








Young King Arthur and the Round Table Knights







Cara Aisling




Copyright © 2020 by Cara Aisling

Cover art copyright © 2025 by Areej Haq and Alex Garcia




This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, business, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.




Published September 2020 by Deep Hearts YA, an imprint of Deep Desires Press and Story Perfect Books.




[image: ]




Deep Hearts YA

PO Box 51053 Tyndall Park

Winnipeg, Manitoba R2X 3B0

Canada




Visit http://www.deepheartsya.com for more great reads.




Chapter One

The Choosing




“Did you hear?”

“What?”

“They’re holding the Choosing Ceremony! Everyone is heading to the plaza.”

I listened to the conversations that rose up in the streets. Everyone was excited and the town was buzzing with the news.

It had been two weeks since King Uther Pendragon passed. They had finally begun the Choosing Ceremony.

My heart raced. How exciting to go see someone draw the Holy Sword Excalibur from the anvil!

I was in the middle of shopping for my mother when I heard the ruckus. If the Choosing was now, then I wanted to see it. I turned to the woman filling my basket with baking ingredients. Mrs. Lin was a usual stop when shopping for the bakery.

“Are you going, Arthur?” she asked.

“Yes, I want to see. It’s exciting to think of who might draw the blade,” I said.

“It can be scary too,” she said.

“Scary? How?”

“What if someone who is unsuited draws the blade? What should we do, then? The ceremony is final. No one can withdraw who takes that blade from the anvil. If a young, hot-headed boy draws the blade, then Camelot is doomed, don’t you agree?”

My smile wavered. I gave her a stiff laugh. “Oh, Mrs. Lin. The Holy Sword wouldn’t choose someone so unworthy. I bet it’ll choose one of the knights. Gawain would be a good choice, don’t you think?”

“I doubt the sword would choose one of the knights, my dear. Hurry along. You should go quickly if you wish to watch the Choosing. And tell your mother hello for me.”

I gathered up the rest of what I needed. After giving her my thanks, I rushed down the street and followed the crowd into the plaza.

I was astonished at how many people showed up to the Choosing. Up on the platform was the anvil and the Holy Sword protruding from it. The silver handle glinted in the afternoon sun. Gems that lined the handle glistened and only increased the beauty of the weapon that was stuck in the dull gray metal chunk.

Silence hung heavy in the air, broken only by hushed whispers from some who gathered in the crowd. A group of people lined up to try their hand at pulling the sword from the anvil, but I was too far back to make out who they were. Ducking down, I wiggled my way forward, apologizing when some of the townspeople grumbled at me in anger for pushing too much, or stepping on toes. By the time I worked my way close enough to the anvil, one of the men up on the platform had started talking.

I didn’t listen to what he was saying. It was mostly about the meaning of the sword and about the responsibilities of who would draw the Holy Sword. Everyone knew that the holder of the blade would become the next King of Camelot. It was a story told to everyone since they were children, and it was something a lot of children often dreamed of, myself included.

Once I was closer to the front, the man who had spoken bowed and stepped back. My eyes went wide. It was Merlin!

I had the feeling it was the legendary mage only because of how he was dressed. It was so different from the others. He wore fitted robes that curved to his muscular body, and there was a pleasant demeanor to his handsome face. The robes were blue and purple in color and the way he wore them had the front opened so everyone could see the curve of his chest and the chiseled muscle there.

My heart leapt.

He was beautiful to look at. His steel gray eyes and dark hair that looked like a tumbled mess were all too attractive. I was captivated by him for quite some time, so much that I forgot to see who was trying to pull the sword from the anvil. When the crowd all groaned together, I looked up to see one man walking away with a frown on his face. I didn’t know who he was, but he was dressed finely.

Must be a lord from some place, I thought. I looked over to the next one in line and noted the armor this man wore. However, he wasn’t a knight of the Round Table. He seemed just a soldier or someone of noble birth. In fact, many of the people who tried were nobles of some sort from all around the kingdom.

I watched with bated breath every time a pair of hands wrapped around the hilt of the sparkling weapon. Each person who stepped up had my heart pounding. I leaned forward against the wooden fence that blocked off the Choosing Ceremony. One by one they shuffled by, each one no better than the last as they tried their hardest to pull the weapon from its steel prison.

As the line dwindled down, the people in the crowd began to murmur.

“Is the sword going to choose anyone? What if it chooses no one?”

“Impossible, the sword will choose someone.”

“But what if it doesn’t?”

Men and women went back and forth on the subject and the more they talked, the more insecure the tension in the crowd grew. I looked around at all the faces. There was worry and fear painting many of them while others just seemed unsure of it all. I returned my attention to the platform and gasped as I saw someone I never expected approaching the sword.

At first, I was frozen in shock. Why would my cousin be trying to draw the sword? Worst of all, he was dressed as a knight when I knew all too well he was not one.

Impersonating a knight was a high offense and depending on the ruler, it may be a death sentence.

I was moving before I knew it, the contents of my basket scattering to the ground. Ducking under the rail, I rushed up onto the platform, startling everyone. I could hear their gasps and some shouts for me to get down, but I ignored them.

“Illian! What are you doing?” I hissed as I got between him and the sword.

Illian glared at me. “Move, Arthur.”

“No! You can’t be up here, let alone impersonating a knight! Couldn’t you wait? The Choosing Ceremony is offered to all!”

“Fool! Why would I wait until after the nobles, knights, and royals got to try? If one of them pulled it…I would miss my chance!”

“Illian!”

“What is the meaning of this?” It was Merlin who asked. I flinched back a little, but I didn’t move as the mage got close to us.

I turned to him and put my hands together. “Please, Sir Merlin, forgive my cousin, but he’s not a knight!”

“You!” Illian snarled at me and Merlin looked between the two of us.

“Impersonating a knight,” Merlin began, then his lips twisted into a rather devilish smile. “My, aren’t you brave. Or stupid.”

“Please! Forgive him! Illian, let’s go, please. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“You have no right, Arthur,” Illian snapped. He lunged forward, giving me a hard shove. Illian’s larger size worked to his advantage and his action threw me backwards. I yelped and reached out for something, anything, to stop my tumble off the platform.

I grasped the handle of the Holy Sword to try and stop my fall, but instead of stopping, I kept going. I flailed as I fell off the platform. I hit the ground hard and coughed as the air was knocked from my lungs.

I lay on the ground for a few moments trying to regain my senses. In my hand, I could feel something digging into my palm. A jewel from the sword, perhaps? Something had come free when I’d reached out. It made sense a jewel would snap off during my stumbling. Sitting upright, I looked down at what was in my hand. It was the Holy Sword! I was in so much shock that I dropped the weapon and scrambled away from it.

I looked around. Everyone’s faces were filled with shock. The silence was so heavy it hurt my ears. I was panting, fear clutching my chest as I sat there on the ground beneath all those astonished looks. It wasn’t until someone knelt before me that I pulled away from the agonizing scrutiny of the townspeople.

“Stand up.” The order was kind, despite being hard on my hearing. “Come on, I need to test this.”

I turned to see who’d spoken. Merlin stood over me. “Sir Merlin…”

He offered his free hand to me. In the other he had the blade that I’d fearfully tossed away from me.

I took his hand and he hauled me up to my feet. His grip tightened as he led me back up onto the platform. I was certain he held so firmly because he didn’t want me to run away. If not for that, I would have run from the plaza and probably farther.

Merlin had me stand in front of the anvil. He slid the blade back in. Once it clicked, he gave a testing tug and the weapon remained locked inside.

He looked behind me and I turned to see who he had set his eyes upon. Illian was being held by two knights who I recognized, since they patrolled the castle town. And of course, everyone knew who the Knights of the Round Table were. Lancelot was on Illian’s right and Tristan was on his left. Both knights held each of my cousin’s arms tightly.

Merlin beckoned with his fingers. “Come here, impersonator. If you so wish to take the sword, then by all means do try.”

To me, Merlin’s smile was mocking.

Illian pulled free of the two knights and stepped forward, a scowl on his face. I moved, letting my cousin step up to the anvil. For a moment, he hesitated as he gazed at the sword. He reached out slowly and wrapped his hands around the hilt. He took a deep breath, then pulled. I knew he put every ounce of his strength behind it, and yet the Holy Sword was stuck fast in its prison once more.

He might have continued to pull all day, but Merlin put his hand on Illian’s shoulder and forced him back, away from the sword. The mage looked at me and motioned toward the sword. I swallowed dryly but moved to take the spot before the decorated hilt. My hands trembled as I gingerly gripped the Holy Sword.

It took no effort at all, like pulling a kitchen knife from warm butter. The blade slid free and I stood in awe with it. The crowd was as silent as the dead. Then murmurs started, followed by tentative clapping from some, but otherwise it was shock.

I understood why. For years, the sword had chosen royalty, or nobility. It hadn’t chosen a commoner, a peasant, before. I was the focus of all scrutiny.

My mouth felt like a cotton field. It was too hot under the sun. I’m going to faint, I thought in fear. It was hard to breathe, and my chest felt as if the anvil itself had just been dropped on me.

If not for the strong hand that gripped my shoulder, I would have stood there perpetually, like a statue staring out into the sea of faces as they watched me in return.

I slowly turned to look at who had touched me. Merlin…

My mind slowly pieced together that it was the great mage who stood next me.

“Come, Your Majesty. We need to help you get prepared.”

Though his smile was warm, and his words sounded kind, the fact that he’d just called me ‘your majesty’ was like the final nail in my coffin. I blanched as I stared at him. I opened and closed my mouth, trying to form words, but they never came to me. I couldn’t think straight.

Merlin seemed to understand the situation I was in. His hand went from my shoulder to my upper arm. His grip was just as firm as it had been when he’d kept me from running from the platform. My legs felt like jelly and, as we stepped down, I had to wonder how I even kept my body upright. Behind us, Lancelot and Tristan escorted my cousin off as well.

I could feel Illian’s eyes on me, burning into the back of my skull. I didn’t turn to look at him. I was too afraid of what I might see. Just knowing that he was angry made my blood run cold. I wouldn’t be able to face him, not now. Maybe never, I thought solemnly.

I was taken from the plaza through the streets of the castle town I knew so well. Except this time, instead of stopping in front of the huge wall that separated the castle grounds from the rest of the city, we kept going. Beyond the wall, the castle rose in all its glory. Spires that seemed to touch the sky were all too imposing. The castle gates before me were inlaid with a giant red dragon that seemed to crawl across the bars. I had always thought the gates were rather amazing to look at, the way that dragon prowled forward. Yet now, as I was forced toward it, they seemed more like prison bars, and the dragon my guard.

At the gates, the soldiers gave Merlin a short bow before they turned and hauled them open for us.

Merlin didn’t loosen his grip as we continued forward. For a moment, I pulled against him, though it did nothing to deter him. I stumbled on the cobblestones that decorated the way toward the castle. Trees lined the walkway but their splendor was lost to me. All I could see was the giant mahogany doors ahead, inlaid with gold to carve out the sigil of the same dragon that decorated the gates.

In my hand, the Holy Sword weighed heavily, almost as if the blade knew that it had chosen wrong. As we climbed the steps, another pair of castle guards greeted us, but instead of simply bowing as the first two, they looked between one another in silence.

“Lord Merlin, who is the young man?” the one on the left asked, his eyes focusing on the sword I held. I trembled under his gaze.

Merlin’s hand squeezed my arm. Is he trying to comfort me? I thought as I looked over to the mage.

Merlin didn’t hesitate as he replied to the guards. “This young man is our new King. He was chosen by the sword. If you’ll excuse us, there are many things that we need to prepare for.”

The guards bowed in haste and opened the doors for us to enter. I was swept inside without another word. The castle seemed far bigger on the inside than it looked from outside. The hall we stepped into was more like a giant ball room. Across from us at the far side, it slimmed down to a normal-sized corridor. On either side of the new hall, a staircase curved upward to the levels above. To my left and right were two more hallways, each ending with an intersecting hall.

I’m going to get so lost here, I told myself in silent horror. Merlin, however, seemed to know exactly where he needed to go and had no hesitation in getting there. Instead of the hallways, we took the staircase to the left. Merlin released my arm and I climbed after him, as there was barely room enough for two people at a time. Behind me, Tristan followed. I looked beyond him as I paused in the ascent.

“W-where did Sir Lancelot and Illian go?” I hated how my voice cracked as I spoke to the knight.

“He took the imposter to the cells.” Tristan’s answer was cold and clipped. “For now, he’ll stay there until things have settled with your being chosen. Unless the rest of us decide we need to deal with him instead of waiting.”

I swallowed hard and turned away, quickly climbing the spiraling stairs to catch up to Merlin. My heart felt heavy as it pounded hard against my ribs. I could feel a hot rush of blood filling my face as I kept my eyes down so I wouldn’t trip and fall. What would become of Illian? I swallowed again, even harder, as I thought of my cousin locked away in a cell. The cold threat that Tristan had just given me only served to increase my fears.

It seemed like ages climbing what remained of the stairs to the second floor. When I got to the top, Merlin was waiting for us. By now, my lungs squeezed tight as I fought for air. Leaning on the wall at the top, I took a moment to catch my breath, closing my eyes as I braced myself on the corner.

“You’ll get used to the stairs and halls soon,” Merlin said with a grin. “For now, I’m taking you to your room. You can rest for the day. I’ll send a boy to tend to you.”

I looked over at him in shock. “You mean…a servant? But! I-I don’t need one! I can take care of myself,” I protested, but it didn’t seem like he was listening to me.

Behind me, Tristan scoffed.

I bristled. What was so wrong with declining a servant? I didn’t want to be waited on hand and foot! It wasn’t for me and I would feel awkward and out of place. Well, more so than I did right now anyway.

“One of the many things that you’ll get used to,” Merlin said. His tone suggested that I couldn’t refuse. In fact, I was certain there were many things that I wasn’t going to be able to say no to.

I looked away and Merlin seemed satisfied that I hadn’t protested any more. He started down the long stone corridor and I followed with Tristan right behind. Our boots scuffed across the stone, echoing down the hall. Servants scurried by carrying laundry, or trays, some empty, others full of items. They bowed to Merlin, and the seamless motion of bowing and still running along made me think this was a usual occurrence.

I tried not to look too out of place or inconspicuous. Even so, the people who came by us sent me strange looks, and when they noted the Holy Sword in my grip, there were many reactions. Shock was the most prominent. It made my face hot with embarrassment and my heart clench tightly.

“Here we are, Your Majesty.”

I stumbled as Merlin addressed me. Your Majesty…I will never get used to that, I thought sourly.

I looked up from where I’d glued my eyes to the floor. The door that stood before us was ornate and decorated with the same dragon that adorned the castle gates. Merlin opened it.

My mouth fell open at what I saw. “I’m staying in this room?” I could barely get my voice to come out as I took in the elaborate bedroom before me. A large fireplace took up most of the right wall. A giant bed took up the left side. There was a wash basin that looked as if it were made of pure gold, two dressers, a desk, and a giant wardrobe. Beyond the bed, the room stretched farther and there in the secluded area was a giant tub with dragon heads as the feet. Directly across from me, the stonework opened to an elegant archway leading to a balcony.

The room was decorated with reds and golds, and purple too. The bed had all three colors, but in a very tasteful design. The pillows took up almost half of it and I knew I wasn’t ever going to sleep well in that massive monstrosity.

“Yes. Believe me, you get used to this far quicker than anything else,” Merlin said. “This room is yours, your sanctuary, as it were. Do whatever you like to it. Now, why don’t you wash up, rest. I’ll send the boy as soon as I find one. Should you have need of anything, there will be guards in the hall. Don’t hesitate to ask, Your Majesty.”

I shook my head and turned to face him. I let anger boil forth to cover my insecurities. “No more ‘your majesty’!”

Merlin tilted his head at me, confused at first. Then he gave me the same mischievous look I’d seen at the plaza. “Oh? And what should I call you, then?”

“Arthur. Just, Arthur.”

“Well, you’re not ‘just Arthur’ now. You’re King Arthur and you will be addressed as such. So, if you dislike ‘your majesty’ then my only advice is to get used to it.”

I glared at him. “You’re awful.”

Merlin’s smile didn’t cease. If anything, it grew larger. He gave me a sweeping bow that I was certain was more to mock me than out of actual respect. Then he backed away and closed the door.

I was left alone in the room and the silence was heavy again. I turned from the door and cringed at the gaudy riches sprawled before me.

I squeezed my hands into fists. It was then that I realized I still held the Holy Sword. It weighed heavily in my grip, my shoulder aching as I lifted the blade. It was almost too much for me to hold upright. How could I have forgotten such a weight?

The beautiful silver weapon reflected the sunlight. Orange rays spread into the room from the giant balcony across from me.

This can’t be happening. I chewed on my bottom lip as I examined the weapon. This was a dream, it had to be. There was no other believable explanation. I put the sword on the desk, laying it down gently. I backed away from it and eventually turned to the bed.

I tested the mattress and found it to be just soft enough to beckon to me. Slowly, I crawled up on it and lay flat on my stomach. The cool red doublet felt amazing and I found myself slipping into sleep. It wasn’t long before weariness took me.

And when I wake up, I’ll be at home with Mother…




Chapter Two

A Servant for the King




I woke to a strange room. The unfamiliarity of it jump-started my heart. I sat up in a hurry, breathing hard and fast. I looked around, wildly. Silver streams of moonlight illuminated the darkness, bending the shadows across the furnishings. It took me a moment to remember that I was at the castle and inside the King’s chamber. My chambers…

As my breathing calmed, something moved from the wall to my right. I jumped. The figure quickly crossed and came into the light. It was a boy. He seemed about my age, fourteen or so, judging by the lack of facial hair. He had large brown eyes and short messy black hair. He dropped to his knees, looking terrified.

“I am so sorry I woke you from your rest, Your Majesty! Please forgive me!” He bowed his head to me and remained like that as I gawked at him in confusion.

“N-no, don’t…you didn’t…it’s okay! Please stand up,” I begged him. He lifted his head slowly and then rose up to his feet after giving me a look that said he wasn’t sure if I was speaking truly or not. I swallowed hard, trying to wet my throat. It had turned into a dry lakebed once again.

“Your Majesty,” he said slowly. He stood there awkwardly, wringing his hands together, hunched over.

“Please, just Arthur. I…I’m not used to the whole ‘your majesty’ thing.”

“I-I-I couldn’t! That’s far too rude! You’re my King, I don’t wish to disrespect you!”

I groaned. It seemed like no one was going to listen to my plea to drop this damned title. I smiled at him and that only made it worse. He looked bewildered and quickly dropped his gaze from mine.

What was I going to do with everyone if they were walking around me so cautiously?

“What’s your name?” The least I could do was attempt to become friends with him.

“It’s Elias, Your Majesty.”

“Elias. That’s a nice name. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Were you doing something before I startled you?”

“Oh, just preparing for when you would wish to take a bath when you woke. If you want to, that is. A-are you hungry, Your Majesty?”

I thought about it for a moment. I was hungry. I hadn’t eaten since that morning, though the offer of a bath sounded amazing as well.

I smiled again and this time Elias returned it tentatively. “I think food first, then I’ll bathe.”

“As you wish!” Elias brightened up considerably. He scurried around the room, lighting candles that chased the darkness back farther, then he was gone for a long time. I rubbed at the back of my neck. My muscles were tight with the earlier tension still.

I got up and walked around the room. There was a wash bin on the table, so I splashed my face and arms, the cool liquid waking me further.

Elias returned, bearing a large tray full of food, a pitcher, and a goblet. I stared at him as he brought the giant thing into the room and set it down on the table.

“Did you wash, Your Majesty?”

“You didn’t need to bring all of this.” There were slabs of chicken, deer meat, jerky, three different kinds of bread, four different kinds of cheeses, fruit, and what looked like slabs of boar meat too.

Elias’ face turned red as he began wringing his hands again. “Please forgive me, but I didn’t know what you would like, so I grabbed a little of everything that the cooks had ready. I can take it back if you wish!”

He made to grab the tray. I lunged forward, stopping him as I took his hands in mine. “No, no! No need for that, I was just…shocked. You could have brought me anything. I would have eaten it. I just wasn’t expecting you to bring so much. That’s all. Are you hungry, Elias? Would you like to eat with me?”

The way his face lost all the color so rapidly, it was like I had just threatened him and his family with hanging. I grimaced. Was that not the right thing to do?

Elias looked ready to faint, or cry. Maybe both. “Your Majesty, I couldn’t possibly…”

“You can. It’s just the two of us, so what’s the harm?”

He blushed. He didn’t speak then; I had probably traumatized him into silence.

I pulled out a chair and gestured to it. “Sit, Elias. I want you to. It’s better to eat together than alone.”

Slowly he took his seat. He was trembling slightly. I beamed at him as I sat across from him. When I took the goblet and pitcher off the tray, Elias started to his feet.

“Your wine!”

“It’s okay, I can pour my own wine. My arms are not broken, Elias,” I told him with a chuckle.

He sat down again and refused to look at me. He seemed so tense with his hands clasped tightly in his lap. I took a piece of chicken and put it in my mouth. It was salty, with hints of garlic and rosemary. I chewed slowly, closing my eyes as the moisture of the meat simply melted in my mouth.

“It’s just you and me,” I spoke softly after I finished swallowing. “When there are others you don’t have to eat with me if it makes you feel uncomfortable. Do you…not want to eat with me?”

Elias shook his head hard as he answered me hastily. “No! That’s not it, Your Majesty! It’s just…I’m not used to this at all! To have My King asking me to eat with him on equal terms…It is a little strange.”

“Strange? Why would it be strange to sit equally with me? I’m still me, I’m still Arthur from the castle town. Nothing has changed.”

“It has changed. You’re King now! It means you’re our ruler, our protector, you lead us. A king is what makes this country thrive and keep going.”

“I know what a king is. But even so, it still doesn’t change who I am. I’m still me. And to me, everyone is equal.”

Elias didn’t say anything in return. He just looked away and stayed still for a long time. I was beginning to think he’d never eat with me, so I slowly picked away at the food in silence. I was starting to feel lonely, depression sinking in as we sat quietly for what seemed like eternity.

When Elias leaned forward and tentatively picked at the deer meat, my chest welled up with happiness. I focused on chewing for a little while before I dared to speak.

“How is it?”

“Good, my lord,” Elias smiled shyly.

I returned it, brighter and far more excited, whereas his was nervous and unsure. “That’s good. I’m partial to chicken, probably because we never really had the luxury of deer meat. I think, though, that I will try some.” I took a chunk of the meat and savored it. The juice was full of flavor and it melted in my mouth, much like the chicken did. I leaned back and hummed to myself in satisfaction. “That is very good,” I commented. We both ate in silence again, but it felt comfortable now.

“Are you finished, Your Majesty?” Elias asked when I’d stopped eating to sip at the wine in my goblet.

“Yes, thank you very much. I’ll take that bath now. It sounds pleasantly relaxing.”

“I’ll draw one for you right away!” Elias lit up as he rose and bowed to me. He rushed to the room sectioned off from the rest of the bedroom. He looked so pleased over it that I didn’t speak up. I had thought to do it myself and send him to his quarters to retire for the rest of the night. However, he was far too quick and the fact that he’d smiled so brightly struck a chord with me. I guess as long as he’s happy it won’t be a bad thing, I mused to myself as I spun the wine in the heavy metal goblet.

I listened to Elias drawing the bath as I tilted my head back and recalled the day. In seconds I’d been crowned King simply because of having the dumb luck to draw the Holy Sword. I grimaced at the memory. If I hadn’t rushed up to confront my cousin, none of this would have happened. I would still be a commoner in the castle town, helping my mother…

My mother!

I bolted upright in the chair, straight as an arrow. I sat there, frozen by the dread that consumed my heart. She must be worried sick! I didn’t have time to tell her anything!

“My Lord?” Elias called out to me and I looked up to meet his worried gaze. Whatever was painted on my face had him giving a soft, yet audible, gasp. He dropped to his knees and bowed his head to me. “Your Majesty! Please, tell me what is wrong! I’ll do anything to fix it!”

“Elias…I’m fine.”

“Please, don’t lie, my lord. You’re crying. Something is wrong! What is it? If I am anything for you, let me be someone you can confide in. I’ll listen to anything you need to say. I will never repeat a word you tell me beyond these chambers.”

His words broke the flimsy wall that I’d been holding up. I dropped out of the chair and threw my arms around his neck. Elias squawked in surprise, his body tense as I curled in on him. “Elias!” I sobbed his name as I lost all composure. Between the worry for my mother and the events of becoming King, I was a wreck.

“My Lord,” Elias said softly. He finally wrapped his arms around me and held me loosely. He was warm and it was extremely comforting. “It’s all right. Whatever it is, it’ll be all right.”

I nodded as I sniffled on his shoulder. We stayed like this for a while. I focused on breathing and eventually I stopped crying.

I pulled away from Elias and answered him despite my tears. “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

“Of course. Did you want to talk about it?”

I took a breath and held it for a minute before I answered him. “I just remembered that I hadn’t said anything to my mother to let her know I was going to the Choosing Ceremony, nor did I get a chance to tell her I wasn’t going to be home tonight. I’m sure she’s worried sick by now. And…on top of that, this whole being ‘King’ ordeal is very overwhelming.”

“Everything is daunting at first, my lord. But I believe the sword chose correctly. I mean, how is it that it could choose someone unfit when you had a mere servant eat dinner with you at the same table?”

I blushed and looked away. “I was just doing what makes sense. I couldn’t eat in front of you while you stand there. That’s just cruel.”

“And it is that thinking that will make you great, Your Majesty.”

I wiped at my face. “Thank you, Elias. At least there is one person in this castle who likes me.” I laughed a little at that.

Elias smiled. “You just have to show everyone what you showed me. They will come to love you just as they loved Lord Uther.”

“Did you serve Uther?”

“No, I didn’t. I was a stable boy until yesterday when Sir Merlin assigned me to be your servant.”

“Stable boy? For how long?”

“Since I was old enough to hold a rake. My mother serves Lady Guinevere.”

“She does!”

Elias looked extremely proud of his mother. “Yup! Since she was a young woman she’s been by Guinevere’s side. My father works in the castle town as a blacksmith.”

“That’s amazing. My mother is a baker.”

“The bakery by the bell tower?” Elias leaned forward and he looked more like a kid than ever before. He was beaming as he watched me expectantly.

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“Father gets sweet bread from there and he sometimes surprises me and Mother with apple fritters.”

“That’s sweet of him. I’m glad you’ve eaten some of our food. I can bake, too, you know. Maybe I can make something for you if you like.”

Elias stared for a long time. I’d probably shocked him yet again. Then he blushed and looked away. “Only if it wouldn’t interfere, Your Majesty. If it pleases you.”

“It’ll please me greatly to make you something. Don’t worry, I’ll make time if I have to. I’m King, right? If I want to make sweets, I will,” I stated. “Don’t worry, I won’t slack off all the time, but I’m sure a king needs a little break every now and then.”

Elias giggled. “That is very true.” He got up off the floor and brushed himself off. “Oh, and speaking of your mother. Merlin told me to inform you that he’s already spoken with her.”

“He…has?” I was startled. I hadn’t mentioned her at all to him.

Elias continued. “Well, word spread rather quickly about you drawing the sword, it would seem, and she presented herself at the gates. Merlin met her there. He also said to tell you to expect a letter from your mother, as she’ll be writing soon.”

“I see,” I answered, turning to look down at the floor.

I could already see it, my small mother, dusted with flour and baking grease, storming up to the gates of the castle in search of me. It warmed my heart. It was so like her.

“Thank you, Elias,” I added with a soft laugh. I felt much better now that I knew she wasn’t going to be worried sick over my sudden disappearance.

“Of course,” Elias replied. I took his offered hand and he helped me up to my feet. “Come, my lord, your bath is waiting.”







Chapter Three

Knights and Assassins




The sunlight was warm on my back. It felt nice, and for a mere moment I thought I could ignore the fact that I was getting dressed to meet the Knights of the Round Table. Until I looked up and met my reflection. Elias had already tended to my brown hair—a short mess that seemed to never be tamed. My eyes matched the dark blue clothing Elias was dressing me in. It fit my frame, curving along my chest and torso before it hung loose past my waist, almost down to my knees. Black trousers pulled up underneath and over those, tall boots that ended just below my knees.

The clothing was unlike anything I’d worn before and I felt awkward in it. Etched along the edges of the long doublet were silver, curling dragons that seemed to eat each other’s tails. It was beautifully designed, but I didn’t think I was deserving of it.

Elias walked around me, helping with the many ties and buttons that helped put it all together. When it was finished, the clothes were tight, but not suffocating.

“You look very good, Your Majesty,” Elias commented.

“Th-thank you. I don’t think I look good, more like a jester, but I’m glad you think so.”

Elias shook his head as he smoothed his hands down my chest, flattening the material. “Not even close to a jester. You are kingly, my lord. It fits you perfectly.”
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