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Martyn Beardsley’s brilliant Sir Gadabout books:


Sir Gadabout


Sir Gadabout Gets Worse


Sir Gadabout and the Ghost


Sir Gadabout Goes Barking Mad


Sir Gadabout Does His Best


Sir Gadabout and the Little Horror


Sir Gadabout Goes Overboard


Sir Gadabout Goes to Knight School


Sir Gadabout Out of Time


Sir Gadabout and the Camelot Calamity




[image: image]




For Sophie and Sián




[image: image]




1


The Haunted Room


Long, long, ago, when wizards and dragons were as common as warts on a witch’s nose, and well before anyone had thought of wearing baseball caps back-to-front, there lived one of the most famous kings of all time: King Arthur.


He was a wise and fair king, and he was married to the beautiful and resourceful Guinevere. So great was her beauty that if she were to drop her handkerchief, knights who were normally very sensible would fight for the honour of picking it up, no matter how many times she had blown her nose on it. She was also a dab hand when it came to making and fixing things. King Arthur and Queen Guinevere never had to resort to the Yellow Pages when something went wrong, mainly because the telephone hadn’t been invented, but also because they didn’t need to send for outside help. Guinevere had only recently put the finishing touches to an ambitious and elaborate guttering and drainage system around the mighty walls of the castle.
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The castle was called Camelot, a towering fortress hidden within eerie mists. It was so hard to find that map-makers tended to show it in several different places just to be on the safe side. Inside Camelot were the famous Knights of the Round Table, the best knights in the land all gathered together to protect the weak and save those in distress.


Actually, it is a small fib to say that all of the Knights of the Round Table were the best in the land. In fact, ninety-nine out of the one hundred knights seated at the Round Table on this particular day were the best in the land. They were reporting back to King Arthur on the heroic and chivalrous deeds they had performed during the week. Sir Bors told how he had emerged scarred and bruised but triumphant after fighting off ten villains who were chalking rude words on the walls of the castle. Sir Gawain had amicably settled a heated dispute about the weather between two farmers.


But there was one knight who could only mumble, “Well, your Majesty, it’s been rather a quiet week . . .”


“Again?”


“I’m afraid so – but I did fish a poor drowning fly out of my cup of tea this morning!” Thus spoke Sir Gadabout, the Worst Knight in the World.


“Was it all right?” asked the King, trying hard to sound interested.


“Yes, your Majesty,” replied Sir Gadabout. “Surprisingly, it tasted fine.”


“I meant the fly.”


“Oh, well, I, er, accidentally put my cup down on top of it. It got a bit squashed,” Sir Gadabout admitted.


“I’m sure you did your best,” said the King in a kindly voice, knowing that despite his faults – and there were many of them – Sir Gadabout’s heart was in the right place.


Then it was Sir Lancelot’s turn to report to the King. In contrast to Sir Gadabout, Sir Lancelot was the Greatest Knight Who Ever Lived, but he was a bit full of himself.


“On Monday morning, I did battle with a dragon which was trying to destroy the village of Runforit – at least that’s what I think they called it. The dragon breathed scorching flames and its skin was as tough as steel. When my sword broke I had to fight it with my bare hands. I noticed that it was vulnerable to a left-hook, and managed to knock it out with a perfectly-timed blow to the jaw. Then, on Monday afternoon, I found myself confronted by an entire army of nomadic warriors, intent on conquering your lands, your Majesty . . .”
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And so it went on – and on, and on . . . Sir Gadabout’s eyes began to close, and his head nodded forward. Soon his chin was resting on his chest, and he was emitting a sound which he called “deep breathing whilst concentrating”. Others described it as “snoring”.
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As darkness fell, more and more knights became restless. It wasn’t that they were afraid of the dark – but of what darkness might bring. The Round Table room was reputed to be haunted. Even those who claimed not to believe in ghosts began to fidget as they noticed the sun sinking slowly below the level of the windows. Those who had been unfortunate enough to encounter the spook were hovering on the edge of their seats, desperate for the meeting to end. So many of them had had their hair turned white trying to conquer the ghost that Cedric, the castle herbalist, was doing a roaring trade in hair-dye. Sir Lancelot himself had once declared he was going to kick the ghost out for good, but soon afterwards he had been seen running out of the Round Table room saying he’d forgotten to put a note out for the milkman.


The great knights were fearless when it came to anything you could stick your sword into, but things that walked through walls and went bump in the night left them just a tad nervous . . .


By the time Sir Lancelot had got on to Wednesday afternoon in his account, the room was becoming gloomier, and dark shadows swallowed up the furthest corners and edged their way towards the Round Table. Sir Kay asked to be excused to go to the toilet and never came back. Sir Brian the Bold produced from his pockets an assortment of lucky charms, crosses, and garlic, which he arranged on the table in front of him. A sudden loud bump almost made the knights jump out of their armour – but it was only Sir Gadabout slumping forward and banging his head on the table, sound asleep. Sir Lancelot, noticing for the first time that someone was finding his tales less than enthralling, paused indignantly, then pressed relentlessly on to Wednesday evening and his duel with the Black Knight of Devil Rock.
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