desired. Most of the time she would wander through the lowly villages of Vandemere-Sooth, and not say a word, nor read a single thought, intent only on taking the most valuable jewels and unicorns she spotted. She was a notorious collector of both. It was rumored she spoiled the jewels with the blood of the unicorns, but Arthur was not wont to consider such things, as he knew a child, Belvedere, whose father worked in the High King’s Castle, and saw her parading the jewels about her neck, and sometimes riding the Unicorns about the wide and dirty hallways. 

So Dark she might be, but not in that way, Arthur knew, so he ignored the lowly mutterings of the discontent around him, focusing instead on his own bounty of difficulties, such as managing his hands so as not to burn them with the turning of the wool through them that he turned into fine threads for the Courts, nor in getting his somewhat beat-up and hole-stricken boots in sloshes of mud and Unicorn droppings, not to mention the occasional Griffin pile, whose stench would usually warn him, but not always, when his mind was adrift in thoughts of far off places.

For Arthur was a dreamer. He, like many of the youth of his land, spent a large bounty of time in pilgrimages to the Sword of the Stone, found near the Great Sea Lake, where it was rumored a Great Mermaid Queen dwelled in her submarine Castle. It was also said it was she who plunged the beautiful sword into the stone, which as small as it was, could not be budged by even the largest of dragons. Myths claimed that the sword had mystic powers. That it could make a weak man strong, a great man mythic and a man of less wisdom a wise one...though Arthur had to laugh at the last. A fool remained a fool unless he sought enlightenment. 

Not even the sword could be removed. Many had tried. There was even a saying among the poor of the villages that a Great Man, A High King of Kings, would pull the sword free and bring peace and prosperity to all the five territories of Greater Breton.

He sighed as he thought of how vast the lands were, but so disunited. If they only worked together, they could overthrow the High Lord King Pendragon and his burdensome taxes, which robbed the average man of any hope or solace.

The lands were at peace, a fragile one, held with the Giants on the side of New Garcon, the Dragon Lords of Jermen on the east coast, the savage Trolls on the west coast, and the inland hordes of the Yellow Purge, a crazy blending of magical creatures, led by what they believed to be a prophet of the New Age, but was really only a priest seeking to elevate his position through misinformation, terror of the unknown, and sorcery of the darkest bent.

Arthur knew many brave knights fought at that border, many succumbing to foul fates, and fouler deaths, in efforts to maintain the freedom of Greater Breton. It seemed to be an even balance of power at the moment, as his Uncle McClain told him every night, as if saying it so, would make it so. But he knew inside his mind that saying things wasn’t the same thing as them being true. There were truths, half truths, and lies, and a great many other things in-between which Arthur had been learning a bit too rapidly over the short span of his years.

One young villager named Marie Ander had cautioned Arthur that if he wasn't careful, he would grow a white beard and long gray hair soon if he didn't stop being so serious.

Arthur barked with laughter for a moment at that memory. He wasn't that serious, it's just that he felt things more deeply than others appeared to. For instance, he was helping Widow Constance with her wash one day. She had severe pains in her hands that were crippled up and gnarled. So, he washed her laundry and hung it for her, and then later pulled it down, and helped her fold it. She insisted on doing some things despite the pain. He cared deeply for her pain when she made that face, she did when her body rebelled and refused to work. He knew the pain was more mental than physical, but others would laugh at her look, thinking she was acting up a storm. He knew better. He had a part of him, he couldn't say why or what it was, that could feel what she was going through. 

One time her pains were so bad, he had been caught off-guard and had collapsed in the mud beneath her hung clothes and screamed in pain. She had stumbled over to him and helped him up, even though he knew each step was killing her. She gritted her teeth and helped him anyway. He had learned a lot about her that day and himself. He had learned he not only wanted to save the Kingdom from the evil of the rich, but also to ease their pains. He wanted to be a healer and a warrior, which really confused him, as he saw no conceivable way for that to happen.

Arthur's thoughts flew back to the moment, and he saw his weave was almost done. As he fine tuned the garment his thoughts flew away with him again. His hands were on automatic, they had done this kind of weaving so many times.

One thing that made him stand out above those around him was that he never lied, at least lies that hurt someone, and never shirked hard work, but more importantly he never forgot a thing he learned or saw. His best friend Belvedere claimed he had the memory of a rock, that once something was etched on his mind, it would never go away. And it seemed to be so, for soon, even as he continued to spin fine threads for the Lords and Ladies, his work routine soon included teaching those younger than him. 

While some might have found it boring to mentor kids who still had more thumbs than fingers, less patience than a fox in a hen's home; he found it to be totally the opposite. It made him feel a warm glow inside when he gave of his personal time like that. Young kids, after all, were better hauling dung and weeds, digging ditches, hoeing fields, and playing games...if they had any time, than anything else, to most of the Villagers about Arthur. But Arthur and his uncle believed that knowledge was power, and that one day it would set all the poor free of the overbearing Lords and Ladies who felt they owned the world by birthright. So, Arthur had pledged inside himself to help wherever and whenever he could, despite pictures to the contrary about it being good for him.

Suddenly, Arthur felt this jab in the top of his skull, all the way through his worn yellow cap he had made from an old fisherman’s stocking.

“What’s going on down in that well, me ugly little duckling?” Came a very loud and sour voice. The voice of hell.

Arthur pretended everything was normal as he continued to thread the wool into the loom, his eyes fixed dead ahead, trying hard not to show the flaming anger that was shredding his very soul at that moment.

Again, the stabbing at the top of his head. “Whatcha gone dumb and sour stupid on me, runt?” Asked the voice.

Arthur let go of the thread, stood up slowly, and then turned around and looked up and up at the giant standing there. It was the Twin Hogarth, which means that Tregarth was not far behind. Oh, what a lucky day this was for him.

“I felt you the first time, Hogarth!” Arthur rumbled deeply in his throat, striving with all his might to stop from jumping the big bully, who would inevitably wallop him on the side of his head, sling him like slaughtered pork over his shoulder, then march outside and very ceremoniously and loudly toss him into a sty of pig slop, at which time Arthur would jump up, spitting the foul stuff from his mouth, and wishing he were ten feet tall so he could stuff Hogarth up the back of a...

Hogarth seemed to read his mind, because he didn’t wait for Arthur to say a thing further. He walloped him on the side of the head, slung him over his fat shoulder, and then rushed outside where the villagers waited, as if already warned of what was to happen, which they were as it turns out. Tregarth was collecting bets on the side. Undoubtedly to see how high the pig slop would fly this time.

Arthur saw his destiny rapidly approaching, but as he did, he saw a tall young man with a face that seemed old beyond its years, turn stark blue eyes upon him. A fierce roman nose protruded from between brows that might have frightened a dragon and over eyes that penetrated to Arthur’s soul. He would never forget that sight, at least not until he was tossed into the...

The crowd cheered. Most of them. As Arthur’s thoughts were suddenly smashed into the foulest pig slop this side of Vandemere-Sooth. Arthur caused a big splash, which seemed almost like an explosion of powder made by the far eastern Elves from the Yellow Lands when they practiced their wood magic. 

Villagers fled the vomit of mud and pig slop as Arthur sank deeper into it. His thoughts were only of one thing at that moment, getting out of there as quickly as possible, and then killing that evil giant.

Hogarth barked loudly with laughter as Arthur jumped up, spitting the slop from his mouth, clawing to clean him of the pig droppings and the flies that now clung all over his face and body. “I’m going to...” He began, but for some reason. He stopped at that.

The whole village dropped to silence, knowing what inevitably happened next. Tregarth began making more bets, and it was rapidly covered by many hands as Hogarth marched to the edge of the slop, his beady little eyes burning with mirth and a touch of something else...which Arthur could only call madness and murder. If Hogarth was half dragon, he’d like to know what he was half of. No, Arthur amended his thoughts; dragons are too good to be part of this monster.

“You’re gonna do whut, worm?” Hogarth demanded, his fists curling into small hammers, strong enough to pound him deeper into the slop than a body had a right to be.

“He’s going to come with me.” A deep and melodious voice answered from behind Hogarth.

Everyone was startled by the interruption. No one had ever dared to interrupt Hogarth. For any reason. None whatsoever.

Hogarth’s face, which had been ugly enough before, transformed into something truly hideous. How dare anyone interfere with his plaything? His toy? His privileges? Even the Lords and Ladies stayed clear of him and his twin brother, Tregarth. They were called giants by the village people, and truly they were. Each stood at least seven and a half foot tall, and compared to the tallest of knights, they were indeed onerous in height. Their bodies were as thick as tree trunks and their muscles as large as logs.

“You challenge me!” Hogarth blasted at the stranger behind him.

The stranger was hunched over, like a man well into his last years, time having worn and weighted him down. The hand on the staff of fresh wood with a single leaf on its top, trembled, as if with a palsy of some kind. Hogarth sneered at the sheer audacity of the old timer. He definitely needed to be taught a lesson.

“I guess you need to be taught a lesson in humility.” Hogarth said in his most dangerous voice. 

Villagers backed up everywhere, crossing themselves with the new Christian sign, and some with the cross of the star who were Druid faiths.

Arthur couldn’t let that poor old man go to his death. 

“Wait! Let him be, Hogarth! Pick on someone your own size!” Arthur screamed at him.

Hogarth broke into deep belly laughs and was joined by his brother. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he stopped and glared at Arthur, his eyes dark and malicious. “There are none my size!”

The stranger stepped forward a cautious foot, his hand still trembling on his makeshift cane. “Then perhaps someone should change that. Perhaps it is you who need a lesson in humility.”

Hogarth laughed again and turned to swat the old man. But to his surprise, when his hand slapped at the old man’s head, it wasn’t there. Hogarth blinked in amazement, and then threw another punch, this time lower.

Again, the old man was not there when the punch landed.

“Play fair!” Hogarth shouted in anger.

Tregarth, who had been watching the whole time in amazement, stepped forward and tapped his brother on the shoulder anxiously. “Uh, brother...” He started.

“Not now!” Hogarth blasted at him.

Hogarth picked up a large plank of wood and swung it at the old man, but before it connected, the old man had moved out of its reach, and then with a touch of his finger turned the plank such that it swung back at Hogarth and smashed him on the nose.

“Owwww!” Hogarth cried out, grasping his nose
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