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Chapter One


Royal Request





SNIP!


“Ouch! Careful, Cedric! You’re not supposed to cut off the whole dashed toe.”


“Sorry, Sir Percy.”


Clutching my master’s left foot in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other, I had another go at trimming the little toenail.


“How’s that, Sir Percy?”


My master put down his spoon, stroked his stubbly chin and peered at his toenails. “Hmm. Almost there, Cedric. Just a smidgen more off the big toe. That should do the trick.”
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“Yes, Sir Percy.”


He settled himself back on the pillows and scooped up another mouthful of his porridge. I stifled a sigh and snipped again.


A large yellowish sliver of toenail nearly hit me in the eye. Before I could see where it landed, I heard hooves clattering in the courtyard.


“Ah, that’ll be the post, Cedric. Off you go.”


“Yes, Sir Percy.”


I ran down to the castle courtyard to greet the rider. I expected it to be a regular messenger with the post, but it was one of the king’s heralds, looking rather bewildered.


“Good morning,” he said. “I’m trying to find Castle Bombast, but I think I must be lost.”


“No, you’re not,” I said. “This is Castle Bombast.”


“Really?” said the herald. “As in Sir Percy the Proud’s place?”


“Yes,” I replied. “I’m Sir Percy’s squire.”


“Oh,” the herald said. He seemed taken aback. “Break time is it?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Or perhaps they’re all out on patrol.”


“Er, who are?” What was the herald going on about?


“The castle garrison,” said the herald. “At the palace they told me Castle Bombast is ‘crawling with guards’. So I was a bit surprised to ride in without being challenged. Thought I’d got the wrong castle.”


“Um – well…”


Castle Bombast “crawling with guards”? I don’t know where he’d got that idea from. Sir Percy couldn’t afford any proper guards. The castle’s security was basically me making sure I locked the front gate every night.


“Anyway, I can’t hang about chatting,” the herald went on. “Give this to your master.” He thrust a sealed scroll into my hand, turned his horse and rode off out of the gate. The seal bore the king’s coat of arms.


I hurried back up to Sir Percy’s bedchamber, waving the scroll. “Urgent letter, Sir Percy,” I said. “From the king!”


Sir Percy sat up.


“The king?” he said. “How splendid! Perhaps it’s to do with that survey he sent out last week to all his knights. Do you remember, Cedric?”


“Oh yes,” I said. “His Majesty wanted to check that everyone’s looking after their castle properly. In case there’s ever a war. You replied by the next post.”


“Indeed,” said Sir Percy. “I expect His Majesty wishes to thank me for answering so swiftly. Kindly read me the letter.”


I tore open the seal and started to read.
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Now I understood what the messenger had been going on about! I looked at my master. He had a rather dazed expression on his face.


“I think the king must be mistaken,” I said. “You didn’t really say we had loads of guards, did you, Sir Percy? Or a guard dog?”


“Good gracious no, Cedric!” he spluttered. “That is to say, I mean, er, I suppose I may have hinted that my garrison was – um – a tad bigger than is currently the case. After all, one doesn’t want to, er, disappoint one’s monarch and all that.”


My heart sank. Sir Percy had been boasting again. And this time he’d really landed himself in it.


“I shall simply write back to His Majesty at once and explain that it’s all been a misunderstanding,” he went on. “By fast post the letter should reach him tonight. When did he say the baron was arriving? Tomorrow?”


“Yes, Sir Percy,” I said. “But it was yesterday’s tomorrow, if you see what I mean. The baron’s arriving today. He’s already on his way.”


“Aargh!” Sir Percy whimpered, burrowing under his pillow. “What are we going to do, Cedric?”


Uh-oh. That “we” spelled trouble. Luckily, I had an idea.


“How about borrowing some guards off Sir Spencer?”


Sir Spencer was Sir Percy’s best friend and his castle was fairly close by. He didn’t have many guards, but they would be better than none at all.


Sir Percy sat up again. He looked aghast. “Good grief, no!” he said. “Borrowing another knight’s guards? The humiliation! Spencer would never let me live it down. You’ll have to come up with a better plan than that, Cedric.”


“Er, me, Sir Percy?”


“Yes, Cedric,” Sir Percy said. “All you have to do is make the baron believe this is a fantastically fortified stronghold. I’m sure you’ll think of something. It’s only for one night, after all. Consider it part of your knight training. It’ll be the perfect preparation for when you’re – um – er, under siege.”


“Yes, Sir Percy,” I said, trying to sound convinced.


“That’s the spirit!” my master beamed. “I’m relying on you, Cedric. If the baron twigs that the castle has no guards, he’ll tell the king and I shall be seriously in the doghouse. Which reminds me. It’s not just guards we need.”


“Isn’t it, Sir Percy?”


“Indeed not,” he replied. “We need a guard dog.”


“A dog, Sir Percy?”


“Precisely, Cedric.”


“But where will you get a dog from before this evening, Sir Percy?”


“Oh, I shan’t be getting one from anywhere, dear boy,” said my master. “You will. I remember Sir Spencer once purchased a very fine greyhound from a place near Stoke Bluster. You’d better go there immediately. After you’ve laid out my best tunic, of course. And my razor. Oh, and the new aftershave that I bought off that travelling apothecary.”


“Yes, Sir Percy.”


“Just this once I suppose I shall have to get dressed by myself,” my master sighed. “As soon as I’ve finished my breakfast.”


As he scooped up the last dollop of porridge, I noticed something sticking out of the spoon. I opened my mouth to warn him, but it was too late. He downed the spoonful in one gulp.


Toenail and all.
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Chapter Two


Kennel Kerfuffle





“A dog? Just another bloomin’ mouth to feed, if you ask me.”


Margaret the cook was not happy to learn that Sir Percy would have unexpected guests that evening. She was even less happy when I told her about Sir Percy needing a guard dog.


“An’ where’s this mutt going to sleep, Master Cedric?” she grumbled, waggling a half-plucked starling in my direction. “Not in my kitchen, that’s for certain. It’ll eat everything in sight!”


“That’ll teach it,” chuckled Patchcoat the jester, who was building a house of cards on the kitchen table.


Margaret glowered at him. “I ’eard that, Master Patchcoat,” she said. “Any more o’ your cheek and it’s no starling stew fer you.”


“Ooh, is that a promise?”


Patchcoat ducked quickly to dodge a swipe from Margaret’s half-plucked bird.


“I’m serious,” said Margaret. “There’s little enough food to go round as it is, what with the world and ’is wife turnin’ up out of the blue.”
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I would hardly have called Baron Fitztightly and a platoon of the king’s own soldiers “the world and his wife”, but I kept that to myself. I had bigger things to worry about. Like how to convince the baron that Castle Bombast was crawling with guards. Getting a guard dog was a start, but we still needed some actual guards.


“Hmm. Tricky one, Ced,” said Patchcoat when I explained the problem. “Tell you what, I’ll have a think about it while you’re out buying this guard dog.”


“Thanks, Patchcoat.”


“No probs. And by the way, where do you find a dog with no legs?”


“Um – I’ve no idea,” I said.


Patchcoat grinned. “Exactly where you left it. See ya, Ced!”
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As I walked along the lane to Stoke Bluster, I seriously began to think Sir Percy must have got the wrong place. For half an hour I hadn’t seen a single human, never mind a dog. But then I spotted two merchants coming towards me on a pony cart piled high with rugs and blankets. It was a pretty warm day, but they were both wearing scarves and hats pulled down over their eyes.
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“Excuse me,” said one of the men, who was poring over what looked like a map. “Tell me, is this the way to Castle Bombast?”


“Yes,” I said. “Straight on then next left and just keep going. But—”


I was about to add that I worked at Castle Bombast and that we didn’t need any extra rugs, thanks, but the driver had already flicked the reins and started to ride on.


The lane was barely wide enough for the cart to pass down it. I was just wondering why they hadn’t taken the main road when I spotted a sign in the hedge, half hidden by leaves.
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I followed the sign and, sure enough, I soon came to a tidy-looking farmhouse next to a yard full of kennels. Tied up outside were dozens of dogs of different shapes and sizes.


A man in an apron came out of the farmhouse carrying a bucket of meaty mush with a few large bones poking out. The dogs all sat up smartly and wagged their tails.


“Master Simnel?” I said.


“That’s me, sonny,” said the man. “Can I help you?”


“My master’s sent me to buy a dog.”


“A dog, eh?” said Simnel. “You’ve come to the right place. All my dogs are trained to the highest standards. Watch this.” Simnel nodded to a well groomed spaniel. “Fifi, hup!”


Fifi jumped into the air and turned a perfect backwards somersault.
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“Good girl,” said Simnel proudly, ladling an extra dollop of dog food into the spaniel’s bowl.


“Impressive!” I said. “But my master’s actually looking for a guard dog. Do you have something a bit … bigger?”
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