
The Man in the Mountain

The Mage found the Boffin in her laboratory. She was wearing a pair of goggles with dark lenses, 
and “Goggles!” was written in large letters on the whiteboard near the door, so the Mage grabbed a 
pair from the rack and put them on. Bright blue beams of light were being emitted by small black 
boxes. The beams were then reflected off flat mirrors at various angles and finally disappeared into 
several targets. She was peering into a microscope and slowly adjusting a knurled knob.

“Hullo dear,” she said as she wrote a number into her workbook. “How was Arthur?”

The Mage didn’t ask her what she was doing. She would tell him if she thought that he would be 
interested. Besides, while he could usually follow her explanations, it might take a while.

“Oh, he’s not so good. I don’t think that it will be long. The head wound is healing, somewhat, but 
the damage is deeper in his head, and it is not all physical. I don’t think that he has a will to live.”

The Boffin sighed. “Yes, he’s not been the same since that business with Gwen and Lance. Have 
any of his old friends been to see him?”

“A few. Not many. Nimmy dropped by while I was there. Some are dead and the others are 
scattered to the ends of the earth. It’s a shame.”

“Yes, it is a shame. It all came tumbling down at the end, didn’t it. Still, we did pretty well for what 
started off as a drinking club for Arthur and his friends. They, or rather we, because we were a part 
of it after all, invented the idea of standing up for those who couldn’t stand up for themselves.”

“And the idea of fighting fair, too. But of course the concepts had been around for ages. We merely 
codified them.”

She sighed. “It was all a bit idealistic, wasn’t it? It was too much to expect it to last. All those big 
egos, both men and women. I include ourselves in that too.”

“Yes, we didn’t help, did we? But you were right about Gwen. It was a mistake for Arthur to marry 
her. He was a bit harsh, banning you, though.”

She kissed him. “You’re biassed. It was obvious to me what she was like, but I had to open my big 
mouth, didn’t I? Poor Gwen. She just couldn’t help herself, could she? She couldn’t resist a pretty 
face. We were actually good friends until Arthur married her, and I got banned.”

“Yes, I know. I remember you alternately raving at her and sympathising with her. Then Lance 
came along and that was it. Everything started to fall apart, and the squabbles and fights started.”

“Has he said anything about going home? To the Isle, I mean. I know that at one time he intended to
return there at the end.”

“Actually, yes, it is the one thing that he is fixated on. He wants to go upriver in his barge. But that 
sank years ago.”

The Boffin considered. “We could do something about that. I’ll work on it right away. It will 
probably take a week.”

“How about three days?”

“Ah. OK. I didn’t realise that it was that urgent. I think that I can do it by then, if I hurry. Drat it! 
My experiment was just getting interesting! Still, I can return to it later. After all, it’s not a good fit 
for this era anyway.”

***



Ben trudged into the mine and came up to the rack of tools. He selected a pickaxe, a shovel and a 
few other tools, and dropped them into the cart and pushed it squeaking into the depths. He passed 
the mark at two kilometres in and reflected that the mine had ended there when he had started to 
work in it. The fixed lighting still ended there.

Ben trudged another hundred metres or so into the dark, lighting the way with his headlamp. The 
Boss would probably extend the fixed lighting soon, when he judged that it was necessary. The 
wheels on the cart squeaked rhythmically along the narrow rails until it hit the blocks on the end. 
Ben stood up and stretched his back, his helmet almost scraping the roof of the mine. He hung his 
hand lamp on the hook that someone had banged into the rock, but kept his helmet light on.

Ben started to fill the small cart with rubble. Whoever was down here last, probably Karl, had 
broken quite a bit of rock and Ben’s first job was to clear the fallen rock and transport it outside. 
Then he could break some more rock and make a few more trips outside. He preferred to break 
rock, as did all the miners, but he got paid by the cart load of rubble and for other specific tasks, so 
there was a trade off. Most miners split their time fifty-fifty between breaking rock and the other 
tasks.

When he had filled the cart, he pushed it out of the mine. It was slightly downhill, which helped. 
After two kilometres and more of pushing the cart he reached the entrance and tipped out the load 
on to the conveyor. The cart was like a large pivoting bucket on wheels, nicely balanced to make 
emptying easy, but secured by a pin while it was full. As he went back into the mine, Ben made a 
mark on his chalk board so that he could be paid for his load.

Then he pushed the cart all the way back into the mine. He hoped that the Boss would get an engine
or even a rope and pulley system installed soon. The mine needed it. When only one person was 
working, as was usually the case in their small mine, a lot of time was wasted pushing carts in and 
out of the mine.

Ben filled the cart twice more and pushed it out of the mine before he decided to take a break. He 
returned to the working face of the mine, and selected a rock to sit on. He unwrapped the lunch that 
his wife had made for him, then he relaxed and listened. The older miners said that you could tell a 
lot about a mine by the sounds it made.

No mine is entirely quiet. Sometimes there are clicks and tinkles, like a shard of rock falling in the 
distance, but sometimes there are louder cracks and bangs, which cause even experienced miners to 
pause for a second.

Then there are sounds which are continuous, and sound like the wind, or snakes hissing, or even 
people talking quietly in the distance. There’s the knocking, as if someone else was using a pickaxe 
in the mine, somewhere in the distance. Experienced miners would say that it was the wind, and that
sound travels a long way in a mine and gets distorted. Then they would start to noisily shift rubble 
or break rocks.

Ben was used to the occasional sounds in the mine. He had a theory that the mind expects noise, 
and when it doesn’t perceive any noise, it imagines noise to fill the gap. Well, he’d more likely just 
say, “It comes from inside, when nothing is coming from outside.” So he wasn’t too surprised when 
the giggling started. Eventually, though, he became convinced that the giggling was not inside his 
head, but was real, coming from somewhere in the mine.

He slowly moved his head until he could see over the little cart. What he saw caused him to gasp. 
He thought that he saw two stocky children, standing in the middle of the tunnel at the point where 
the fixed lighting stopped. At this distance he couldn’t make out much detail, but the two figures 
were obviously having a discussion, waving their arms at one another, giggling all the time.



When they heard him gasp, they broke off and looked at him, then ran sideways and disappeared. 
Ben was shocked and scared, and slowly made his way up the mine to where the figures had 
disappeared. As he thought, there was no cross passage at that point. Just bare unbroken rock. There
was not even any of the stacked up rubble filling that the miners called “gobbing”.

Ben put his ear to the rock but only heard the echo of his own heartbeat. He swallowed and 
considered his options. He needed his job and if he walked out, he would have great difficulty 
getting another one. He wondered if he had imagined it all. As he calmed down his heartbeat slowed
and it all seemed silly. Had he imagined it?

He warily returned to his job and filled and emptied his cart until his shift was up. He heard no 
more giggles, and saw no more apparitions. Because of the scare, he had not had time to break any 
rock, so he would have to apologise to Andy who was on the next shift. Fortunately he had caught 
up with his quota of cart loads. He pushed his cart out of the mine, giving the walls a hard look at 
the point where he had seen the giggling figures.

He signed off and passed Andy as he reached the gate. He often overlapped with those coming in, as
he conscientiously filled his hours, and maybe a bit more.

“Sorry, Andy, I didn’t get to break any rock for you,” he said.

“Aye, lad, no problem. Others are worse,” said Andy. “You don’t often leave me extra stuff to do.”

Andy moved towards the mine.

“Er, Andy,” said Ben, “Have you ever seen anything strange in the mine?”

Andy paused.

“Strange? What do you mean, lad?”

“Children. Children who giggle.”

Andy looked at him.

“Children? Not small people? Who walk into walls? Walk with me, lad.”

Ben followed Andy back towards the mine.

“Kobolds, they’re called. Or Bogles. I’ve not seen them in this mine. I’ve seen them once or twice 
in big mines. Sometimes I thought that I’d imagined them, but other people had mentioned them 
too. Have you seen them?”

“Yeah,” said Ben. “Are they dangerous?”

“They can be tricky, I’m told. But I’ve never been that close to them. Just take care if you see them 
again. And don’t forget to bring an extra sandwich!”

With that, Andy signed in and disappeared into the mine with the cart. Just out of sight he checked 
his lunch box and the charm around his neck.

***

The Boffin dangled the crane hook over the concrete block and the Mage clicked it onto the eye in 
the block. Then the Boffin lifted the block and lowered it until the block was in the water. Then she 
hopped out of the crane and used her favourite instrument to freeze some of the water.

“How’s that, dear?” she asked.

“Yeah, you got it. Try lifting it.”



She returned to the cab of the crane and tried lifting the block and the frozen water around it. It was 
very heavy, and at first, it refused to move. So the Mage made pushing and pulling movements with
his hands, and it came free. The Boffin lifted the block with ice surrounding it and, she knew, 
Arthur’s barge at the bottom.

“Well done, my dear,” said the Mage. “That’s just about at the limit of your crane, I think. I couldn’t
think of any way to move the barge without breaking it more than it was already broken. But now 
we’ll have to wait for the ice to melt. That will take a while.”

“Yes,” she said. “Do you know any way of speeding up the melting, dear?”

The Mage thought.

“Hm, how’s this?”

A warm breeze blew over the block. The Boffin checked with her instrument.

“Yeah, that should do it in, oh, an hour or so. I’ll just return the crane. I can’t leave it here, it’s such 
an anachronism!”

When she had returned to crane to its correct era, the Mage looked at her.

“Shall we go and see Arthur?”

“Yes, I think so. It’s time to make peace. Not that I ever wanted to be banned in the first place.”

They held hands and stepped.

***

The King was sitting up in his bed, while his physician tended to the wound on his head.

“Ah, Morgana!” he said. “Have you come to finish me off?”

“No, your Majesty,” said the Boffin. “I was never your enemy, and I think you know it.”

The King sighed deeply.

“Yes, I know it. Please, old friends, call me Arthur again. You knew me before I was King. Before 
all this happened.”

“It was fun though, wasn’t it?” said the Boffin, holding his hand. “Why, we even went to Rome to 
visit the Pope!”

“And told him off to his face! Glorious! Where’s Gwen? Have you seen Gwen?”

His head dropped.

“Oh, I remember. Her and Lance.”

“Don’t worry about it, Arthur. It’s water under the bridge now,” said the Mage.

He moved his hands in a calming spell, but Arthur brushed it aside.

“None of those tricks, please, Merlin!”

“It was just a calming spell, Arthur. But I’ll desist if you wish.”

“Do you have one for my headache?” the monarch asked.

The Mage and the Boffin looked at one another.

“I’ve a potion, Arthur, if you’ll trust me. But it will make you sleep, Sire,” said the Boffin.



Arthur nodded.

“Go ahead.”

She gave him the potion.

“You know, it wasn’t Gwen’s fault. Or Lance’s for that matter. They couldn’t help themselves,” she 
said.

The King sighed.

“I know, I know. I could have handled it better too. But it wasn’t my fault either. We all reacted 
according to our natures. You too, my dear Morgana. And you, Merlin, my good friend.”

He settled down in the bed.

“We had such high hopes. Our order of chivalry would rule the country, looking after the common 
people, ensuring justice, noble standards, routing oppression, and installing order. What happened 
to that? It all ended in a big brawl, didn't it? And Mordred was killed and so was I!”

“We couldn’t maintain those high standards, Arthur,” said the Mage. “One hundred and twenty-
eight knights in all. Thirty or so around the Table. The noble standards failed when they came up 
against the petty jealousies and the big personalities around that Round Table. It was a bold idea, 
Arthur, but it didn’t work.”

But the King was snoring, and they stepped quietly away.

***

Ben carried an extra sandwich the next time he was on shift. He also carried an extra charm that his 
wife, a miner’s daughter, had given to him.

“Be careful,” she had said. “Kobolds are tricky.”

“Yes, I know. Andy told me.”

“They took one miner and kept him underground for fifty years. When he returned, all his friends 
were old men. His wife had remarried and his sons had children of their own.”

Ben had kissed her and headed off to the mine, while his wife watched him go. Then she sighed and
turned back to feeding their son.

“It will be all right,” she said to her son, but really to herself.

Ben pushed the cart into the mine as usual. He paused again where the fixed lighting stopped, but 
the rock was as solid as ever. He even touched it to be sure. He trundled the cart to the end of the 
track and found that it was almost one rail length from the rock face. Someone had brought in new 
rails, but there wasn’t quite enough room to lay them yet.

He sighed and started to break rock, using appropriate sized chunks to level up the base for the new 
rails and carrying the rest of the debris to the cart. The trick was to make sure that the tunnel was 
big enough and was trending slightly upwards. There were tools to measure it, but, like the other 
miners, Ben rarely used them. He trundled the cart to the outside and tipped its contents onto the 
conveyor, turned around and pushed it back into the mine.

He tried the new rails in their intended position. Hmm, the base was pretty level, except for one 
spot, so he got the rock chisel to knock off the high point. It flaked off nicely. He sighed with 
satisfaction and stood up to stretch his back, but hit his helmet on a low point. He shook his head 
and rued his silly mistake. Then he heard a giggle. He spun round and the two kobolds were 
standing just thirty or forty metres away.



“Yeah, I’m pretty silly, aren’t I?”

When he spoke, they started and walked sideways into the wall. He sucked his breath in, and his 
heartbeat raced. This was getting bizarre! He wondered briefly if he was inhaling some strange gas 
effusing from the mine workings. He went and checked the walls where they had disappeared. He 
had to. It was, as he expected, solid rock, and he musingly ran his hands over it. He thought that he 
heard a muffled giggle.

He returned to his work thoughtfully. The kobolds didn’t seem a threat. In fact, they seemed scared 
of him, disappearing when they realised that he had noticed them.

He laid the rails and connected them to the existing rails. With a few taps of the chisel and a bit of 
packing, he got the rails to lay solidly. He removed the stops and relocated them at the end of the 
new piece of rail and ran the cart backwards and forwards over it. Almost perfect! A few final 
touches and the rail laying was complete.

He found a convenient rock and sat down to eat his lunch. When he opened his satchel, he 
remembered the extra sandwich and picked it out and looked at it. Hmm. He placed it on a little 
shelf of rock and ate the rest of his lunch.

Then he pushed the cart with the remaining rubble out of the mine. It wasn’t as full as he would 
have liked but it was good enough, and he wanted to see if the kobolds would take the sandwich. He
tipped the cart out onto the conveyor and watched his hard work disappear into the grinding shed, 
then he turned and pushed the cart back into the mine, marking his board as usual and writing 
“Finished laying rails, supplied by X”. He didn’t know who was on the previous shift, but the Boss 
would sort it out.

He was disappointed that the sandwich was still where he left it, so he shrugged and got on with his 
job. He broke more rock and loaded it into the cart and managed to get another load out and onto 
the conveyor. He had about another half an hour of his shift to go, so he pushed the cart to the end 
of the mine and broke some more rock. Suddenly he noticed that the sandwich was gone.

“I hope you enjoyed it,” he said, feeling a bit silly.

Did he hear giggles? He wasn’t sure. He thoughtfully pushed the cart out of the mine and dumped 
the load onto the conveyor, and almost forgot to mark his board. He headed for the gate and met 
Andy going the other way, and they exchanged greetings. Andy didn’t mention the kobolds, so 
neither did he.

***

The Boffin worked hard over the next two days, cleaning out the barge and making it waterproof. 
The Mage helped where he could, but this sort of hard physical work didn’t match his particular 
talents. He spent much of his time supplying the materials that the Boffin needed, and locating the 
skilled workers she needed to help her. Most of them came from their family, their children and 
grandchildren. Even the smallest wanted to help. He also slowed time for the Boffin, so that she and
her workers could fit in two hours of work for every one hour that passed.

On the first afternoon, she had come to a point where she had to wait for things to set or dry, so they
went to see Arthur. He greeted her as if he hadn’t seen her the day before.

“Ah, Morgana! Did I rescind your banishment? I don’t remember. Or have you come to meddle 
again?”

“Sire, I haven’t come to meddle. I admit, I might have meddled in the past, but that was a long time 
ago.”



“Hmm,” said the king, suspiciously. “It’s too late for all that anyway. If I didn’t rescind your 
banishment, I do it now, old friend.”

He looked around. “Where’s Gwen? She was here a moment ago, I’m sure of it.”

He seemed greyer to the Boffin, more tired. She held his hand and tried to give him more energy, 
but most of it just leaked out of his wound.

“Oh, I remember. Gwen left and went off with Lance. Bad business. I thought that she loved me.”

“She did, Sire, in her way. She did.”

She didn’t mention that Gwen had since cut herself off from all her friends, including Lance, and 
had secluded herself in her castle, back in the lands that she owned. Lance had also isolated himself 
from his friends, in his own lands. It wasn’t a happy time.

“Lance!” grunted the king. “Little worm! I thought he was my friend. Well, he was actually. One of 
the best. In spite of him stealing my wife!”

He turned to the Boffin.

“You warned me, dear Morgana, and I banned you for it. Silly!”

He slumped exhausted on his pillows. Then he had a burst of energy.

“Merlin! Where’s Merlin?”

“I’m here, Sire.”

“Oh, we had fun while it lasted didn’t we? Why did it end like this? Remember the Sword in the 
Stone? When I was just a lad?”

That was a story that they, Arthur, the Mage, and the Boffin, had made up to persuade people that 
Arthur was the rightful king. It hadn’t actually happened. The Mage was uncertain whether Arthur 
remembered the ruse, or whether he thought that it had actually happened.

The King started, as he noticed the Boffin again.

“Morgana! What are you doing here? I thought that I’d banished you. Never mind. Merlin, have you
got anything to let me sleep? You know, I think its time that I returned to the Isle. Please get 
someone to arrange it. The royal barge.”

The Mage gave him a potion to help him sleep. It was actually prepared by the Boffin, but he didn’t 
tell him that. Arthur dropped into a fitful sleep.

“He’s much more muddled today. It can only get worse,” said the Mage.

The Boffin nodded. “It’s amazing that he is as coherent as he is.”

They watched for a while, as his servants tended to him without seeming to notice the Mage and the
Boffin.

Then the Mage said “We’d better be getting back to the barge.”

***

Ben got used to the kobolds. They would appear now and again, usually at a distance, giggling to 
one another, sometimes popping in and out of the rocks. They would take his sandwiches, but he 
never saw them doing it. He checked with Andy, but he denied ever seeing them.



One day he decided to see what would happen when he didn’t leave a sandwich for them. They 
popped in and out of the rock more than usual, as he filled his cart and pushed it to the entrance to 
dump his diggings. When he returned one time, though, his lunch satchel was sitting in the middle 
of the rails with the flap open. His lunch box was open and upside down near the wall, and his drink
bottle without the cap was on top of a spoil pile. He searched for the stopper and found it twenty 
feet away.

He laughed.

“OK, guys, I get the picture. No more messing around. I hope that you enjoyed my lunch as well as 
your sandwich.”

He was rewarded, he thought, by a faint giggle. He wasn’t sure. After that, he made sure to leave 
out their sandwich every day. Maybe they considered it payment for allowing the humans to mine 
the mountain. Maybe they considered it their mountain. Ben was quite happy to think of it as theirs, 
if that is what they wanted.

Then came the cave-in. Ben wasn’t an experienced miner, but he knew that the area that they were 
mining at that moment was unstable. The Boss had got a couple of the experienced miners to shore 
up the roof and the sides, but Ben could tell that they weren’t too happy about the state of the rock.

He was working at the face one day when suddenly there was a crack, and then a rumble, as the roof
fell in behind him. A few small boulders bounced in his direction, but fortunately for him the slip 
did not reach him.

He looked around in shock. He was in a stable section of the mine, but much of the unstable area 
seemed have fallen in. He started moving some of the rocks, but more just poured into the space 
that he had made, so he stopped. It was just making his space smaller. Ben noticed that it was 
getting stuffier, so he guessed that any airflow was minimal.

If he rested he would use up less air, but, because of the unstable rock, any rescuers would have to 
shore up their diggings as they went. It might take several days to reach him, and he would be dead 
from asphyxiation by then.

He sat on a rock and put his head in his hands. Oh shit! He thought of his wife and small son, and 
his tears fell. They would be looked after by the Miners’ Union of course, but his wife’s best course 
of action was to marry again. She was a miner’s daughter and knew the score. It was common in his
dangerous industry, and he hoped that she would make a good choice. His grandma had married 
again, after his grandpa was killed by a toppling cart, and that had worked out well. In the 
meantime, he was already finding it difficult to breath.

That’s when he heard the giggling. One of the kobolds stepped out of the rock in front of him, a bit 
more than two metres from him, the closest that they had ever been. Of course! He hadn’t left their 
sandwich out for them yet.

The other kobold walked straight out of the rockfall and the pair stood looking at him. They had 
greyish wrinkled skin, but Ben himself looked exactly that shade of grey after a day’s work. Their 
outer clothes looked like they were made of leather or strong cloth. Underneath they wore common 
t-shirts. “Kids’ t-shirts? Where did they get those?” he wondered. Suddenly he realised that one of 
them was female! They were a couple.

“Good day, ma’am, sir. I’m afraid that I’m stuck here. However, I can provide you with a 
sandwich.”

He reached into his satchel and pulled out his extra sandwich, and put it down in front of them. He 
gestured from the sandwich to the couple.



The two kobolds looked at each other and started giggling to one another.

“Of course, their giggling is their language! Why didn’t I spot that before,” thought Ben.

He was getting quite light-headed now and everything was zooming in and out. Just as he was about
to pass out the kobolds each took one of his hands and stepped towards the rock wall.

“I can’t….” he said as they passed through the rock wall, “….walk through rock!”

And so Ben entered the domain of the kobolds.

***

The Boffin and the Mage looked at the restored barge.

“It doesn’t look like much, my dear,” said the Mage.

The Boffin didn’t take offence. She knew it looked rough, and she knew her husband was just being
accurate.

“Yeah, I didn’t have much time. But it will float. Can you glam it up a bit?”

The Mage waved a pattern in the air. The barge, with all its patches and fix ups, was suddenly 
smart, decorated, as good as new.

“How long will that last, dear,” asked the Boffin.

“Long enough. About two days.”

She laughed.

“About as long as my repairs then! I might have to bail going up the river.”

“Tomorrow, then?”

“Tomorrow.”

The next day the Mage went to see Arthur. The King was propped up in his bed, but everyone was 
tiptoeing around him. He didn’t have long. He was vague about everything, but he recognised the 
Mage.

“Ah, Merlin. What’s going on? Everyone is acting so strange. Am I dying, old friend? Tell me 
honestly.”

“Yes, Sire. You are dying. May I suggest that we move you to the Isle?”

“We can do that? On my barge? But that sank, years ago.”

“We have got it back, Sire.”

“Call me Arthur, old friend. Where’s Morgana? She was here with you yesterday, I think.”

“She’ll be along.”

The Mage was astounded. Arthur was surprisingly lucid. His injury may be killing him, but it 
wasn’t completely disabling him, mentally.

“I worry, Merlin, that we will be forgotten in a hundred years or so. Oh, I know you and Morgana 
will go on, but I mean the Knights, and the Round Table and all our dreams. What do you foresee, 
old friend?”



“The idea of chivalry will live on. The white flag. The truce while wounded are attended to. Pauses 
in conflicts for religious holidays. All these will be celebrated, even if they aren’t always observed. 
Sneak attacks will be condemned, weapons which kill and maim indiscriminately will be frowned 
on. It’s actually more than we could have hoped for.”

Arthur nodded.

“Will they remember us?”

“Oh yes, King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table will be remembered. The Sword in the 
Stone. The Lady of the Lake.”

“And Gwen and Lance? They will have to be remembered, surely? The classic love story, and the 
poor old cuckolded husband,” said Arthur.

“Yes, Arthur. I’m sorry.”

Arthur nodded again.

“That’s fine, It wouldn’t be the full story without them. The Grail?”

“That will be there. Some of the links to our own story will be lost. It will mostly be about the 
Knights.”

“Ah. Well it really was about them. The personalities. The conflicts. Even the fist fights. The 
seductions, the true loves. The loves denied.”

“Shall we move you to the barge, Sire?”

“Sire? That’s a hint, isn’t it? Lead on, Merlin, lead on.”

The Mage signalled to four of the servants, who picked up the King’s bed and carried it outside, 
onto the quay where the barge was waiting.

“Morgana! Hello my dear. You know that they say you are my half sister! So funny. Not true,” said 
Arthur from his bed. “Who are your friends?”

“The Lady you know. The Lady of the Lake is going to be a big part of the legend. My other 
friends, less so. Think of us as an honour escort.”

Arthur’s bed was lowered onto the barge, and the barge turned and headed upstream. The Mage 
looked back and almost every person who worked or lived at Camelot could be seen on the quay or 
terraces or hanging out of the windows.

***

The kobolds’ hands were surprisingly soft and cool to his touch. He held on as he walked with them
through solid rock. There seemed to be some sort of surface that they walked on, but it wasn’t even,
and the kobolds had to help him as he stumbled through what appeared to him to be a grey fog.

The kobolds helped him along until they stepped into what appeared to him as a light rectangular 
space, and which turned out to be their home. They let go of his hands and relaxed. Ben looked 
around at what seemed like a fairly normal sitting room, but scaled for the kobolds’ size. There were
couches, kobold size, surrounding what seemed like a column of rock. It was sitting where a 
television would be in a human home. There were cupboards and a table and chairs, seemingly 
made out of rock.

He followed them through to what he thought of as a kitchen crossed with a workshop. It had 
several machines for crushing and grinding and surfaces to work on. Rock saws, drills, chisels, and 
other tools hung from the walls.



Two small kobolds raced into the room from another door and one ran into the wall and 
disappeared. The smaller kobold tried to follow him and hit the wall hard and bounced. She picked 
herself up and ran up to the female kobold crying. The other young kobold sheepishly returned, and 
his mother giggled at him furiously, obviously telling him off. Ben guessed that the ability to walk 
through rock came as a kobold kid grew older. He noticed that the kids had skins which were 
several shades pinker than the adults’ skins.

The male kobold divided up the sandwich that Ben had given him and gave it to the kids. Ben 
opened his satchel and pulled out his lunch box. He opened it and offered the kobolds his own 
sandwich. One way or another, he didn’t think that he would need it. The male kobold, the father, 
Ben thought, nodded, took the sandwich, and again divided it up and gave it to the two kobold kids.

“Oh, the sandwiches were for the kids! If I ever get out of this, I’ll make sure that there is one for 
them every day.”

The female kobold opened a cupboard and brought out an orb on a wooden base. It was the only 
wood that Ben had seen in their home. She put it down and giggled at it and waited. Eventually it 
giggled back. Ben realised that it was a sort of communication device. He almost laughed. The 
female kobold giggled at it again, and after a brief conversation carefully picked it up and put it 
away again. The two kobolds giggled to each other for a moment then held out their hands to Ben. 
The female kobold giggled seriously at her son.

“’We’re going out, look after your sister and don’t tease her!’” guessed Ben.“We’re going 
somewhere else, are we? OK, you’re in charge. Are you going to take me out of the mine?”

The two kobolds led Ben into the grey fog again. He began to see more detail in the shadows and 
was able to walk more easily, and his mind even began to imagine colours. A large light area 
appeared ahead and Ben wondered if it was a cave or a mine. It was much larger than anything that 
he had seen underground before, and it had straight edges and square corners. A mine, then?

Ben and the kobolds stepped into the space, and they let go of his hands. Ben saw a space like the 
interior of a small church, with a dais in the middle. He and the kobolds walked up to it, and he saw 
that the dais held a dead body. A very dead body, which had dried up and was now flaking away. 
His breath caused flakes to float into the air. A tomb then. The miner in Ben wondered how long the
air would last, but the tomb was quite big, and he didn’t feel breathless. 

At the foot of the body on the dais stood a very dull metal cup. It was tarnished, dented and dusty. 
Ben looked carefully at it, but it had no markings on it. It must be special, though, because someone
had taken the trouble to put it in this tomb.

The two kobolds sat on a step by the dais, and didn’t look like they were going anywhere. The 
female kobold produced something from her pockets, and they both started eating it. Whatever it 
was crunched noisily.

Ben looked around. An enormous circle made of wood leant up against the back wall. He took a 
closer look. It was divided into sections and the sections used to be coloured, but the paint had 
mostly flaked off. The wood itself was crumbling away and its own weight had crushed the bottom 
part of the circle.

In one corner there was a pile of something. Ben inspected it and found that the mound was made 
up of pieces of ancient armour, swords and other weapons. There was little rust, which Ben 
attributed to the dry atmosphere, but it was all well-used and battered. In another corner there was a 
pile of fabric, mostly in bad condition, and some poles. Flags and pennants, thought Ben.

In a third corner was a pile of shields. Not only were there shields of the conventional shield shape, 
but there were round shields, square shields, crescent shaped shields, star shaped shields, and 



shields with even stranger shapes, all in bad condition, with dents and nicks in them. There were 
designs on them, but they had faded badly and were indecipherable.

And in the last corner was a book resting on a short column. It was in spotless condition and on its 
cover was a vivid depiction of a red dragon. Ben eagerly opened it, but he couldn’t read what was 
written there, and in fact the words seemed to shift and even glow as he looked at them. He 
thoughtfully closed the book and wandered back to the two kobolds.

“I wonder how long we will have to wait?” he said, not expecting an answer, but there was slight 
change in the air, and he turned around. Two humans were standing there, a tall man in long flowing
robes that swept the floor and a woman with dark hair wearing a heavily embroidered dress which 
also swept the floor. They both emanated power.

***

The Mage stood at the stern of the barge and watched the curling wake as the barge travelled up the 
river. The Boffin was pushing the barge along as fast as it had ever travelled. She knew that Arthur 
wouldn’t last much longer.

He turned and went to the deck where the King’s bed had been placed. The Boffin was chatting with
Arthur and the Lady of the Lake, Nimue, who was holding Arthur’s hand.

The King woke from a doze.

“This is the final chapter, then. I’m glad Merlin was able to get the sword back to you, my dear 
Nimmy.”

“It’s interesting that the story changes as time passes. In the future, when the story stops changing, it
tells that one of your loyal Knights returned the sword,” said the Mage.

“Really, Merlin?”

“Yes. The sword is tossed into the Lake and Nimue catches it from under the surface.”

Nimue laughed.

“Well, I can hold my breath for quite a long time, but that’s ridiculous,” she said.

“Oh, and the story has me chasing after you, Nimmy, and you entrap me in a tree, because you had 
had enough of me.”

They all laughed at that, including the King. They had all known each other a long time, and knew 
that the story was ridiculous.

“Really,” said Nimue. “How odd. And what does my lovely husband say about that?”

“Sorry, he’s hardly mentioned, Nimmy. And he’s given the wrong name. I’m going to write a book 
containing the true story. I’m going to relate the real facts and the real events and leave it 
somewhere. But no one now alive will ever read it.”

“Dear Merlin,” said Nimue, “We’ve all been friends for a long time now. I know that you can 
foresee the future, but that story seems so silly! I suppose I’m a villain too?”

“In some of the stories, yes, but so are we all, especially my wonderful wife, believe it or not. I can 
see the future sometimes, it is true, but I see our stories, as they are told in the future, particularly 
clearly for some reason.”

The King had been dozing and woke up at the end of this.



“I suppose that’s why we are taking this trip, too? For the benefit of the stories. Never mind. I 
wanted to take it anyway.”

The barge swung round in the current and came alongside the small wharf on the Isle. The King’s 
bed was carried up towards the small cottage on the Isle.

“Don’t take me inside,” said Arthur. “I’d like to be outside for a while. Under the apple trees.”

The bearers put his bed down in the orchard, and the King sighed. He started to doze off.

“I think that I will have a nap. I wish that Gwen and Lance could have been here,” he said, and 
those were his final words.

“He’s gone,” announced the Mage. “Please pay your respects to Arthur, our friend and our King. 
His story, our story, will echo down the ages, as I have told you. I will take his body, and will lay 
him to rest in a place where he will be undisturbed for centuries. Nevertheless, people will seek his 
body for as long as his memory exists. I will make the Isle difficult to find, but determined people 
will find it, and will hope to find his body here. So I will put it somewhere else, somewhere secret.”

The mourners filed past Arthur’s body, and a few of them kissed him on the cheek.

“Nimmy, can you see them back to Camelot, please?” asked the Boffin. “We have to clear up here, 
and take Arthur to his final resting place. Oh, by the way, the barge will probably sink again in a day
or two, so can you leave it where it won’t cause problems, please?”

“Sure,” said Nimue. “I’d better keep its final location a secret too.”

She kissed them both and started herding the other mourners back to the barge.

“I’ve always liked Nimmy,” said the Boffin as the barge moved away from the wharf. “So where 
were you thinking of laying him to rest?”

“I’m thinking of a mountain. I’m thinking of a tomb hollowed out of the solid rock, with no 
entrance tunnels.”

“But you still think someone will find him?”

It wasn’t really a question.

“Yes, given enough time. But I’ve got an idea about that.”

She looked at him.

“I think that I can guess.”

***

The two humans walked forward and the kobolds jumped up and giggled at them, gesturing and 
waving. The man giggled back at them and the woman threw in a few giggled interjections. Ben felt
a bit left out. Then woman turned to him.

“Hullo, what’s your name?”

“B-Ben, ma’am.”

“Hi, Ben, I’m … Morgana.”

“Morgana.” gasped Ben. “The Morgana? Morgan le Fey? Please don’t enchant me, ma’am! I have a
wife and a little boy!”

The Boffin laughed.



“Don’t worry, Ben. Those stories about me are mostly untrue.”

“It’s true. She’s much nicer than the legends about her. I’m Merlin.”

Ben gasped. He couldn’t speak.

“So, the kobolds tell me that you were trapped in a cave-in. Now the kobolds wouldn’t normally 
help you, but it seems that you made friends with them. Well done! That’s hard. Kobolds consider 
humans to be tricky. Anyway, they are guardians of this tomb. The task has been handed down by 
the kobolds from father to son for many generations.”

“Arthur,” said Ben, making the connection. “But that was more than a thousand years ago!”

“Yes, Arthur. Now tell me about your mine.”

Ben was coming out of his funk.

“King Arthur, of the Knights of the Round Table. Oh, that’s the Round Table. And that must be the 
Grail! It looks so ordinary. What is the book? There’s no book in the legends.”

“That’s my book,” said the Mage, giving in. “I wrote in it what actually happened. Everything. Just 
because of all the silly legends.”

“I tried to read it, but I couldn’t.”

The Mage clicked his fingers and the book floated across to him. He opened it and turned it so that 
Ben could look at it.

“Oh!” said Ben. “Oh, so that’s what happened.”

He looked at the Boffin.

“Oh!”

The Mage shut the book.

“That’s enough,” he said. “The person who needs the information will be able to read it, but that 
person has not yet been born. So, what are you mining here? Gold?”

“Yes, gold. We dig out the rock, trying to find the veins of gold, but we send the spoil out and crush 
it for roads and buildings. It just about pays for the mine. The Boss says we get a small amount of 
gold out that way as well.”

“Well, your kobold friends tell me that there’s not much gold where you are digging. They’re 
surprised that you are digging here at all. What is more important is that your diggings are headed 
straight for this tomb.”

“Oh. The Boss wants to go straight on for another half a kilometre or so.”

The Boffin was sitting with the kobolds and conversing with them in giggles.

“Dear,” she called. “They’ve invited us to meet the kids. Can we?”

“Sure,” said the Mage. “As soon as we are finished here.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Ben.

“Well, it would cause too much fuss to get them to move the mine, so we will have to move the 
tomb. It’s not a big deal. Simple, even. We’ll move the kobolds too. They told us they want to stay 
on as guardians.”

“What about me?”



“Ah well, you are going to be found miraculously alive when your colleagues break through the 
rock fall. Of course, you will have fainted and you won’t remember much. It will seem like a 
dream. In time, you will think it was a dream.”

Ben considered.

“That’s probably for the best. Can you make it seem like a pleasant dream, sir, or at least not a 
nightmare?”

The Mage nodded.

“That’s a very good idea. Yes, I think I can do that.”

The Mage made signs with his hands. Of course, he didn’t need the signs, but the charm would 
work better with the signs.

“My dear, I’m taking Ben back now. You go back to the kobolds’ place and I’ll join you there.”

Ben walked over to the Boffin and the kobolds.

“Ma’am, can you please tell them that it has been nice to know them, and that I will miss them?”

“Sure,” said the Boffin and giggled at the kobolds. They giggled back.

“They wish you ‘good hard rock’. That’s basically their version of ‘good luck’.”

The Mage took Ben’s hand and stepped. The small space behind the rockfall was stuffy, but the 
Mage waved that away for the time being.

“Your workmates are quite close, Ben, and should break through any minute. A day or two has 
passed while you were with the kobolds. Time works differently for them. You will pass out, but I’ll
stay to make sure everything goes to plan. I’ll not be visible though.”

“OK,” said Ben nervously. “Thanks.”

It quickly got stuffy again, and Ben eventually passed out, just as some rock fell and someone 
shouted “We’re through!”

A draft of fresh air struck his face, smelling of rubber and grease, as a hose was thrust through the 
hole. The sound of a pump could be heard, but Ben was barely conscious. More rock rolled away 
and someone squeezed through the hole and climbed down to him.

“He’s alive! He’s alive!”

And another voice, incredulously said “That’s not possible!”

***

The Mage and the Boffin sat on their sofa,in their usual position, the Mage with his arm round her, 
and the Boffin leaning against him, legs curled up on the seat.

“I liked it when we were Merlin and Morgana,” she said. “We could relax and be ourselves for a bit,
without hiding our gifts.”

“Yes, fun times. Like a big riotous party.”

“The legends have a lot more killing in them than I remember. That’s what the readers wanted, so 
the writers put it in, I guess.”

“Yeah, there is more partner swapping and infidelity in the legends too. It was mostly just flirting, 
as I recall, resulting in occasional fisticuffs, to be sure. And there’s a lot of treachery in the legends. 



I remember a lot more loyalty and friendship. But great times. There were a lot of people with 
power in the one place and time. Us, of course, and Arthur. Nimmy and her friends. Gwen and 
Lance. Galahad. Mordred, Kay, and Gawain. Many others. All people of power of one sort or 
another.”

“Did we need to move the tomb?” she asked. “We could have just erased it.”

“Yes, but then the legend would have died.”

She nodded in agreement.

“It’s about the book, isn’t it? Why is that important?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “All I know is that I had to write the book and someone will come along to 
read it.”

She trusted his intuition on such matters.

“The person who will read it is not yet born, you said. Will we know when he or she has arrived?”

“I get the impression that we won’t be around at the time.”

“We won’t be around? Oh. Yes, well, I know that we will end sometime, but I don’t often think of 
it.”

He was silent for a long time.

“Oh, but you do, don’t you, dear.” she said as she kissed him, eyes welling up.

“It’s my gift and curse to see the future, my dear, but I don’t see it all, and I don’t see clearly what I 
can see, much of the time. I’m not sure that I want to see our end. I do know that we will be glad to 
go, when we finally go. We will be ready,” he said, and kissed her back.

***
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