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This is intended to be a humorous book. If you do not find it humorous, please stop reading it and watch a thought-provoking film instead. This is intended to be a work of parody. If you do not enjoy parodies, please stop reading it and watch a news channel instead.

	 

	All funny bones are not created equal. You are not expected to laugh if you do not find anything funny herein. But if you laugh, then laugh heartily so that all around you may wonder what has inspired such a rousing fit of chuckles and may desire a copy of Uncommoner: A GrimFarce for themselves.

	 

	 

	"Humor is mankind's greatest blessing."

	- Mark Twain
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	1 - Welcome to Havenwaye Manor

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Once upon a time, long, long ago, in the grim darkness of a faraway land that isn't around anymore, there was a prosperous manor presided over by an even more prosperous baron. Dubbed Havenwaye by Baron Rauxtund himself, it was a land protected by the most gallant and courageous knights of the realm, kept in order by the most dutiful servants, its fields tilled, planted, and harvested by dozens upon dozens of serfs with their collective noses pressed to the grindstone, and its chapel attended by the most venerable of priests. Sure, all of this was costly, but the baron didn't mind so much because he was quite wealthy.

	How wealthy? Let me put it this way: he was so well off that he'd hired a servant whose only purpose in life was to feed him at mealtimes. Even though the baron had to wear a bib—the servant was not accustomed to feeding plum pudding to a grown man—he felt the expense was worth every penny.

	Havenwaye Manor was known to be a real happening place to every other lord, lady, noble, and knight of the realm. It was especially famous for its balls. No, not fancy dances. Its balls. Baron Rauxtund had a certain fixation on things of exquisite spherical roundness. His stature proved as much. Therefore, in the courtyard of his castle, there were gigantic balls of all kinds: marble, stone, wood, clay, iron, you name it. They had been created by the greatest sculptors from around the world. But the balls didn't end there. Every tree, bush, and shrub on the baron's lands had also been trimmed into the shape of a sphere, and every man, woman, or small child who worked the land or served in the castle was expected to have his or her hair shaped into the requisite bowl cut.

	It was unclear why Baron Rauxtund suffered from such a strange fixation. Some said it was because he'd never gotten enough balls to play with as a lad. Others said he was crazy—like a famous artist. Regardless, the lords, ladies, nobles, and knights who considered themselves to be art fanatics came from all around just to stand and gawk at his collection of spherical sculptures. They would compliment the baron, congratulating him on his latest additions, and in return, Rauxtund would pat his protruding waistline and reply with great jollitude,

	"I just love round stuff!"

	So it was one night at Havenwaye Castle, during one of the baron's most regal balls (this time it was actually a dance), when Rauxtund, seated at the end of the long oak dinner table and stuffing himself with plump grapes, heard the disturbing news from his servant. No, not that it was in his best interest to go on a diet. The news was much more grave than that.

	The chief protector of the manor, Sir Knight the Eleventh, also heard the news from where he crouched, hiding behind the baron's girth in a very sneaky fashion.

	The servant had come running into the dining hall without much in the way of couth, and he had approached the baron—who was gorging himself on grapes with his own two hands since the servant hired to feed him was currently on maternity leave—and had hissed distinctly into the baron's chubby ear,

	"Hisso spissy assassoo shissy!"

	Baron Rauxtund stopped gorging himself. His mouth hung open, and a few of the smaller grapes came tumbling out. After a pause, which he spent staring blankly straight ahead, he turned on the servant and hissed back in earnest, right into the servant's ear,

	"Issassoo spissy?"

	Digging bits of crushed grape out of his ear with a finger, the servant nodded grimly.

	Sir Knight XI, who had heard every word, slipped away without much in the way of sound and jumped out the open window close by—but not to his death. He climbed down on a thick vine, hand over hand, until he reached the first floor of the castle. There he ducked into another open window. Lucky for him, the weather was nice, and Havenwaye Castle had a certain predilection for fresh air. 

	Inside, the knight found himself in a small, candle-lit room. Two other knights stood in the shadows, nodding to him as he entered. They had been expecting him.

	"Well?" said Sir Dreck the Deadly with an eager scowl. He wore his long grizzled beard and hair in impressive grizzled braids. His left eye socket was sewn shut, a wrinkled cavity that most avoided looking at during conversations with the knight. It was said that he'd lost the eye in battle, but there were rumors that a keyhole and letter opener had actually been involved.

	"It has begun." Sir Knight XI could not hide his prideful smile as he arranged his black cape, black mane and beard, plucking off a few stubborn leaves that clung to all three. "You two should have seen the look on his fat face. Grapes were going everywhere!"

	"Let the grapes tumble where they may," snapped Sir Mauronn the Wise, stepping forward with a resounding clank. He always wore his suit of armor, polished until gleaming like a lake under full sun. It was said that he expected to fight a dragon someday and refused to be caught unprepared. Thus, no one had ever seen him without his armor on. "What did he say?"

	"Exactly what I thought he'd say." Sir Knight XI glared at Sir Mauronn, whom he'd despised from the day he was born. (He also despised pronoun confusion.) Turning his back on Mauronn and facing Sir Dreck, Knight XI repeated the baron's fateful words: "'Issassoo spissy?'"

	"HA!" Dreck punched himself in the chest. "The moron!"

	"I am Mauronn," grumbled the knight.

	"Indeed," Knight XI agreed.

	"So now what?" Dreck clasped his leather-clad hands together with a devilish gleam in his eye.

	Knight XI glanced around the room as one suffering a sudden bout of paranoia. "Are all the windows locked tight?"

	Dreck shuttered and latched the window Knight XI had entered by. "Check," he said.

	"Door bolted?"

	Dreck shut the door and slid the crossbar into place. "Check."

	"I killed the servant who usually makes the rounds," Mauronn said.

	Knight XI and Dreck stared at him without expression.

	"Slit his throat." Mauronn nodded, glancing from one comrade to the other. "Stuck him in a closet. There was a bit of blood. More than I thought there'd be. The fellow wasn't very big, but there it was, gushing out all over the place." He demonstrated a fountain shape with his hands.

	"Thank you for your contribution." Sir Knight XI cleared his throat. "Now, let's sit down at the table over here and speak in hushed tones as we plot our next move…"

	There weren't any chairs, so they sat on the floor.

	Not a living soul overheard their conversation. Not even me, and I'm the one writing this thing. How weird is that?

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, the next day (if that can truly be considered meanwhile) was a busy one for the serfs who tilled and planted and harvested the fields of Havenwaye. Baron Rauxtund loved to eat, so therefore all of his lands were devoted to nothing but farming. And harvest time was fast approaching, so the fields were covered with swaying, golden wheat ready to be cut.

	But that was not why today was a busy day.

	The bailiff had decided it was time to collect the taxes, rent, as well as Baron Rauxtund's share of the harvest—more than a little early.

	Two weeks early, to be exact.

	Therefore, money and/or goods had to be retrieved by the serfs from their own personal private stash, or from others who owed them, or from others who didn't realize they owed them, or from others who cried, "Thief! Thief!" afterward. If the bailiff were to arrive and find just one subject unable to pay what he or she owed, then the entire populace would be forced to hand over an extra portion of their harvest to the baron as due recompense.

	Often it was that one serf causing the inconvenience would later be found dead in a ditch, subject to the collective fury of peasants already too close to starvation as it was.

	So it can be understood why the commoners were a little stressed out today. And that was why the young man who stood before Bailiff Taskre and his half dozen menacing soldiers looked so terribly distraught.

	He had no money. He had no goods. He had nothing—

	"Nothing, you say?" Taskre sneered from astride his high horse, one of the tallest in the land. It made a Clydesdale look like a Shetland pony, or so he liked to tell everyone he met. Taskre stroked his clean-shaven chin with an index finger. It was said that he could not grow a beard, even if he wanted to, and that more than a few in Havenwaye Castle had confused him with their own middle-aged mothers as he somnambulated about the halls in his nightshirt. "Nothing?"

	"No, sir." The young man stood tall, looking the bailiff straight in the eye from where he stood just outside the doorway to his wretched-but-cozy thatched hovel. He was no more than eighteen years old, muscular but not burly, and unshaven; perhaps he had shaved a couple days prior. His hair was either sandy or dirty, difficult to tell, and it matched his ragged tunic, trousers, and boots. His skin was tanned from many long hours working in the baron's sun-scorched fields. "My wife—we just had a baby. I had to pay for the—"

	"Bah!" the bailiff spat, hocking a gruesome loogie down at the fellow's feet. "Enough rigmarole!"

	"Huh?"

	"Falderal!" the bailiff yelled. "You have what you owe. You've just hid it, is all, like the selfish brat you are!"

	The young man glanced at the other serfs as they gathered, their steely-eyed attention fixed on the scene. The air fell silent with dread.

	"Honest, sir, I haven't—"

	"Men!" the bailiff barked. Two of his soldiers armed with iron-tipped spears stomped forward. "Get what this scumbag owes me!"

	The guards headed for the hovel's doorway.

	"My wife's in there." The serf held out an arm to ward off the rough-looking men. "She's nursing our child."

	"Perhaps we'll take what you owe out of her." One of the soldiers pushed forward while the other grunted in a sinister way. "Poke her a bit with our spears, if you catch my meaning. But don't worry, we'll be as gentle as we can." Both men guffawed.

	The unarmed serf plowed a fist into the soldier's face, sending him sprawling backward into a puddle of mud. The other soldier turned with an oath, but he found his legs kicked out from under him, courtesy of the young man's dexterity. As the serf lunged forward with a yell to continue the fight, he came to an unexpected halt. 

	The gleaming blade of the bailiff's sword was now at his throat.

	"Such a pity that a talented fighter like yourself should die so unceremoniously," the bailiff said with a sigh. The horse beneath him shuffled its hooves and bowed its head as if knowing what was about to happen, and wanting no part in it. "You would have served our Baron Rauxtund well, come the next season of war. Oh well. It just wasn't meant to be."

	He prepared to thrust his blade through the serf's throat.

	 

	 


 

	2 - Sneaky Devils

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Instead he found no throat there at all.

	At the last possible second, the young man had ducked, the blade scraping his neck and the stubble it found there, drawing only a thin line of blood. With a surprised and frustrated oath, the bailiff thrust his sword into the hovel's doorframe instead. The serf hit the ground and rolled to his feet while Bailiff Taskre stumbled forward to tug his sword free.

	The crowd of onlookers grew excited. This had never happened before. One of their own getting into a tussle with Taskre? Unheard of. And if the bailiff happened to unfortunately be killed in the process, then perhaps they wouldn't have to pay their taxes!

	"Men!" Taskre attempted to bark, instead finding himself tackled onto the ground with the young man's strong, callused hands clasping his throat. Squeezing. The bailiff gasped, dropping his sword and clawing at the serf's hold on him. "Let-let go of me! Kill me—and you die!"

	His attacker paused to glance at the soldiers, each one now poised with a spearhead aimed at the serf. It didn't take long for the young fellow to realize the shape of the situation. So he released the bailiff and stood up, hoisting Taskre with him by the collar.

	"Wise choice." The bailiff rubbed his neck and winced. "But you'll die anyway!"

	The serf clenched his fists, prepared to take on all six of the well-armed soldiers. But just then, an arrow sang through the air and struck him in the back. He fell with a groan, grappling awkwardly for the shaft, as if to yank it free and fight on. Then his body betrayed him by going limp, and he lay still and silent as a corpse.

	"Thank you." Taskre caught his breath and nodded at the approaching archer.

	"Sorry I was late. Had to take care of some personal business in the woods, figured I'd catch up with you—"

	"No excuses!" the bailiff shouted, picking up his sword and brandishing it at the wide-eyed bowman. "Next time, you stay with the group. Do I make myself clear? Get yourself sidetracked by personal matters, and…" 

	The bailiff seemed to notice the seething, furious mob of peasants for the first time. He wondered where they'd gotten the large stones in their hands, and why they were closing in on him and his men all of a sudden. Had they no couth?

	"Stand back!" He mounted his high horse and swung his sword through the air, catching the morning light across its broad blade. His soldiers surrounded him and aimed their spears at the mob. But six spearmen, plus an archer, really weren't enough to deal with this many irate commoners. "Return to your homes! We're done here for today. See you tomorrow!"

	A stone struck him across the cheek. His head whipped to the side, and he gasped, unable to believe what had happened—or how much it hurt. He touched his face, and his gloved hand came away bloody from the gash. Rage burned in his belly.

	"How dare you?" he cried.

	The crowd cheered, hurling their stones at the bailiff and his men, who cowered under the fierce barrage. 

	"I know I just got here and all," said the archer, "but maybe we should leave?"

	Taskre had to admit the man possessed some sense. So he spurred his mighty steed into a gallop and high-tailed it out of there, back to the safety of Havenwaye Castle. Bruised and bloodied, his soldiers and the archer ran after him as fast as they could, slipping and stumbling as the angry serfs followed, throwing anything they could get their hands on once the stones ran out: heads of cabbage, eggs, even pitchforks hurled like javelins.

	Bailiff Taskre left his horse's black eye to be tended in the stable and went straightway to see Baron Rauxtund in the castle's council chamber. But instead of finding Rauxtund in the grim, dark room decorated with thick tapestries on the stone walls and furry animal skins on the stone floors, he found Sir Dreck alone, seated casually on the baron's throne-like chair as if he owned the place.

	This in itself was not entirely unusual. Often when the baron was out on a hunting trip—always eager to find more farmland to add to Havenwaye's fields—he would leave the manor in the capable hands of the head knight. Always Sir Knight the Eleventh.

	Never Dreck.

	Baron Rauxtund had once confided that he didn't quite trust Dreck. It had nothing to do with his name or reputation. It had everything to do with his eye. Rauxtund had heard that in the land of the blind, the one-eyed man was king. Thus he feared that Dreck, taking this adage to heart, could very well have set his eye on the King's throne. And Rauxtund was nothing if not a loyal subject to the crown.

	"At least it's not your throne he's eyeing." Taskre had attempted to be helpful.

	"Pish posh!" Baron Rauxtund's face had flushed. "Who's to say he won't come after mine next!"

	Dreck smiled now as Taskre approached. "Greetings, Bailiff. You bring news?" The antlers affixed to the back of the throne/chair in the moment resembled the horns of a hellbeast, and they lined up perfectly with Dreck's oblong head.

	"News? Yes, of course." Taskre cleared his throat and rested his hand on the pommel of his broadsword. "News for the baron, that is. Where is he, pray tell?"

	"Indisposed at the moment." Dreck fingered his long, grizzled beard-braids as he appraised Taskre. "Pardon my saying so, but you look like crap, Bailiff. What happened? The villagers turn into an angry mob and refuse to pay their taxes?"

	Taskre wiped at the blood trickling down his cheek. He hoped his face hadn't been broken by that flying stone. It wasn't much, but it was all he had. His face, that is. His mother had given it to him. "When is the baron expected to return?"

	Dreck shrugged. "Care to leave a message?"

	"No. I'll…wait." The bailiff folded his arms and stared at the tapestry on the far wall. It bore the scene of a valiant knight on horseback fighting a fire-breathing dragon. A mere stone across the jaw would never unhinge such a resilient hero.

	Dreck's low, gravelly chuckle echoed throughout the chamber. "They scared you off, did they?"

	Taskre clenched his teeth. But that hurt his face. So he pursed his lips grimly and uttered not a word.

	"You take any men with you? Or did you face the rabble alone?"

	"Of course I took soldiers with me!" Taskre barked. "Six spearmen and an archer!"

	Another long chuckle from the knight. "I'd bring more next time, if I were you."

	The ensuing silence became uncomfortable. Taskre's face started throbbing. The idea of submerging it in a cold pail of water was rather appealing.

	"I just remembered something I need to attend to." The bailiff turned on his heel. "Do let Baron Rauxtund know I have a message for him."

	Sir Dreck's low chuckle echoed as Taskre took his leave. Strange, that the baron had sent the bailiff to the village and then gone out hunting. But no, that wasn't quite right. It had been Taskre's own idea to take up the collection a whole month early. So this is what he got for being ahead of the game.

	His face throbbed as he exited the council chamber, leaving the pair of heavy oak doors to slam shut behind him. Strange, that he'd seen the baron that morning, and Rauxtund hadn't seemed to be readying himself for a hunting excursion. 

	Deep down, Taskre didn't really trust Dreck. He didn't know why. Perhaps because of his name.

	 

	 

	Bolting the chamber door from the inside, as was the custom, Sir Dreck quickly stole through the spacious, dimly lit council room to the far side where the door to the baron's private study stood shut. Opening it, he found the well-rounded Baron Rauxtund himself, seated in his comfortable leather reading chair. Standing on his right was Sir Knight XI, and standing on his left was Sir Mauronn. But this was not a pleasant get-together.

	"You cannot do this!" the baron protested, his forehead covered in beads of stress-induced perspiration.

	"Protesting will get you nowhere, my lord," Sir Dreck said upon entering the room. He shut the door quickly yet quietly behind him. "Really, where did protesting ever get anyone? So you make a few hastily drawn posters, come up with some juvenile chants. So what? Have you accomplished anything at all?"

	"You've raised awareness, mayhaps," said Mauronn.

	"Is that so?" Dreck folded his arms and raised his bearded chin. "Whose awareness? Honestly, I've lost track of all the protests going on. You know what would really make an impression on me? The opposite of a protest. Let's have the commoners hit the streets with crappy posters and dumb chants about how good they've got it! WE'RE NOT DEAD YET, HOW 'BOUT THAT? WE'RE NOT DEAD YET, WE ATE THE CAT!"

	Mauronn frowned pensively.

	"I never trusted you!" Baron Rauxtund glared at the chanting and opinionated knight. "What kind of mother would name her son Dreck, for crying out loud?"

	"My mom named me Mauronn."

	"And I'm sure she knew how it sounds," Knight XI muttered. "Mauronn, go do something useful. Warm the baron's throne, now that Dreck has abandoned his post. We can't afford anyone getting suspicions."

	Dreck didn't mention the wimpy bailiff.

	As Sir Mauronn exited the study, Knight XI turned back to the fuming baron. "Now then, you can either be our puppet—doing the things we want you to do, saying what we want you to say, acting how we want you to act, reading what we have for you to read, answering questions only from those we want you to answer, turning your back on those we want you to turn your back on, giving blank stares the majority of the time—or we will kill you. That's right. Each of us will stab you through the heart simultaneously from three different directions. No one survives that." Knight XI smiled at the baron's horrified expression, double and triple chins quivering. "It's your choice. Don't think we're being unreasonable. Because we are not."

	"Prove it," Rauxtund managed hoarsely. There was still some fire in his belly.

	"Very well." Knight XI glanced at Dreck, whose grim, dark smile and cold, dead-eyed stare would have loosened the bladder of a lesser man. But Rauxtund had yet to wet himself, by all appearances. "I will give you time to make up your mind. To choose between puppetry and death. But since I can't have you waddling around warning the other knights of the realm about our arrangement, you will be kept in an abandoned mill a few miles away."

	"What abandoned mill? There aren't any abandoned mills that I'm aware of. How long do I have to make this impossible decision? Puppetry or death. You might as well have added clowns to the mix! And where the heck are my marbles?" Rauxtund's words came tumbling out like grapes.

	"It's a secret. Twenty-four hours. In safe keeping," Dreck replied.

	The baron's mind went in circles—because circles were round, of course—as he matched each of the knight's answers with his own questions. The first two were accounted for, reasonably enough. But as for his marbles…

	"Where are they? I must have them! I can't think without them! Please, give them back to me!" Rauxtund fell to his rotund knees and clasped his hands together as if in fervent prayer. "I need them to think! I can't possibly make such a difficult decision without them!"

	"Why?" Sir Knight XI sneered. "They're just marbles."

	Rauxtund shrugged. "I roll them around in my hand. Helps me focus. I don't know why."

	"Fidgety fellow," Dreck mocked.

	"So what if I am?" There was that fire again.

	"You're saying you can't decide between puppetry and death without your marbles?" Knight XI raised an eyebrow.

	"I cannot!" Rauxtund burst into tears, covering his face in his chubby hands.

	Sir Knight XI and Sir Dreck looked at each other with smugness oozing from their countenances. They left the sobbing baron in his study and locked the door behind them. In hushed tones, they conferred with Sir Mauronn in the quiet council chamber.

	Not a soul heard their discussion. 

	Except for me. This time, I snuck in, quick like a bunny, and hid behind a potted plant. A big one. They had no idea I was there! But I think their conversation might have been in Latin. Or Ancient Greek. Maybe Dutch. 

	Regardless, I didn't understand a word of it. 

	Sneaky devils.

	 


 

	3 - The Secret

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Meanwhile, in the quaint village outside the walls of Havenwaye Castle, the mob of angry peasants had returned to their hovels, feeling pretty good about themselves for sending the bailiff and his soldiers packing, but still angry at what he'd done to one of their fellow commoners. Never before had something like this happened in Havenwaye Village. They couldn't believe the brave young man was dead.

	But they didn't have to. Because he wasn't.

	That's right. Although they didn't know it, nor really cared enough to find out, the young man had been carried inside his cozy little hovel by his wife and the village priest. There, with the door shut, he was cared for by the two humans on the planet who loved him most. But in different ways, of course.

	The shaft of the arrow was snipped near the entry site, the pieces discarded except for the arrowhead, which was saved for the serf's newborn son to play with—after the blood had been washed off. The wound was cleaned, packed with moss, then bandaged with strips of cloth. The patient had yet to regain consciousness, but the priest remained optimistic about the proceedings.

	"Don't you fret, young Gertrude. Your beloved Alfred will be up and walking again in no time." He patted her fair cheek and turned to take his leave, his tattered friar's robe hitched up in one hand.

	"He's always been more of a lover than a fighter." She caressed her husband's hand, unable to take her eyes from him.

	"I wouldn't know about that." The priest made the sign of the cross over Alfred's unconscious form. "But he held his own out there. For a time. You can be proud of that."

	She nodded. "I taught him everything he knows."

	A puzzled look crossed the priest's wrinkled face. Then he departed.

	"God be with you," Gertrude said as the hovel door swung shut behind him.

	She sat on the side of the small bed her husband had made for them and touched his sunburned forehead. She swept aside his straw-colored hair.

	"Brave fool," she exhaled quietly. "How I love you so. But next time…" She leaned forward to whisper into his ear, "Let me do the fighting."

	She checked his dressing. Patches of moss soaked up the blood while the cloth bound about him kept pressure on the wound. She winced as he groaned fitfully in his sleep. The willow bark she'd administered had yet to fully work its magic. Watching Alfred's bare chest rise and fall with each labored breath, Gertrude prayed.

	"How it pains me to see you suffer like this, my love." She knew he probably couldn't hear her, but she didn't care. Then she gave him a kiss that he wouldn't remember later—although he really should have, all things considered—and rose to her feet, moving across the hovel to the crib Alfred had built for their wee one. "My little darling, promise me you won't grow up to
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