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Chapter 1

A Shattered Land
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An arrow flew past Arthur's head, cutting through his shoulder-length red hair. The squire raised his shield just in time to block the other three. Scrambling over the roots of the forest floor, his breath visible in the winter chill, he readied his sword in his hand as he rushed forward.

Sir Hector was right, these bandits did not take prisoners.

Arthur hid behind a tree and looked to his right. There was Sir Hector, circling a great horde of their foes, slashing steel as soon as any of them got within arm's reach. His chestnut stallion carried its rider out of harm's way, swift as the wind. Any blows that did make contact were blocked by his heraldic shield or, failing that, his shining plate armour. A greying blond moustache peeking out of the helm was the only sign that the rider was a person, just like his hide-clad opponents.

Arthur was proud to be the son of such a majestic knight. It was a shame he had to be squire to his brother instead.

Another arrow hit the tree. Arthur heard Kay shout from his left. “Bloody hell, Art! Stay focused!” His brother's pale face was wrinkled like rotting fruit, signalling his usual displeasure. Even when framed with their father's golden hair it was unpleasant to look at. Arthur wondered what Anna saw in him.

Nonetheless, he was honour bound to respond politely to his knight. “Aye, Sir.” That's right, they had a job to do. Handle the archers, and Father will handle the infantry.

Arthur raised his shield before him, and rushed to hide behind the next tree, arrows raining down from above. He was almost there, just repeat his pattern until—

Kay roared, charging directly towards the scaffold where the archers stood. Arthur sighed in frustration. Battle was already hard enough without his brother pulling foolhardy stunts like this. At this rate, they would both get killed in Kay's quest for glory.

Arthur ran forward to a distant tree, taking advantage of Kay's noisy assault. If nothing else, he was a good distraction. Most of the arrows deflected off of the knight's swinging sword, but one of the archers spotted the squire and fired as well. Arthur managed to duck behind a tree, leaving the arrow sticking out of the trunk.

The young man was in a panic. Despite Kay's recklessness, he would be blamed if something happened to his brother. He had to do something, and fast.

Arthur ran to the next tree. The archer, having run out of arrows, threw a hatchet at him. Arthur raised his shield in reaction. The axe stuck in his shield, the tip of the blade breaching the wood just an inch from the squire's left eye. His blue eyes widened in panic briefly, but Arthur lowered his shield and kept running until he was safe behind the next tree. He was but a stone's throw away now from the scaffold.

Meanwhile, Kay had his sword over his head, searching around frantically for the ladder. Arthur saw the end of it jutting out from the edge of the platform. Of course they took it up with them. Looking at the structure, the squire wondered how such a flimsy-looking thing could hold a dozen people's weight—

Weight. That was it.

Arthur sheathed his sword, grabbing onto the handle of the axe in his shield. He pulled desperately, urging his muscles into action. He soon managed to yank the hatchet out. With no time to spare, the squire peeked out from behind the tree and threw it at the nearest corner post.

The small axe somersaulted in the air, and severed the rope binding the branches together. The post collapsed, the scaffold tilted in that direction—but it was not quite enough.

Arthur yelled at Kay. “Slash the corners!”

Kay whipped around, furious. “How dare you—”

There was no time to stand on ceremony. “Just do it!” Arthur drew his sword and ran past the broken post, hacking at the next one. He could hear shattering wood from the opposite end, so Kay must have been doing his part. The brothers chopped their posts down at roughly the same time, causing the scaffold to collapse, pouring the archers onto the ground to Arthur's left. Limbs and torsos tumbled as the collapsing scaffold shattered and crashed.

They wasted no time. Arthur thrust his blade down into the nearest bandit's chest, producing an awful choking sound from her last breaths. Removing his now crimson sword, he ran over to slash open the throat of a standing bandit, raising his shield to block the knife of the third. The blade pierced the hole carved by the axe, but got stuck there. Arthur used this to his advantage, moving the handle out of his foe's hand with his shield and thrust his sword into his stomach.

A fourth archer ran at him with a woodcutter's axe. Arthur let go of his weapon, pushing the body of the previous bandit off of him. The squire ran at his opponent and bashed the bandit's torso with his shield. While the thief was recovering, Arthur wrenched the axe from his grasp and hacked at his neck with it three times.

Arthur let the axe fall with his opponent. Seeing that his brother had taken care of the other archers, and that his father was riding towards them, he went and pulled his sword out of the third bandit's body, wiping off the blood on the blade with the corpse's cloak.

Looking at the empty, lifeless face, Arthur could not help but feel remorse. He had extinguished four lives today, twelve if he counted the ones Kay killed thanks to his plan. These people were just trying to feed themselves. But he had to remind himself that the bandits were killing people too, stealing food and supplies from merchants and villages, letting them starve in turn.

Hector's voice boomed from nearby. “It's a bloody business Arthur, but it is necessary.”

The squire nodded. Letting the bandits live meant allowing others to die. There was no way to keep blood off of his hands. His father was right; this way was better. It was still horrible though. He stood, joining his family near the broken scaffolding.

Kay sighed. “Don't tell me the boy is weeping over bandits! The bloody parasites deserve to die!”

Hector shook his head. “He knows the value of every life he takes.”

The young knight shrugged. “At least we killed the bastards. Another chance to display my glorious might!”

The elder knight turned to his son. “It was not might that saved you this day, Kay.”

He returned his father's gaze. “Sure it was, I chopped down that scaffold like it was nothing!”

Hector held eye contact. “After Arthur realized that was the best way to bring them to you.”

Kay stuttered, searching for the words to justify himself, but he did not find them in time. Hector continued. “I have ears, boy. Arthur ordered you to chop the corners.”

Arthur nodded. “It was something Merlin taught me about structures. If the lower pieces break—”

His brother erupted. “Not another one of the old man's wild ideas! Battle is not the time for thinking!”

Hector cut in. “It is not the time for hesitation, for long pondering. Arthur's quick thinking helped you both. I should hope that is evident.”

Kay hissed and began walking off. Arthur sighed with relief and turned up to Hector. “Thank you for defending me.”

The knight smiled. “I simply believe in giving credit where it is due. You did well in your first battle, there is no denying that.” Arthur was about to beam with pride, but was interrupted. “And do not speak out of turn again. It will only get you in trouble.”

Arthur looked down and nodded, walking back towards the forest's edge. He helped Kay get atop his old horse, and walked back home beside his father and brother.

* * *
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Cresting over the next snowy hill, Arthur could see his home. The small keep glowed warmly in the setting sun, and the activity in the nearby village was winding down for the day. As the trio approached the wooden walls, the guards smiled and waved as they passed, leaving the iron gate open just long enough for them to go through. The dirt road was filled with villagers weaving around oaken buildings with thatched roofs. All were finishing up work and errands, eager to get home to their families or to the tavern for a drink. The bustling crowd parted reverently for Sir Hector and his sons, with very few addressing his lordship directly. Hector gave a curt nod to such greetings. Kay, on the other hand, received many jovial welcomes and answered them all with enthusiasm. Arthur was practically ignored.

In time, they reached the keep. Several servants rushed to help put the horses and equipment away in the stables, Arthur helping with Kay's things. The horses were stripped of their equipment and put away in the stables, the knights' armour and weapons peeled away and taken for maintenance. The butler Johnathan assigned Arthur to scrubbing away any dirt, blood, or other stains from the mail and tabards, first Kay's and then his own. Once Mable and Will were finished with their work, they came to help Arthur with his over a little polite conversation. By the time they'd finished, the sun had been set for at least an hour.

Once Arthur was done, he went upstairs to his room in the smaller rear tower. The tiny room had very little in it besides a bed, a rug, and a chest. Without windows, the only source of light was a sconce on the wall, in which Arthur placed the rushlight he'd carried up the darkened stairs. The small size of the room tricked the eye, making one believe it had many things simply because it was full. There, he changed into his evening clothes, a simple green tunic with white pants and soft leather boots.

He was hoping to resume reading one of the books that Merlin had given him. A fascinating tale of a hero from Greece named Heracles, son of the thunder god Zeus and a mortal woman. Arthur had just read of the second labour, in which the Lernaean Hydra was slain. He was excited to see how the next trial would test Heracles in both body and mind.

Alas, this was not to be. Just as Arthur had settled into bed with the book, Kay burst through the door. The squire was surprised that the door had yet to break under the duress of his brother's forceful entrances. What was not shocking was what Kay said upon his entry.

“Wake up, sunshine! The tavern awaits!”

Arthur sighed and stored the book back in his chest. When he stood, his brother put his arm around him and ruffled his hair.

“Oh come now, no need to be so gloomy! We're going to a tavern, not a cemetery. Besides, I need my squire there to aid in my exploits!”

Arthur would hardly call getting drunk and making a fool of himself “exploits,” but he knew that he could not argue with Kay. With great reluctance, he left his room alongside his own Nemean Lion.

* * *
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Shivers went through Arthur's body as the pair strode through the cold streets, though not necessarily just from winter's chill. Kay had donned a fur-lined coat, which swayed back and forth as the knight swaggered across soil and snow. It was not long before they approached a building, glowing light breaking through every opening to illuminate the slumbering village. A sign hung over the entrance that depicted a crimson wyrm's head in profile, and appropriately had the words “The Red Dragon” beneath the image.

As the pair stepped into the light, a great cheer erupted from the tavern's patrons, all raising their mugs in Kay's direction. Anna was noticeably absent from the bar. A particular gang of four young men, all various shades of the local peach-pale, ushered him to their table in the corner, and by Arthur's reckoning they were already intoxicated. Kay seemed to notice too.

“Come on gents, you can't start the fun without me!”

The muscular one covered with hair called back. “You were late, Bull!” That's right, Arthur had forgotten their nicknames.

Kay shook his head. “You know I have to pick up my squire, Wolf. Now hand me a drink there, Rabbit.”

The short one with buck teeth and overbite shrugged. “We're all out, Bull. Fox drank your share.”

The lanky one with large ears hiccuped. “I was thirsty waiting on Bull, you rat.”

He was soon corrected by his accuser. “That's Rabbit, Fox. Rabbit.”

The tall one with the enormous nose began giggling. “Yeah, Arthur's the rat!”

Kay grappled Arthur around the neck. “Close one, Horse, but not quite. Art here is more of a mouse. Doesn't have enough fight in him to be a rat.” This caused an uproar of laughter from the table, and soon the group was chanting “Mouse” at Arthur while banging their mugs on the table.

Kay released his brother and took his seat at the table. “Anyway, Mouse, go fetch some ale for us.” He pointed towards the bar.

Arthur picked up their mugs and went over to the bar, refilling them with ale from an open barrel with a ladle. He hoped Anna wouldn't mind, but feared what Kay and his friends would do if he refused.

Fox hiccuped. “So, Bull, tell us about bandit hunting! How was killing thieves?”

Kay leaned back proudly. “Nothing for a true man like me. Mouse served as a distraction while Father and I took on the main force. I charged forward, keeping pace with his horse, arrows flying past me. I swung at the archers' scaffold so hard, it collapsed!”

Wolf looked on in disbelief. “You're full of it, Bull. You're strong, but not that strong.” This was true, but Arthur knew better than to be hopeful.

Kay stood his ground. “I did. One swing, and it fell like a house of cards. Scared Mouse so bad he nearly wet himself.”

Rabbit chuckled. “You sure just nearly?”

Horse pushed on Rabbit's shoulder. “I don't think he wanted to check!” Everyone laughed at that.

Once Arthur had filled every mug, he walked back and gave everyone their drink.

Rabbit took a sip. “Say, maybe tonight's the night we get Mouse to have an ale!”

Wolf shoved Arthur. “Yeah, maybe he'll finally get some hair on his chest!” The hairy man put his mug in the squire's hands. The other three looked at him expectantly. Arthur stared into the drink.

No. Please, no. Arthur had done some questionable things at this group's command. He had danced and sung some silly songs. He had kissed a donkey on the mouth. There was even a night where he had handled manure from the local farm with his bare hands and put some on every doorstep in the village. All of those things had made him look foolish or gotten him in trouble.

But this? He'd never tasted any drink stronger than half water, and even too much of that made him feel ill. The mug in front of him was unmixed, and the smell made his stomach lurch. Father and Merlin would kill him if he got drunk. Kay would kill him if he hurled it back up on the floor.

Before Arthur could find some excuse to get out of this, or succumb to the pressure, Kay snatched the mug from his hands and put it back in front of Wolf.

“And waste perfectly good ale on this runt? Which of you wants to give up a drink on him?” The rest looked at each other in silence. Even Wolf, who had initially given Arthur the mug, made no sign of giving it back. “Exactly. You aren't mooching off of us, Mouse, and that's final.”

Arthur breathed a sigh of relief. Ironically, Kay was the one who'd gotten him out of this. He was usually the one who egged him on the most in these situations.

Horse pointed at the floor. “Hey there's ale on the floor, clean it up, Mouse!”

Arthur went to the bar to fetch a rag. Fox called after him. “And clean up the table too!”

The squire nodded, gathering an extra rag for the table. Upon his return, he wiped up the stray drops of ale that were on the table. The others began pretending to almost spill on Arthur as he did this, making a game of who could get closest without actually letting any drink go. This continued until he was just about done, but then Horse splashed some on the table, getting some in Arthur's eye. As the others chanted at the man to down the rest of his mug, Arthur finished cleaning the table and started on the floor.

But the moment he got on his hands and knees to wipe up the bit on the boards, he felt Kay's feet on his spine. He should have known. But maybe this was for the best. At least this way they couldn't involve him in more shenanigans.

Then, over the obnoxious roars of the beasts, Arthur heard the clacking of feet against the floorboards, a familiar pacing that betrayed both urgency and frustration. A set of steps from the hallway, a footstool's last hope.

A stern feminine voice broke through. “Kay! Rein in those boys of yours! Joseph's colourful coat, man, I swear the Irish can hear your horseplay! Can't a woman check inventory for just a few minutes around here?”

Oh thank God, it was Anna. Arthur was saved.

The entire tavern fell silent for a moment. Kay then sheepishly said. “Sorry, Anna. We took the fun too far.”

“You're damn right it went too far! Honestly, Kay, so help me I'll—What are you reclining on?”

Arthur craned his head upwards, and saw a freckle-faced woman with long red-brown hair look under the table at him and sigh. She straightened back up.

“Kay, get your feet off of Arthur. Now.”

The weight left Arthur's back, and he stood up, moving off to the side and making every effort not to look smug. This was going to be good.

Anna's white shirt and long red skirt flashed past the squire and stopped before his knight, her raging visage an inch away from his sweating face.

“I have had just about enough of these childish antics, Kay! For Abram's sake, you're supposed to be a grown man, and a knight at that! How can you be an example to your people when you play stupid pranks and treat your own brother like a bloody servant?” Kay put his hands up defensively, but she smacked them down with her own. “I don't give a damn if he's your squire, he's your brother! Treat him like an equal and behave yourself, or else you'll be alone under the mistletoe this Christmas! And you won't find me there next year either! Is that understood?”

Arthur was soaking in every word, every image of this scene in his mind. Anna had told Kay off before, but she had never been this serious, and his brother had always gone back to tormenting him as soon as she left. Hopefully she got to him this time. If anyone in the village had a chance of correcting Kay's ways, it was Anna. Hector was intimidating to be sure, but Anna had a few moves in her wheelhouse against Kay that his father lacked.

Arthur's euphoria was interrupted when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. The man on the stool behind Anna was leaning towards her, his hand moving stealthily upwards...

Arthur pointed at the leering oaf. “What do you think you're doing?!” Everyone turned to the man, who was panicking now that his scheme had been discovered.

Anna pivoted to face him, her voice grinding out the words at a middling volume. “Kay, throw this loathsome creature outside.”

Kay leaped to his feet. “My pleasure!” The knight grabbed the creep by the nearest arm and leg and hoisted him onto his shoulders. He lumbered his way to the doorway to take out the trash.

Arthur looked over to Anna. “Thanks for the rescue, Anna.”

She smiled. “And thank you for the warning, Arthur. Now get yourself to bed. I'm sure that mentor of yours has plenty more to teach you tomorrow.” Anna gave him a wink and began shooing the remaining beasts out.

Arthur didn't need to be told twice. He marched out of the tavern as fast as his legs would carry him. As he went back out into the cold, he nearly bumped into Kay, who hardly acknowledged him. He also saw the creep, who looked at him with a mixture of anger and shame, brushed snow off of himself, and staggered home. Arthur, meanwhile, walked back to the keep with his head held high.

* * *
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Arthur walked across the courtyard of the keep to the tower opposite his own, with several books in his arms. The morning sun shone down, making the snow below sparkle and glitter.

He had to admit, his days under Merlin's tutelage were his favourites. While the introduction to any new concept had its difficulties, he loved learning. Mastering these academic topics was one of the few things that made him feel that he was improving as a person. The one exception was swordplay, but Kay always outshone him in that. There was no competition with his teacher, only progress.

Arthur knocked on the door, eagerly anticipating his mentor's arrival. In time the way opened, revealing an aged man in a deep blue robe. His face was the off-white of parchment that didn't see much sun, and there were crow's feet around his eyes. His spectacles sat comfortably upon his crooked nose, and what hair was left on his balding head was bright white, brighter than the snow.

The wrinkled face lit up with joy, raspy words flying out. “Welcome, Arthur, welcome. Come inside!” The student did as he was commanded.

The tower was filled with all sorts of strange curiosities. Everything, from vials of coloured liquids to shelves of books by authors distant in both time and location, adorned the walls. While Arthur knew the purposes of the things, the reactive nature of the chemicals and the basic contents of most of the library, looking at it would make many believe the rumours of witchcraft that surrounded Merlin. Though, to be fair, Arthur could only guess what sorts of things Merlin kept upstairs.

A great square table in the centre of the room had been cleared away. Arthur placed his books there, sitting down and opening them, eager to resume his lessons.

Merlin ran about, skimming open tomes and putting drops of this or that liquid in beakers, taking note of what occurred in each case. Nevertheless, he began the next lesson.

“Now then, where were we? Right, military tactics! Now tell me, Arthur, what is the most important part of any war effort? How does someone win a battle?”

Arthur sat up straight, proudly declaring his answer. “Preparation. A wise general wins, and then goes to war.”

Merlin turned to face his student, shaking his finger with a smile. “Yes, very good! Sun Tzu would be proud of you! Now, what sorts of preparation should be made for any war campaign?”

“A leader requires troops, with good equipment, regular training, high morale, and loyalty. The army must be fed and rested in order to perform well. This means that a steady line of supplies must be established between the army and a secure location.”

The old man nodded approvingly, keeping busy with his experiments. “Yes, and then when you reach the battlefield?”

This went on for some time, with Merlin asking question after question regarding what sorts of preparations and plans a leader would take to secure victory against their foes. Arthur answered most of them correctly, with his teacher gently correcting wrong answers and filling in any missing information. After over an hour of testing, Arthur looked over the tactics book to refresh his memory on the concepts he struggled with.

As Merlin finished recording the results of his experiments, Arthur could not resist asking something that had been eating away at him for some time.

“Speaking of wise leaders, what's going to happen to Britain? How is the dispute over the throne going to be resolved?”

Merlin stopped for a moment, then resumed his scribbling. “Ah, concerned about the country's welfare, I see.”

Arthur nodded vigorously. “Yes, of course. Uther Pendragon has been dead for decades. With all the wealthy people fighting over the crown, lesser knights like Father and Kay have to clean up the rampant banditry. This cannot continue, Merlin. Someone has to put a stop to this chaos!” Only after his fist hit the table did he realize he was shouting.

“I hear you, Arthur, I really do.” Merlin pivoted to face his student, his blue eyes filled with assurance. “Do not fear. A solution is coming. It is almost time.”

Arthur felt his anxiety fade, but not by enough. “Time for what? What solution could there be that no one has thought of by now?”

The old man shook his head, clasping Arthur's hand in his own. “All shall become clear in due time. Be patient, just for a little longer. I promise that things will be made right.”

Arthur exhaled. “Very well, I trust you.”

Merlin practically leaped on the table. “Excellent. Thank you, my boy! In any case, let us move on to history, shall we? The fall of the Roman Empire was a devastating occurrence...”

Arthur listened intently, but could not help but wonder. Wise as Merlin was, how could he be so sure that the next sovereign of Britain would be coming soon?
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Chapter 2

The Sword In Stone
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The carriage rocked on the road, passing fields of white, shaking Arthur, Merlin, and Anna within it. The driver, Myrtle, remained stoic, her eyes facing forwards. Ahead of them, Hector and Kay rode on their horses. This meant that the knights could warn of incoming threats. It also meant that they were out of earshot.

As Arthur sat in the back, flanked by sacks of rations, equipment, and other belongings, he saw that Anna was looking out the window and that Merlin seemed to be pondering something. This seemed as good a time as any to ask.

“Anna, why do you put up with Kay and his nonsense?” He knew it was none of his business and was happy to drop the issue if she refused to talk about it. Still, he was curious, and was willing to take the risk if it meant getting the answer he wanted.

She sighed, and Arthur was about to apologize when she spoke up. “I wonder that myself. Kay can be an absolute ass at times. But he does have his redeeming qualities.”

“Such as?” He saw his mentor give him a warning look and remembered to tread gently.

Anna, however, did not seem to mind. “For one thing, he has always been faithful and treated me with respect. You wouldn't believe how much of a gentleman your brother is when it's just the two of us. And the fact that he is openly involved with a commoner at all suggests that he sees us as equals, regardless of our birth.”

Arthur thought back to that night at the Red Dragon weeks ago. When the drunken creep had moved to touch Anna, Kay leaped to her defence without question, even though she'd been in the middle of yelling at him. That certainly seemed like something an honourable gentleman would do. Then he realized something. Kay's friends, the “Beasts of Kyner,” as they called themselves, were all commoners except their bovine leader. Wolf was a hunter, Horse a rancher, Fox a butcher, and Rabbit a watcher. Arthur had been so caught up in their obnoxious behaviour and their bullying of him that he had never considered the fact that Kay associated with them in the first place. They were certainly birds of the same rowdy feather, but Kay could probably find similar company among the nobility. In fact as the son of a landowning knight, he had every right to ignore the peasantry and find companionship, both platonic and romantic, with those of his own societal rank.

Arthur finally spoke aloud again, arriving at the answer. “Kay is willing to risk his own reputation among the nobility to be with those that he loves.”

Anna nodded with a smile. “Yes, he is. He sees us as worthy, and is willing to use his own life to prove that we are. And I'm sure that if his brother is in trouble someday, he will show the same loyalty.”

Merlin finally interjected. “I agree wholeheartedly. He is arrogant and rude, but Sir Kay is also forward-thinking and defends who and what he loves with all his might. If his Mouse is ever set upon by cats or hawks, the Bull will surely come to his aid.”

Anna seemed shocked—but Arthur had suspected for years that his teacher had eyes in the village on him. As such, Merlin would have known about his “initiation” into the Beasts of Kyner.

Once her surprise faded, she seemed to remember something. “Right, Merlin, I've been meaning to ask you. Have you ever been to Londinium before?”

The old man nodded. “Yes. It is a great and glorious city, particularly during festivities. It was bright and cheerful at the Easter I went, and I am certain that Christmases there have their own charms as well. It is also well fortified, indicative of strong engineering. I have no doubt, were it not for Camelot and the Pendragon dynasty, that Iceni would dominate the Isle.”

Arthur could not hold back his curiosity. “Speaking of Camelot, whatever happened to it? After Uther Pendragon died?”

Merlin seemed saddened by this question. “It is in ruins. No one dares touch the place now. Once a citadel of strength and virtue, it is wasting away, sitting in dust and ashes and overgrown with vines.”

Anna hummed sympathetically. “Hopefully the bishop can keep his promise. Then Camelot can be restored—or at least the nobles can stop fighting over who gets to be king.”

Arthur's eyes lit up. “You mean the bishop is going to find a new monarch?”

Merlin leaned forwards and patted his student's knee. “Yes, dear boy—before the new year, I'm sure of it.”

Arthur smiled at his mentor. This explained it. The Church had finally narrowed down who should be the next King of Britain. Merlin, always with his ear to the ground, must have heard about it. And his mentor had travelled shortly before December, so that must have when he heard the news. That was it. He must have faith in the Church's plan.

At this point the carriage stopped. Looking out the window, Arthur could see high stone walls and hear his father speaking with someone. They must have reached the gates. They'd finally arrived at Londinium. A smile spread across Anna's face as well as Arthur's. The carriage began moving again, and they passed through the great doors into the city.

It was as spectacular as Merlin had attested. The cobblestone streets had patches of snow, and the buildings alongside were capped with white. Some buildings were so tall they could be seen from across the settlement. People were bustling here and there, dressed warmly and wearing matching expressions. There was great joy, and not just about the approach of Christmas nor the upcoming tournament to be held here. This excitement came from the anticipation of Britain's new ruler.

In time, the carriage approached Londinium's cathedral, God's house here larger than even Arthur's own in Kyner. Even here there were crowds of people, flocking in and about the great church. It was also the site where the ride ended.

Merlin opened the door, and Arthur heaved the sacks onto his shoulders. As he did so, Kay helped Anna down to the street. Merlin came after, ensuring that Arthur's departure was also secure.

Hector brought the horses with them as the carriage departed, handing one set of reins to Kay and the other to Merlin. He pointed across the street, to a small mansion almost directly across from the cathedral.

“There is our estate. We shall remain there for the duration of the tournament and festivities, all the way until the new year.”

Arthur followed the group as they headed towards the mansion. Once inside, they found that Johnathan and the others had already stocked and decorated the place. The fireplaces brought warmth throughout the house, and candles illuminated its halls, revealing the garlands on the railings and wreaths on the walls. There was even a sprig of mistletoe hung in one corner, which Kay and Anna promptly went to.

Meanwhile, Arthur temporarily set down the bags and went back out to secure the horses in the stables, ensuring they had enough food and water. He then returned to the entrance hall and took the bags from Mable and Will. Arthur went to each individual room and sorted everyone's belongings into the place they would be staying.

He started with his father's master bedroom, setting any official documentation on the desk. He then went to Merlin's room, and could quickly take out the few books and curiosities that his teacher had packed. Then he went to Kay and Anna's room, unpacking what they brought. He was used to doing his brother's laundry, but felt embarrassed handling Anna's clothes, and put them away as quickly as possible. Finally, he went to his own room, the smallest in the mansion, and took out what he'd brought, which was little more than his clothing and his book on Heracles.

Content that he had no more duties, Arthur resumed his journey with the demigod. By this point he was on the fifth labour. He spent the afternoon reading of how Heracles cleaned the stables of Augeas, which was home to three thousand cattle, in a single day. It seemed even great heroes had to do chores. Arthur thought Heracles' solution, of diverting great rivers to wash away the manure, was a clever one. He wondered if he could find some ingenious way to get his own duties done quickly.

A knock on the door. Arthur looked up and saw his father standing in the threshold. By this point Hector had doffed his armour and put on a fine tunic and pants. “It is nearly time for dinner.”

Arthur nodded. “Thank you, Father, I shall be down as soon as possible.” He stood up and realized that Hector was still standing there. “Was there something else that you needed?”

The knight hesitated for a moment, before looking at the now closed tome. “And what does Merlin have you reading now? Doesn't he realize you're on holiday?”

Arthur shook his head. “This book is for pleasure, not study. It's the tale of the Greek hero, Heracles.”

Hector furrowed his brow. “I've not heard of this Heracles. What is this tale about?”

Arthur began describing his book. It was awkward at first, but once he realized that his father was listening intently, he became more excited, regaling his favourite parts with gusto. He was even able to tell up to the fifth labour.

“...and then the great rivers washed away the manure, all at once! I thought it was very clever.”

Hector scratched his moustache. “Right you are, very efficient. I see why you relate strongly to this Heracles.”

Arthur was taken somewhat aback. “Why do you say that?”

The knight looked his son in the eye. “For one thing, these Twelve Labours sound like a series of chores, which you do plenty of as a squire. Heracles displays both strength and cleverness, as you did with those bandits a few weeks back. Furthermore, you and Heracles were raised by...” Hector stopped himself mid-sentence, seeming to regret starting it.

The squire cocked his head at his father. “We were both raised by?”

After a moment, Hector clapped Arthur on the shoulder. “...were raised by strong and upstanding men. Amphitryon, despite not being Heracles' father by blood, loved him as his own and taught him everything he
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