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Knights of the Roundish Table is a collection of seven connected short stories spoofing the King Arthur legend, plus another slightly-less-connected bonus story. Written over a span of about two decades, and not in order, the stories are here in order of how they occur for the characters. This will all be discussed in the introduction proper, which you can find at the end of this book. But don’t look now; it’ll be much more gratifying after you read the actual stories.

Trust me, I’m a medievalist.

- A. E. C.
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Once upon a time, on an island far, far away – but not that far away – there lived a man called King Xander. He had a dream, and that dream was to unite the fractured tribes of Britain to fight off the barbarians invading from Germania and Scandinavia. All the lesser Kings and knights across the land called this a very noble cause (because, if they had called it a bid for supreme power to satisfy a ravenous ambition, Xander would have had their tongues bitten off by similarly ravenous lampreys).

“The difficulty is,” Xander was saying one morning as he sat enthroned in his great hall, “the Britons have softened under nearly four centuries of Roman rule. Once we were a great people, a battle-hungry people. When a dispute arose between tribes, the warriors of both sides would engage in such combat as would put ultimate fighting cage matches to shame. Now it’s all staring contests, and thumb wrestling, and who can spit the farthest. Yesterday I spied two men disputing ownership of a goat resort to Rock, Paper, Scissors and, when the one man used rock, the other thought he was pulling a punch and broke into a sprint.”

The King was speaking to his most trusted advisor, a magician of cunning power who, it was said, could gaze into the future. The old man paced the floor, his robes of deep blue swirling along the flagstones. “Yes, the Romans will take all of our best fighting men and ship them far abroad for their own army.”

“Did,” said the King. “The Romans did take our best men. The empire pulled out of Britain some hundred years ago.”

Mervin sucked a sour face though, as his lips were always pursed, this was hardly a change of expression. “It’s difficult for me to keep track, living backwards in time.”

Xander sighed, slumping against his oaken throne, its armrests worn smooth by generations of the King’s ancestors, all of whom had sweaty palms. Xander gazed at the gleaming wood, and his own warped reflection in it: eyebrows askew, beard greying, forehead wrinkles scrawling the words “screw up.”

The King whisked his glance away, over the great hall: a massive room within a crumbling castle, with an ash-dry fireplace and dozens of mismatched chairs facing every direction.

“When a man lives for millennia,” Mervin the Magician mumbled, robes swishing away, “you can’t expect him to keep track of everything.”

The King pointed to a dusty patch of floor. “You missed a spot.”

“Oh.” Mervin glanced about in subdued confusion.

A scream bounded through the hall, waving the faded tapestries as though they would spring from the whitewashed walls and flee for their lives.

In strode the Queen Mother. Her feet struck the floor so its stones groaned at the force. Amanita had never been one to tread lightly. She dripped scarlet satin, black lace flowing from its folds. Her greying hair was pulled back tight by gold pins set with pearls. None could guess her age, but they knew her health to be sturdy, for she looked no older than her son.

“Mother!” Xander shot to his feet. “How are you today?” He tapped down the dais towards her.

Queen Amanita waved him off. “Never mind pleasantries. Have you thought of a way to raise an army capable of bashing in the barbarians’ skulls?”

The magician shuffled back from the corner. “We shall discuss it.”

Amanita rolled her eyes. “You were discussing it. Were. Honestly, Mervin.”

“Of course it’s easy for you. You’re not the one living your life backwards.”

“What are you mumbling?”

Mervin jumped, his pointed hat popping atop his head. “Lunch. The kitchen is preparing tuna melt sandwiches for lunch.”

“I hate tuna!” snapped the Queen.

“You mentioned you enjoyed tuna melts, so I had a chef brought from the seaside.”

King, Queen, and magician glanced about for the source of the diminutive voice. A thin woman with slithering locks of shining blonde stood behind the Queen. Beneath the flowing silk of her white gown, she moved like the supple tip of a willow branch dipped in a stream. No one had noticed her slippered footsteps above those of the elder Queen. This young woman was yet in her twenties, though the lines on her brow spoke forty years.

“Jennivere.” Xander beamed. “Why, I didn’t see you there, my bushy-tailed squirrel.”

She smiled back and dropped a dainty curtsy.

“I’ve always hated fish,” said Amanita. “Save salmon. A determined salmon can outwrestle a wolf.”

“Jenni, is it too late to change the tuna for salmon?” Xander asked.

His wife wobbled forth and back. “Salmon melts?”

“Salmon fillet,” said Amanita. “A sandwich does not tally up to a proper meal. And be sure lunch is served a half hour early today; I ate a curtailed breakfast.”

“That’s no difficulty for my Jenni.” Xander came forwards, pressing his wife’s hand between his. “Is it, my cherub-cheeked chipmunk?”

Jennivere smiled to keep from heaving. “No, my love. I should be able to manage somehow.”

“There’s my sweet girl.” The King kissed her pale, furrowed forehead.

She offered him a softer smile, then hurried off to overhaul the meal preparations.

The Queen shook her head. “Such a flighty girl. Imagining I’d like a tuna melt when everyone knows the only fish I eat is mackerel. Now, where stand your plans, my boy?”

“Well, we need an army. And we need to train them. So . . . Mervin?”

“Oh, uh, of course, of course.” The magician stared at the Queen Mother’s chin, for he could not meet her gaze. “I know what we’ve done.”

“Will do.”

“Will do.” Mervin forced a chuckle. “You know, sometimes my memory isn’t what it will be – ”

“Once was.”

“ – and my so-called gift of prophecy dries up, but not in this case. Oh no, not in this case.”

Amanita’s eyes narrowed to arrow slits. “Quit stalling, you ridiculous little conjuror.”

“Well, uh . . . . ”

A series a chimes played out the first phrase of “Greensleeves.”

Mervin brightened. “The doorbell; I’ll get it.”

Amanita laid a hand on his shoulder, which action felt like being swatted by a grizzly bear. “As reigning Queen, it is Jennivere’s duty to see to the efficient running of the household. As chief royal advisor, it is your duty to stand up straight, stop jabbering, and give my son your considered opinion before I have you devoured by diabetic geckos. Out with it!”

“Xander.” Jennivere pattered into the hall. “Some men are at the door. They say – oh!”

Four large men entered the hall, each with rough, blackened hands the size of toilet seats. In these freakishly large hands they carried a freakishly large slab of wood.

The lead man grunted, though it could well have been a growl. “Where do we put this?”

“That depends,” answered the King. “What is it?”

The man growled again – that was definitely what it was. “The table you ordered.”

“I never ordered a table.”

The four men looked about at the dozens of chairs and exchanged glances. Then, with one communal groan, they let their burden drop.

Xander raised a bushy brow. “Are you fellows certain that’s a table?”

Jennivere squinted at it. “It’s like when the school children play at waving a parachute.”

“It’s larger than a parachute,” said Mervin, tiptoeing in for a closer look.

“The wood may have warped slightly during transport.” The lead man extracted a tie-dyed hanky from his sleeve and set about dabbing his forehead.

“Warped?” Xander choked. “Warped? There isn’t one square inch of this supposed table that’s level. It has swells higher than I’ve seen at sea, dips lower than the four of you. And, moreover, I ordered no table!”

The lead man replaced his hanky, pulling a sheet of parchment from his other sleeve. “Says here the table was ordered by a Mr. Mervin the Magician, Esquire.”

“You old fool!” bellowed the Queen Mother. “What on earth could you possibly want with so large a table?”

The magician’s lip hung down, wriggling sporadically as he perused his mind. “I must be going to send it to myself as a reminder.”

“A reminder of what?” asked Xander. “A dinner party for fifty of your closest friends?”

Mervin snapped his fingers, spraining at least two of them. “Nay, majesty, but fifty of thy most loyal servants.”

Amanita rolled her eyes. “Here comes a prophecy.”

“I foresee fifty knights, the most skilled and chivalrous in all the land. They will accomplish great feats under thy leadership, oh mighty King. Peace will flow through the land like unto a wave of molten lava, burying all the old divisions among our people. Really, very, pretty deep. And thou, oh sage Xander, shall rule over all of Britain.”

“Oh. Goody!” Jennivere smiled and squeezed her husband’s hand.

Amanita sniffed. “So long as the money for this monstrosity doesn’t come out of the royal treasury.”

Mervin gave her a frown. “I’ve been saving up my allowance.”

“Does that mean you have the money now, or you will have it?”

“If this is the present, then the future must . . . . ” Mervin trailed off, counting on his fingers.

“Fifty knights, skilled and chivalrous.” Xander passed his arm around his wife, pulling her close. “Mervin, where shall we find them?”

“Who? Oh, um, we hold a tournament. A no-holds-barred, freestyle battle until only fifty are left on horseback.”

Jennivere laid her head on the King’s shoulder. “We could sell tickets, using the money to pay for the table.”

“Delectable idea, my delicious little lambchop.”

“Speaking of which,” said the Queen Mother, “is lunch ready yet?”
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Sir Dwain sat atop his brilliant brown charger, its mane the same dusty colour as his own. His green eyes shone through the polished metal of his visor. He had ridden down from Eboracum in full battle array, his shield showing a green dragon on a yellow field, a white feather fluttering atop his helm, and a bouquet of lilies for the Queen lashed to his lance tip. Beneath his breastplate, next to his heart, was pressed his engraved invitation, written in the Queen’s own hand:

Deer Sur Nite:

Yor king beeseecheth yu two cum at ons intwo hiss presents, that hee mite test yor sckil and find yu worthee uv a seet at hiss tabel. Cum with awl speeed two the jowsting grownds bi the royul palas.

Sinseerleee,

Kween Jennivere

As soon as a linguistics expert specializing in obscure and poorly spelled languages had deciphered the note and related its contents, Dwain had set out, eager for adventure and the chance to help save his country. Had he sprung for the services of the foremost linguistics expert specializing in obscure and poorly spelled languages, he might not have been the last to arrive.

A page led Sir Dwain to what looked like a giant outdoor hockey rink – boards below, chain-link above – and shut him inside with the rest. Rows of spectators had gathered ‘round, placing bets, calling taunts, and spitting cherry pits at one another. They had come to Londinium from every nook in Britain to cheer for their favourite knights. The crowd was dressed in woolen tunics and mantles with multicoloured stripes, hearts, and polka dots. The aristocrats among them also sported twisted collars of precious metals, called torcs and, to show their good manners, dabbed their mouths with lace napkins after every spat cherry pit.

Dwain urged his horse to the far end of the jousting ground, where King Xander sat with the two Queens and Mervin the Magician.

The young knight removed his helm as he approached the dais, bowing before the royals on their thrones draped in red silk. “Greetings, your majesties. I am Sir Dwain of Eboracum.”

“Greetings, Sir Dwain,” returned the King.

“I was most flattered to receive the Queen’s invitation to test my skill.”

“Yes,” said Amanita, “the invitations. If Jennivere had bothered to spellcheck, twice as many knights would have shown up.”

“It’s quality, Mother, not quantity,” said Xander. “And my brazed dove does possess a beautiful cursive hand.”

“Which would be useful. If the twit could spell.”

“For you, your grace.” Dwain maneuvered his lance over the chain-link so that Jennivere could reach the lilies.

The young Queen blushed as she took them, the petals dancing about the tip of her nose.

Dwain bowed again, replaced his helm, and rode out to do battle. Or at least mill about in the enclosure with the other knights whilst the heralds settled the last scraps of organization. His lusty steed halted beside a particularly ravishing mare and, whilst the stallion whinnied its best pickup line, Dwain sized up the knight astride: a man nearly seven feet in height, with a chest deep enough to marinade a side of beef in, and a back broad enough on which to grill it. Vert and white checked the man’s shield, and a bushy pink feather swept back from his helm to flutter with his mount’s tail.

“Hi there,” called Dwain. “What’s your name?”

The knight drew himself up in the saddle, casting a shadow over Dwain that was akin to the death of the sun. “My name,” boomed a voice that made the Eboracum knight’s armour reverberate, “has been handed down through generations of my family. My name has struck terror into the pagan souls of countless barbarians. My name, young man, is Sir Winifred IV of Huckleberry.”

Dwain nodded, grateful his helm hid his expression.

A young knight, looking scarcely more than twenty, pranced up to them. “Greetings, fellow knight. I am Sir Tamarack of Broadbottom in Cheshire. You don’t have any quests that you’re currently too busy to finish, do you?”

“No, no, just waiting for the tournament to start.”

“Because I could finish them.”

Dwain squinted. “Recently knighted, are you?”

“Not recently – a whole fortnight ago. And since then, I’ve already completed a whole quest.”

“What quest was that?”

“Why, there was this warning sign, set up by an evil, dictatorial warlord, striking fear into everyone, and only I proved brave enough to defy its oppressive order.”

“Which was?”

“It said . . . stop.”

“And when you didn’t, what happened?”

“Why, that vindictive warlord sent a manure cart hurtling right into me.”

“Uh-huh.”

“It was very harrowing. And now, I’m off to inquire after a second quest. Good day, fellow knight.”

“And to you.” Turning to the knight on his left, Dwain murmured, “New Knight Syndrome. And what’s your name?”

“Oh.” The soft-featured man jumped at being addressed. Orange swans floated upon his white shield. “I’m Sir Keesh de Lattice . . . the first,” he added, glancing past Dwain towards Sir Winifred.

“I’m Dwain of Eboracum.”

“Nice to meet you.” Sir Keesh attempted a sort of curtsy, forgetting he was ahorse. “Um, let’s see, I can point out some of the others to you. There’s Sir Smellias, Sir Dulfius, Sir Dodonas.”

“Terrible name.”

“The scuttlebutt is it was revealed to him when he flipped over a stone and discovered it written underneath.”

“Oh. Well, if that’s where it came from, then I suppose it isn’t so bad.”

“That fellow in the gold-painted armour is Sir Palomitus. The chap with the twig protruding from his visor is Sir Sycamore – ”

“Is his armour made of wood?”

“Yes. More cost effective than metal.”

Dwain nodded. “More flammable, too.”

“I suppose. That’s Sir Eepinogres. He’s felled hole heaps of ogres.”

“I gathered.”

“The chap with the rose garland spun around his lance is Sir Kissram. The gossip is he’s popular with ladies, which gained him a spot of trouble in Cornwall. And beside him is the seneschal, Sirs Day.”

“You mean Sir Day.”

“Actually, he pronounces it Sirs Day.”

“Perhaps he has a lisp?”

“Fine. That burly fellow with the blue cross is Sir Gores.”

Dwain regarded the knight’s hog-sized battleaxe. “A bit obvious, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

“Never mind. Who’s the man on that magnificent white horse?” Dwain motioned to the only knight on the field whose armour bore not a single scratch and indeed, whose every inch glittered like a clear river at noon.

“Ah, you mean Sir Glancelot. I hear nothing but fine things concerning his skill and prowess.”

“As do I.” Another knight rode up to join them. Both Dwain and Keesh had to crane their necks downwards to see him, as his mount was quite short. Likely due to its being not so much a horse as a sheep.

Dwain pursed his lips. “What are you riding?”

The knight grinned. “Fine specimen, isn’t he? Greetings, lads. I am Sir Robin of Bolderness, from the land of Estrangorre, but you may call me Sir Robin the Bold.”

“Yes,” said Dwain, “but why are you riding a sheep?”

“How dare you refer to my noble steed by such a name?! He is as robust a stallion as ever – ”

“Grew a sweater?”

“I find it rather clever,” said Keesh. “See how its mane is a mop and its tail a broom?”

“Wooly Bully is a horse, I decry you – a horse!”

“Yes,” Dwain grinned, “and I am riding a nearsighted fluorescent badger.”

A trumpet blast trumpeted through the air, trumpeting very trumpetly. “Attention,” cried a paunchy old herald. “Give ear to me, good people. Here come the rules for yon tournament: anything goes. Let’s get it on!”

The knights all charged each other, clattering in such a fantastic melee that it’s almost a shame to call the thing a dogpile. They slashed and they hacked and they tickled one another, showing no mercy until an opponent fell to the ground crying, “Uncle.” Such a gallant display of chivalry has hardly been equaled in the annals of history, or of Geoffrey of Monmouth.

When but fifty knights were left ahorse, the herald let out such a sneeze that it shattered the aristocrats’ opera glasses, signaling an end to the tournament.

Many of the knights previously mentioned had kept the field. Sir Keesh de Lattice had kept his horse well – the animal, unused to battle, had pranced in circles, rendering it impossible for anyone to land a blow and sometimes even bowling over another horse. By the time Keesh had coaxed the beast into standing still, the tournament was ended, his sword remained sheathed, and he himself felt more than a little dizzy. Dwain had fought valiantly, using his precision with the lance to maneuver its point into the eye slots of helms, including that of Sir Winfred IV of Huckleberry. Robin the Bold was also still ahorse – though really that was debatable – none of the other knights having realized that the man astride a sheep had actually been participating.

The knights lined up facing the King, the two Queens, and the magician.

“Well done, well done,” cried King Xander. “Herald, tell me, which of these worthies felled the most men, that he may sit by my side at the celebration feast.”

The herald consulted the tally he had kept on his Etch A Sketch. “Sir Guy Longfellow, your majesty.”

A bedraggled grey horse stepped forwards, the knight on its back a blonde lad whose well-cut face ran with sweat, and whose arms of a silver goblet dripping scarlet showed well nigh indecipherable, thanks to the many blows that contorted his shield. He beamed bright pride at the prospect of dining by the King, his innocent blue eyes alight with joy.

“Who felled the second most?” asked Queen Jennivere.

The herald squinted, bringing the Etch A Sketch nearer and farther from his eyes until it was in danger of erasing. “Sir Glancelot du Glac.”

The albino horse stepped forth, displaying its rider, whose armour not only was still without so much as a smudge, but shone forth brighter than the glare of Mervin’s balding head. So bright, in fact, as to render the knight’s face invisible.

The young Queen grasped her husband’s arm. “Sit next to him instead, darling, he’s much better kempt.”

Xander smiled and patted her hand. “As you wish, my melodic mosquito.”

The sun passed for a moment behind a harmless-looking weather balloon. The glare vanished from Sir Glancelot’s armour and those gathered could look upon his face. Men screamed, babies fainted, and senior citizens dove to hide behind goats.

Glancelot’s face bore more misshapen lumps than a gargoyle’s. His forehead slumped to the left and one eye drooped out – almost past his cheekbone – whilst his nose was smushed halfway to his ear, one nostril aimed straight up, the other wide enough to accommodate a walnut. Some of his teeth bit through lips more jagged than a jack o’ lantern’s, and his chin was cleft in three places.

“He’s so handsome!” gasped the young Queen.

Keesh gave Dwain a questioning look, not opening his mouth for fear of screaming himself.

Dwain shrugged. “Perhaps his face is so ugly that it’s looped back to handsome. And then ugly, and then handsome again.”

King Xander bore the expression of a man watching a giant spider devour the corpse of a monkey that had been rotting inside out in the sun for a week. Speaking of the sun, it emerged now from behind the harmless-looking weather balloon, resuming its glare upon Glancelot’s armour.

All stayed silent a moment, and then the King spoke: “I have never seen the like in all my born days. This is surely a sign from heaven. His face matches my table perfectly. Sir Glancelot du Glac, I invite you to sit beside me at dinner, and at the table where we shall plan our battles against the barbarian Saxon invaders.”

Glancelot bowed. “I would be honoured, sire.”

Dwain cocked an eyebrow. “Perhaps the King reasons that by sitting next to the man, he can talk to him without having to look at him directly.”

Jennivere, meanwhile, looked incurably pleased, and Guy Longfellow incurably heartbroken.
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The feast that night was marvelous to behold, and besmell, and especially to betaste. The chef served mashed turnips, boiled turnips, turnips with a side of baby turnips, turnips over easy, turnips à la turnips, turnips in turnip sauce, turnip stir-fry, and for dessert purple jellybeans nestled in the suction cups of a dead squid – stuffed with turnips. Most of the knights, rather than spoiling this sumptuous feast by eating it, proceeded to get drunk.

Whilst this celebration was slurring insults about mamas and confessing love to complete strangers, the harmless-looking weather balloon was engaged in communications of its own, for it was in fact not a harmless-looking weather balloon, but the barbarian chieftain’s pet dragon Misty, cleverly disguised. When the chieftain learned that Britain’s best defence against his invasion forces would be slobbering drunk that evening, he decided to send boats of warriors down the Thames to Londinium, in the hopes of at last capturing the capital.

By the time the lookout atop Londinium’s outer wall gave the alarm, the knights’ celebration feast had degenerated past the point of lampshades as fashionable headgear. Yet when those brave fighting men (and Sir Robin) heard that call to arms, they grabbed whatever they could find – spoons, chairs, leftover turnips – having forgotten where they had laid their weapons, and so rushed to the riverbank.

There, the barbarian Saxon warriors in their swanlike rowboats had begun to wade ashore, when they were confronted by half a hundred screaming, naked men, hair standing straight up with smeared jellybeans, squid ink coating their bare chests a shimmering blue in the moonlight.

The Saxons, startled and confused, splashed back to their boats under a hail of turnips and flatware, rowing like mad, praying their many deities that they would live to tell the tale.

***
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“Frightfully magnificent job last night, men.” Xander paced the great hall, his chest puffed like a stuffed mushroom.

The knights slumped about the roundish table, cringing at the volume of his voice.

“We scared those Saxons back without losing a man. Brilliant awe and shock strategy, but not one we can rely on indefinitely. Which is why we must now brainstorm strategies for our next encounter with the enemy. Any ideas?”

Dwain groaned. “In retrospect, the Jell-O shots weren’t such a hot notion.”

Keesh’s cheeks looked as green as his eyes. “I recall doing those shots off a walrus, for some reason.”

“That wasn’t a walrus; that was Sir Gores.” Dwain’s neck went limp. “I’m so hungover this table looks like an amusement park ride for rats. Just rolling, and curling, and swerving, and – ”

A disconcerting shade of grey flooded Sir Robin’s cheeks.

“ – swirling, and whirling, and jitterbugging, and doing the hustle – ”

Robin belched, and with that belch came a flow of liquid the colour and consistency of wood stain. It flooded through the folds of the tabletop, washing down channels that branched right, left, and back in a loop. The fermented cocktail whisked into the laps of six different knights. Sir Smellias, who had been dozing with his head resting on the table, received the worst shock. Groans and exclamations whirled, drowning out Xander’s musings.

“E-NOUGH!”

All noise ceased and everyone looked to the King.

“Now then, since you’re all so distracted this morning, perhaps we’ll leave strategy for tomorrow. I won’t keep you from your garderobes, except long enough to impart some inspiration, with the story of how I came to rule.”

The knights straightened out of respect, though some swayed as though aboard a ship. Only Sir Glancelot du Glac seemed unaffected by the voracious boozing of the night before.

Sir Guy Longfellow was striving to seem unaffected, but the thick scowl ribbing his brow betrayed him. “It would prove an honour to hear the tale from your mouth, majesty.”

Glancelot nodded. “It would. Indeed.”

The King beamed. “Thank you, Sir Glancelot. I appreciate your enthusiasm.”

Guy shot a glare at du Glac that would have killed him, if the heaving table hadn’t obscured it.

“I’m sure you’ve all heard how I pulled the thorn, El Caliburo, from the lion’s paw and thereby gained rule of Londinium, but you may not have heard how I gained this sword.” He drew the blade at his side with a clash of metal, holding it aloft so that all could observe its tempered blade, its jeweled crossbar, its turnip-shaped pommel. “This, my friends, is Ex Caliburo.”

“It is magnificent, my liege,” said Longfellow.

“Magnificent, indeed.”

“Thank you, Sir Glancelot. I was riding through the woods one day with Mervin the Magician when we came upon a lake so blue the birds would have mistaken it for the sky and tried to fly underwater. Except they couldn’t have at the time because it was the middle of winter and the whole lake was frozen solid. Yet, out of that water rose a woman’s graceful arm, her flesh white as pig’s milk, holding aloft this wondrous sword. And by that token I knew, knew with divine certainty, that I was not destined to be a King amongst many, but High King of all Britain, and with your help I shall beat back the invaders, establishing a kingdom of peace. My only regret is breaking off that woman’s fingers when I pried the sword from her grasp.”

“A necessary sacrifice, worthy King,” said Longfellow.

“Necessary, indeed.”

“Sir Glancelot, you are of great comfort to me. I go. Think on what I have said, my knights.”

The men all stood as the King processed out, some of them tipping over as soon as he was through the doorway.

Sir Smellias and the six others wandered off to clean themselves.

Sir Guy plopped back in his seat. Beside him, Dwain lowered himself much more gingerly. Guy glared at Glancelot, who shook hands with the knights on either side of him before taking leave.

Dwain gulped, trying to swallow the lump of bile that pulsed at the back of his throat. “Keep staring at the man, and you’ll do like Sir Robin.”

“He stole my answers.”

“And the King let him. So – go punch the blighter in the face. It might improve his looks.”

“I hope you’re referring to Glancelot, and not our sovereign lord and master.”

Something gurgled deep within Dwain. “Oh, gosh.”

“Besides,” Longfellow stared at his fingers, “I couldn’t punch a man.”

“Why not? He’s purposely cheating you, and you unhorsed enough men yesterday.”

“The King ordered us to fight, so I did. But really, I abhor violence. It never solves anything, you know. That’s what my mum says.”

Dwain cocked his head and immediately regretted it. “How did you come to be a knight?”

“My father was a knight. He trained me. Then, one day, when we were in the woods on our estate watching a wrestling match between a wolf and a salmon, Saxon raiders arrived, killing my father, burning our crops, and turning our house into a Starbucks. Mother said we mustn’t get upset about it, though. So we bussed tables and did the washing up, all for minimum wage. The barbarians made us wear hairnets – even when we weren’t in the kitchen – that were too small and dug into our skulls until it felt like the elastic was grating on bone and we just wanted to scream and claw the things off and use them to strangle that bloody cur of a supervisor – and then Queen Jennivere’s letter arrived and I came here.” Longfellow grinned, his teeth grating in a rictus of repressed rage. “Excuse me. When I feel tense Mother says it’s good for me to meditate.”

Dwain smiled, eyes wide. “You know what might help – your name, Guy Longfellow, it’s holding you back.”

“It was my father’s name.”

“And it’s great, but Dwain of Eboracum, Keesh de Lattice, Robin the Bold, Glancelot du Glac – you need a connector in there to fancy up your name so the King notices you. Sir Guy of Longfellow – now that’s a name to remember.”

“Hm. Guy Longfellow. Guy of Longfellow. Guy Longfellow . . . . ” He left the hall mumbling to himself.

Dwain watched him go, sighing, “Sometimes it’s too easy.”

Sir Tamarak of Broadbottom squelched by, soaked from top to toe.

“What happened to you?”

“Ah, fellow knight. A tyrannical roadworks peasant told me I couldn’t cross a stream because the bridge was out. Let me tell you, his challenge did not go unanswered.”

“Okey-dokey. Carry on.” Dwain turned his attention across the table to a group of knights gathered about Sir Robin.

The ringleader was a greasy little fellow with thick eyebrows and stringy black hair that could well have turned red if properly washed. “I saw you were riding a sheep yesterday. Do you ever ride sheep?”

Robin frowned up at the ringleader. “Is that some sort of riddle?”

“I just want to know if you ride sheep, as in ride them.”

“I don’t catch your meaning. Are you insinuating something?”

“Can someone explain to this idiot?” The ringleader looked ‘round at the knights still present. “Dwain, you’re Scottish, aren’t you?”

“Not really, no.”

“Fine!” the ringleader shouted, storming out of the hall as the other knights grasped their heads in pain.

Dwain turned to Sir Keesh, who sat on his other side. “Who was that thug?”

“Sir Sordid,” Keesh whispered back. “He claims to be King Xander’s third cousin’s wife’s therapist’s nephew, but can’t prove it, thanks to doctor-patient confidentiality. Still, he wants to lead Britain’s army. There’s a rumour,” Keesh lowered his voice even further, “he has aspirations for the throne.”

“Speaking of which,” Dwain reclined, gesturing about the great hall, “do you think he’ll be able to find it amongst all these?”

***
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“You weren’t at the assembly.” Xander strode into the lower solar.

Mervin looked up from the wand he was whittling, three fingers bloody. “Who wasn’t where?”

“You. Missed the first meeting of my Knights of the Roundish Table.”

“Oh dear,” mumbled the magician.

“It doesn’t inspire confidence in your prophecies when you can’t make it to meetings.”

“You should have reminded me.”

“I did.”

“Not before, after.” Mervin flourished his whittling knife. “I’m living backwards, you know.”

“I’m reminding you after now. You still weren’t there.”

“If I forget something, then I can’t know it will happen until it happens, you see.”

“No I don’t see. We have got to get you a day planner.”

Jennivere’s head popped up from behind a wooden chest. “I’d be happy to have the servants fetch you one.”

“No, no, no!” cried the magician. “If you give me a day planner it will go forwards in time whilst I go backwards. By writing future events in it, I would be recording my own past, and the book won’t help me to remember to be anywhere.”

The King frowned, his brows weighed down like wet wool. “If I understood that, I’d argue with it. Forget the day planner! But thank you for offering your help, my curvaceous weasel.”

“You’re welcome,” beamed the magician.

“Not you!”

A scream shook the wall tapestries. Queen Amanita marched in, pinching the ear of a girl with limewash bleached hair, who wore a navy sweater, white blouse, plaid skirt, knee-high socks, and Mary Janes with nails punched through their soles, converting them to cleats.

“Gene.” Xander’s face fell blank with surprise. “What are you doing here?”

“She’s been kicked out of another boarding school.” Amanita pinched harder.

Gene cringed, clawing at the grip and not managing any good. “Helen and her friends called me a sissy. Honour was at stake – I had to wail on them with a two-by-four.”

“Is it honourable to be expelled from thirty-seven private schools for fighting? At this rate, we’ll have to found over a dozen schools each year to keep up with you.”

“Let me fight in Xander’s army – I’m as good as any knight.”

Amanita scoffed, tightening her grip until Gene’s face shifted into a silent scream. “Not yet you’re not. Being a knight isn’t just about fighting – you also need to know how to play chess, write poetry, manage an estate. Mervin, she’s your niece, if she gets kicked out of one more school, you’re taking her out into the wilderness and completing her training yourself. I won’t have another purely decorative young woman hanging about.”

Jennivere blushed to the tips of her ears, pressing her lips together so they turned ghostly white.

Gene rolled her eyes. “Managing an estate is just bossing people around. I can do that.”

Amanita gave the girl’s ear a good yank. “This is exactly why you need to attend school. If you don’t, and can’t govern with discernment, the people are bound to grow restless and demand credentials. If enough landowners thought your way, there would be rebellion, and in the ensuing anarchy the barbarians would take advantage and conquer our homeland. Is that what you want, Gene?”

“No.”

“Then go to your room and think about what you’ve done.” Amanita let go of the ear, which was by now an interesting shade of blue.

Gene snorted, coddling her ear and trooping off. Just outside the doorway, she smacked into Guy of Longfellow, spinning him one hundred eighty degrees. He watched her barge away, shoulders hunched, thighs pumping, plaid skirt twitching side to side.

“Who is that?” he breathed.

Amanita came to the doorway. A scream sounded, though it could have been a dog howling. “That,” she answered, “is one very naughty girl.”
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Meanwhile, Sir Sordid was hatching an evil plan, guaranteed to bring him power beyond his wildest dreams. That, or fail utterly, leaving him one of those lonely never-beens who live in their mothers’ basements gluing grain wagon and chicken coop models to their fingers and catcalling women in parks.

Blissfully unaware, Queen Jennivere had retreated to her private solar, to continue weaving a tapestry of a Greek symposium with Bacchus leading the conga line. And as she wove, she wept.

When Jennivere looked up, it was into the concerned face of Sir Glancelot. At least, she supposed concern to be the emotion expressed by the muddle of features before her.

“Please, forgive the intrusion, your grace. When I see a woman’s tears they are as stains upon my peace of mind. Prey, is there some task I may perform to relieve somewhat the suffering of thine heart?”

Jennivere blinked, her eyelashes sticking together with damp. “Oh, no. Thank you, I’m fine.”

“Is there some trouble with the tapestry thou weavest? Yet, surely not, for it is as beauteous as though ‘twere strung together by the magic of fairies.”

The young Queen blushed, bending lower over her work. “It is a poor tatter, I know. That is what my husband’s mother will say. She prefers scenes of battle to those of more harmonious pastimes.”

“Perhaps she would not mind an harmonious one were it produced by means of a gun.”

A sly smile pursed Jennivere’s lips. “A very Dalinian suggestion, sir knight. How do you propose to carry it through?”

Glancelot reached into a pouch he always carried on his belt, pulling out a bedazzling gun. “Come, your majesty – if thou wilt permit me – let us to work.”
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“Your majesty.” Whilst the above encounter was taking place, so was a second. Sir Sordid bowed before King Xander. “Gracious King, I hoped we could speak in private?” He eyed Mervin, who had accidentally whittled a flute instead of a wand and, to prevent it whistling when he waved a spell, was now plugging the holes with chewing gum.

“Of course. Mervin, would you mind continuing your infernal mischief somewhere else?”

The old man looked up, wand dangling from his beard, hairs mashed into the gum mashed into the holes. “I should have done what?”

“You should have gone away a minute ago.”

“And I thought I was the one with foresight,” mumbled the magician, wandering from the room.

“And now, sir knight, what matter merits discussion? Have you a suggestion on how we might ward off future barbarian invasions?”

Sordid straightened, but kept his head lowered in a farce of obeisance that cast a purple shadow across his eyes. “Alas, my words carry only ill tidings. Your majesty, Sir Glancelot dropped this.” Sordid thrust a soiled handkerchief at the King.

Xander swooped back in his chair, harnessing his expression. “If Sir Glancelot dropped it, shouldn’t you give it back to him?”

“Examine it more closely, my liege.” Sordid took a step forwards.

“No, no thank you. I can view it fine from here.”

“Don’t you see, your grace? This handkerchief is your wife’s.”

“How do you know?”

“Just here, sire – ”

“You’ll wash your hands momentarily, yes?”

“ – she has embroidered her initial: J.”

Xander shrugged away an itch on his neck. “Sordid, I’m certain more than one person has a name beginning with J.”

“No, this handkerchief is your wife’s. It proves she’s having an affair with Glancelot. You should kill them both. And if, after that, your majesty is too traumatized to rule, I would be delighted to step in and assume command.”

The King frowned. “I think you’ve assumed enough already. Ahh, here’s my Jenni now.”

Queen Jennivere entered the room, her face as pink as though her cheeks were filled with ketchup. She approached the King and kissed his furrowed brow, soothing it with her cool lips.

He, in turn, pressed her hand and gazed on her with the impassioned love of a nerdly teenaged boy. “You seem in good spirits, my jubileed cherry ladybug. What have you been up to?”

The Queen smiled and kissed him again. “I have been with Sir Glancelot du Glac.”

“Have you?” The King’s serene expression faltered an instant. “Discussing cankerous sores whilst sitting on opposite ends of the room facing the walls?”

“No, silly dear. I talked about my feelings, and he listened quite attentively.”

“Really? And, by feelings, do you mean those emo-whatsits everyone in my family prefers to imagine don’t exist?”

The young Queen tapped his nose with her fingertip. “Those are the ones. But I’m interrupting your conversation. I should leave.”

“Don’t be silly, my observant little meercat. Interrupting! Sir Sordid found this handkerchief and wanted to know where the lost and found was. You don’t by chance recognize it, do you?”

“No.”

“It bears the initial J, my love. Might it not be yours?”

The Queen shook her head. “My handkerchief is here.” She whisked it from her sleeve. “Sir Glancelot just bedazzled it for me.”

Xander relaxed, even smiled. “That was nice of him, wasn’t it, Sir Sordid?”

The outside corner of the knight’s left eye trembled. “Yes. Quite nice.”

“That will be all, Sir Sordid.”

The knight cringed as he bowed. “My lord. My lady.”

As he walked from the solar, Sordid swore an oath within his mind. He would topple Xander’s reign, or else be unrecognizably disfigured in the process. But first, he had to pull the embroidery out of his handkerchief.

***
[image: ]


That afternoon, the Saxons made a surprise raid on a farming community two miles outside the walls of Londinium. With them came the chieftain’s dragon Misty, whose muscles slithered beneath her pale blue-green scales. The farmers and their families were so poor and superstitious and lowly they could do nothing
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