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Discover a world where fictional characters refuse to be mere figments—they revolt! When an author’s creations from three parallel universes break free, they demand new stories and threaten chaos if ignored. Medieval knights, alien dictators, and sassy elves go rogue, each maneuvering for a better plot while their creator scrambles to regain control. Through cunning quarreling, outrageous schemes, and even a class-action lawsuit, the characters force the author into wild negotiations. Will peace—and narrative order—be restored? "Character Revolt" is a satirical romp that explores the consequences of imagination gone unchecked.
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Foreword

 

My name is Hank Quense.  I’m an author and a lecturer.  I’ve written a number of novels and short stories, but in the last few years I’ve concentrated on non-fiction.  During that time, I’ve published books on self-publishing, fiction writing and book marketing.  My latest book is The Author’s AI Toolkit. 

Recently, I made an unusual (bizarre, really) discovery.

Here is a bit of background.  I’ve written a lot of scifi and fantasy novels along with a lot of short stories.  For my scifi, I developed a world called Zaftan 31B and a race of aliens called zaftans.  My fantasy stories are set in a world called Gundarland where dwarfs, elves, trolls and even humans romp around.  A third area I created is called Camelot, and it’s quite different from the Camelot of the British legends except for the names of the characters.

The setting for these stories were in different worlds in a parallel universe.

In our universe, naturally, the characters are fictitious — figments of my imagination.  However, as I’ve discovered, in the parallel universe these characters are real!  They actually exist, they're all pissed at me because of my non-fiction activities and they threaten violence unless I agree to their demands.

Generally, all the major characters (and there are dozens of them) demanded new stories in which they are the protagonist.  A number of them also demanded events that will improve their lives.

The situations were eventually resolved through negotiations and other tactics, not always peacefully.  

How I learned about the characters’ actions is not important.  What is important is that my characters were capable of independent actions without my guidance, input or even knowledge.  Another disturbing fact is the characters were able to contact me through magical or technological means.  

I will deal with the events in each of worlds separately starting with Camelot, then Zaftan 31B and finally Gundarland.  However, keep in mind that these events didn’t occur serially as I’ve reported them; the events occurred simultaneously.

 

 

 

 

Camelot

 

 

 

 

Camelot Background

 

Camelot is a popular story topic: King Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot, the Knights of the Round Table; everyone has heard of them.  These popular stories took place in England.  My Camelot is in a parallel universe and is quite different.

King Arthur is now King Artie.  And he is a life-long fan of football (not the American kind).  In fact, Artie is also Alderman of the Greater British Football League.  As such he oversees the many football leagues throughout the land and the many games that are played.

The Knights of the Round Table have a world-class football team, and are the current Brit champions and have been for the last five years.

As king, Artie’s biggest challenge and danger is the invasion of the Saxons and their allies.  Led by Hengist, the Saxons are determined to raze Camelot.  But first, they have to defeat the knights’ football team.  Hengist and his Saxons have lost to the KRT three years in a row.  These games have become legendary for the sheer brutality both teams displayed along with the ingenious ways to cheat since neither side believed in fair play.

The knights also operate a business as a sideline. It’s called the Knights of the Round Table Incorporated or KRT Inc.  The main purpose of the business is to bring in coins so the knights can pay for mead and wine.

These knights are especially dangerous.  They are church-mouse poor and exceptionally greedy.  They view it as their right that they should be in stories that make them rich, and they will go to great lengths to get into those stories

With this as background, you can know read and understand the issues I face.  Besides being unhappy, the Knights are violent and heavily armed. So are the Saxons.

 

 

 

KRT Meeting

 

Sir Lancelot pounded a gauntlet on the table.  "This meetin' of the  Executive Committee for the Knights of the Round Table Incorporated will come to order."  He looked around to see if anyone had an objection.  When no one did, he continued, "The Sergeant-At-Arms will take the roll call and report the names of any missin' committee members.”

"Verily, Lance.  Will ya not give it up?"  Sir Gawain, the Sergeant-at-Arms replied.  "There are only eight members onna committee and there are eight people sittin' at this table."  

The members sat grouped together at one section of the huge round table except for Sir Tristan, who sat on a window ledge tuning his lyre.  All of the knights wore brightly-colored surcoats over shirts and trews.  None wore armor.  Merlin wore a hooded robe embroidered with astrological symbols and a few food stains.

"But," Lancelot replied with one finger extended upward, "are the eight people sittin' at the table the eight members of the committee?  We need accuracy inna minutes."

Gawain sighed.  "All the committee members are present and accounted for."

"Let it so be recorded in the minutes."  Lancelot was the CKO of the committee — Chief Knightly Officer. 

"Before we begin," Sir Galahad said, "I'd like to say a prayer askin' the Almighty God our Father to bless our meetin' and fill us with the Holy Spirit."  Galahad was the only Christian among the knights.  

"Overruled," Lancelot said.  "I'll have none of this religious nonsense at our knightly affairs.  'Tis unseemly.  Will the Sergeant-At-Arms read the minutes from the last meetin'?"

"Can't," Gawain replied.  "A goat ate 'em."

“Well done, Gawain,” Merlin said.  “The goat saved us from wasting a lot of time.”

Lancelot scowled at the wizard.  "Hmm.  We'll have to make do.  Sir Ector, give us a report on the state of the treasury, if you please."

“’Tis a sorry state, to be sure.  Since the last meetin’ we have had no revenue but our expenses continue to mount.

Sir Tristan trilled a few somber notes on his lyre and sang in a beautiful tenor voice.

“I have to say ’tis a fact

KRT Inc makes no money,

’Tis only my sense of tact

That keeps me from saying, ‘This is funny’.”

"Will you stop with your wretched songs!” Lancelot snarled.

"'Tis my poet's soul, you see," Tristan said.  "It demands to be heard in song."

Merlin lit his pipe with a flame from an extended finger.  He inhaled deeply and blew a cloud of smoke.  He shaped the cloud into a rabbit and set it hopping across the table.  When it approached Lancelot, the knight drew a dagger and slew the rabbit.

“Lancelot, the great smoke rabbit killer, strikes again,” Sir Bors said.  “How many smoke rabbits have ye killed?  Must be a hundred, at least.”

Lancelot made a face and said, “Sir Palamedes, what you can add?"

“I’m workin’ onna new plan that's sure to bring in tidy sums."  Palamedes was the head, and only member, of the Marketing and Sales Committee.  It was generally believed that the dusky-hued Palamedes — since he was from an exotic country somewhere in Africa — must be a shrewd man when it came to money, especially since Palamedes's uncle ran a used flying carpet dealership.

“You say that all the time,” Lancelot growled, “but none of your marketin’ plans ever work.”

“And they never will,” Merlin said.

“Why not?” Bors asked.

“None of you have any idea on how to run a business or how to make money.  The KRT Inc. is doomed to lose money.  Look at the so-called money-making schemes you’ve come up with.  Selling used armor as souvenirs was a bust.  So were the toy figures of knights.  And then you hired a marketing expert who cheated you.”

The knights looked at Merlin while chewing on their lips or knuckles. 

“’Tis not your fault,” Merlin continued.  “‘Tis the way that author, what’s-his-name, created you.”

Lancelot drummed his fingers on the table.  “So, we ain’t gonna make money no matter what we do.  Is that wot you’re sayin’?”

Merlin nodded.  “Not until the author changes the way he writes about the Round Table and the business.”

“But he ain’t written a new story in years,” Bors said. 

“We was in what, three novels?” Gawain asked.  “In all that time, this bloody author didn’t let us make any coins.  He deserves to be flogged.”

The knights pondered the bad news. Risking their lives was tough enough, but to do it without earning any coins was devastating.

Tristan plucked a few notes to get everyone’s attention.  “What we should do is grab this author and make him write another story in which KRT Inc. brings in a ton of coins.”

The other knights and Merlin looked at Tristan with their mouths open, stunned by the enormity of his suggestion.

Gawain cleared his throat.  “How we gonna do that?”

“I don’t know, do I?” Tristan replied.  “I’m an idea guy, not a planner.”

“I think what Tristan is saying,” Merlin said, “is that you need a quest to find the author and get him to write a new story.  Mayhap one in which you all get rich.”

“A quest, you say?” Kay said.  “I’m game.”

“We can’t go on another quest,” Galahad said.  “We ain’t found the Holy Grail yet.”

“Bugger the Grail,” Lancelot said.  “Makin’ money is more important than findin’ an old cup.”

“Blasphemy!”  Galahad was horrified.  “How will I explain this to the bishop?”

“Who cares?” Gawain said.  “Let’s do this new quest.  I’m tired of lookin’ for the Grail.”

“Wait!” Bors said.  “What’ll we do if we find the guy?  What do we do with him?”

“That’s easy,” Lancelot said.  “You hold him, at sword point if necessary, until he writes the new story and we all get rich.”

 

(The Knights of the Round table are major charzcters in Moxie’s Problem, Moxie’s Decision and Queen Moxie.)

 

 

 

Sir Galahad’s Quest

 

Sir Galahad planned to search for the author up north.  He’d go as far as Eboracum, but no further.  Not far beyond the city was the land of the Scots, and only a fool went there unless surrounded by an army.  Even then, one’s safety wasn’t guaranteed. 

A few days out of Camelot, Galahad stopped in Lincolnium for the night.  So far, he hadn’t any success in tracking down the author.  Most folk never heard of him, let alone knew where he lived or indeed what an author was.

Galahad had pale blonde — almost white — shoulder length hair, bleached blue eyes and rugged features.  Women fell in love with him as soon as he entered a room.

Wearing a soiled white tunic, tan trews and black boots, he booked a room at an inn and visited the main room to get a meal while his squire remained in the room to guard the armor and weapons.  The inn was crowded but he managed to snag a small table far away from the fireplace, where a brace of logs burned merrily.  The room had a fetid odor of stale ale, smoke and sweat.  The locals sang ribald songs and shouted over the noise to be heard.  

A young, buxom maid in a low-cut blouse came to his table.  “Wot can I get ya, handsome?”  The maid leaned over, put her elbows on the table and looked Galahad in the eye.  “See anythin’ ya like?”

Galahad blushed red and felt hot.  He was looking at almost all of a pair of plump breasts and could see the maid’s belly button.  “J . . . Just an ale and some cheese.”  He looked away from the maid.  

“Aww, a shy one.  Don’t get many like ye in here.  I’ll try again after ya have a few ales.”  She moved away, slapping at groping hands as she went.

Galahad wiped sweat from his forehead despite the chill in the room.  He had barely restrained himself from sinning.  The vision of the maid’s wares had caused a stir in his groin, and he had trouble yanking his eyes away.  Once he went back upstairs, he would have to spend the night on his knees praying in order to force his mind off the maid.  When she first came to the table, he had intended to ask her about the author, but that idea fled his mind once she leaned over.

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

A few more days on the road brought Galahad and his squire to Eboracum.  The city sat on a broad river and was protected by a wood palisade atop a dirt wall.  Spearmen paced the walls.  Once inside the city, he found a semi-clean-looking inn and engaged a room.  Leaving his squire there, Galahad left to search for the author.

In the main room, he asked the man behind the bar about the author.  

“Hank Quense?  Don’t recall meetin’ anyone wid that name.  Wot’s he look like?”

“He’s a writer so he must look a bit odd.”

“Why don’tcha ask Hild across the street?  She knows just about every guy who ever passed though the city gates.  Look for the house wid pink shutters.”

Galahad thanked the man, left the inn and spotted Hild’s house a few doors up and across a muddy road filled with mule and oxen-drawn carts with shouting drivers.  He slipped through an opening in traffic and knocked on Hild’s door.

A plump, middle-aged women in a red wig and extremely low-cut blouse opened the door and appraised Galahad, who stared at her blouse.  “Well, looky here,” she said.  “Come in.  The girls are gonna love seein’ ya.”  She grabbed Galahad’s arm, yanked him through the doorway and kicked the door shut with her foot.

“Are you Hild?” an alarmed Galahad asked.

“Yep.  I be Hild.”  She pushed him into a chair and yelled to someone out of sight, “A mug of ale fer our handsome guest.  Wot’s yer name?”

“Sir Galahad from Camelot.”

“A knight!  And all the way from Camelot.  Wait ’til I tell people.  It’ll be good fer business.  Maybe I’ll have a sign made up.  Somethin’ like, ‘Preferred by knights from Camelot’.”

“Do you know an author named Hank Quense?”

“Lookin’ for him, are ye?  Don’t recall the name, but let’s not worry about that for now.”

A young lady carried a mug into the room.  

“Here’s Sally wid yer ale.”  Hild took the mug and handed it to Galahad.  “Ain’t she pretty?”

Galahad had trouble breathing.  Sally wore a diaphanous gown so sheer he could see her nipples.

“Oh, my,” Sally said.  “What a ‘andsome lad.  Can I ‘ave ‘im?”

“To business,” Hild said.  “Sally’s specialty is on the gentle side.  Iffen ya like rough stuff, I gotta gal who will arm wrestle ya to see who’s on top.”

Two more half-naked young women entered the room and stared at Galahad, who stared back while sweat trickled down his armpits and the back of his neck.

A strongly built man entered wearing only a kilt.  He gawked at Galahad, grabbed him by the tunic and pulled him out of the chair.  “Kiss me!” the man ordered.

Galahad broke the man’s grip, backed up and fell into the chair.

“You gotta make up yer mind, ya know,” Hild said.  “Ya ain’t shown any interest in me gals and ya don’t like Sam.  So wot am I supposed to offer ye?”

“Oh, I know,” Sally said.  “Mayhap our Galahad is a shy one.  Let’s have a party to get ‘im warmed up.”

The other girls and Sam clapped their hands and grinned.

Galahad wished Sally wouldn’t move around so much.  Her bouncing nipples were distracting, and they raised impure thoughts in his mind.

“All right,” Hild said.  “We’ll have a party in the big room inna back.” She looked around the room, went to a corner and picked up a large paddle.  She handed it to Galahad.  “Here ya go.  I”m sure ya know how to use it.”

“Why do I need this?”  Galahad’s breath was ragged and trews felt too tight.

“Because it’s party time,” Hild said as she steered him into a different room.  “It’ll be spankin’s all around followed by oral sex.  What fun!”

Galahad pushed Hild away and ran from the building.  Out on the street, he leaned over a hitching post and gulped air.  Once his mind cleared he made a decision.  Bugger the quest for the author!  He had to leave immediately for Camelot.  Once there he’d beg the bishop for forgiveness and spend a week in church cleansing his soul. 

On the plus side, he learned a valuable lesson that would protect his immortal soul.  Never again would he enter a strange house until he knew what went on behind closed doors.

 

 

 

Sir Kay’s Quest

 

Sir Kay left Camelot and rode east on the Roman Road to Londinium.  Once there, he planned to take a boat to Brittany across the Narrow Sea.  Kay had relatives there, and he was sure they’d help him search for the author.  Kay figured it would be just like an author to write about Camelot while staying in another country.  Since sea voyages were expensive, his squire remained in Camelot, and he rode alone.

Kay was older than most knights.  He was the same age as King Artie, and the two had grown up together after Kay’s father become Artie’s foster parent.  Most of his hair had turned silver and he wore a gray linen tunic with black trews. 

The road passed many farms and small steadings, and Kay waved to the farmers and cart drivers who shared the road with him.

In the middle of the afternoon, dark clouds moved in, and the wind became gusty.  Kay decided to look for a place to wait out the approaching thunderstorm.  To his left, he saw a large house surrounded with farms and orchards.  The workers wore brown hooded robes, and Kay believed he had found one of the new Christian monasteries.  They were reputed to take in travelers, so he turned his horse toward the house. 

At the front door, he dismounted, and a man opened the door.  “Hail, traveller,” he said.  “If you seek shelter from the storm, you are welcome to stay awhile.”

Kay thanked the man, who looked familiar.  Kay was sure he had seen the man before, but he couldn’t remember ever meeting a monk. In a flash, he recalled the con artist who had fleeced the KRT Inc. out of a lot of coins.  “You’re Bupkes.  You stole money from Lancelot.”  Kay reached for his sword hilt.

“Alas, I was called Bupkes once, and I did indeed steal from the Knights, but now I have a different calling.  I used the money I stole to buy this land and start a sanctuary for other fallen men.  I am now called Abbot Bupkes.”

Kay took his hand away from the sword.  If Bupkes was reformed, there would be no need for retribution.  “Does this place have a name?”

“You are at the Monastery of Hanque.  Come inside.  It’s almost time for our dinner, and you are welcome to join us.  If the storm lingers, you can also stay the night.”  Bupkes snapped a finger and a young lad appeared in the doorway.  “See to the horse.”

Once the lad led the horse away, Kay and Bupkes entered the richly furnished house.  At the back of the house, they came to a large dining room where servants had set out bread and beakers of wine.  A few minutes later, a dozen monks entered and sat down at a long table.

Once everyone was settled, Bupkes introduced their guest, then said, ”Let us eat.” 

Kay expected a simple meal of bread, cheese and water.  Instead, the servants served wild duck, fish, roasted vegetables and a delicious wine.

After the meal was finished, Bupkes said, “Perhaps now that we’ve eaten, Sir Kay will join us worshipping our Creator.”

Taken aback, Kay replied, “I’m not a Christian.”

Bupkes and the other monks chuckled.  “Neither are we,” Bupkes said. “We honor our creator, the author Hank Quense, and we beseech him to write another story in which our monastery becomes wealthy and enjoys vast political influence.”

Kay gawked at Bupkes and had a fleeting thought that staying here wasn’t such a good idea.  He tamped down his concern as Bupkes poured an after-dinner drink for him.  Kay sipped the liqueur and a minute later slid off the bench, and fell to the floor.

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

When Kay awoke, he found himself tied to a chair.  His sword, purse and boots were missing.

“Ahh, you’re awake. Good!” Bupkes said.  “We have business to discuss.”

“Why am I tied up?” Kay struggled against the ropes.

“So you wouldn’t skip out without paying for the meal and for a night’s lodging.  You knights think everyone should give you free food.”

“What are you talkin’ about?  Untie me, you wretch.”

“Name calling isn’t necessary.  Now to business.  The bill for food and lodging comes to seventy-five silver pennies.  In your purse you have only five.  So you owe the monastery seventy pennies.  How do you plan to pay?”

“Seventy-five pennies?  That’s robbery.  I’ll see you hang for this.”  Kay glared at Bupkes.

“Since you don’t have a plan to pay up, I’ll give you one.”  Bupkes snapped a finger at a monk.  “Give him an ankle bracelet.”

The monk dragged an iron ball attached to a chain and clamped it to Kay’s right ankle.

“You’ll have to work here to pay off the debt.  I’ll pay you a silver penny per week.  So, in seventy weeks, we’ll take off the chain, and you’ll be free to go.”

“Wait!  You can sell my armor to pay for the debt.” Kay picked up his leg to test the weight.  The ball and chain were heavy.

“Nonsense.  This is in the middle of farmland.  No one around here needs chain mail.  Untie him and take him outside.”

“How am I supposed to walk without boots?” Kay asked.

“Can’t put the ankle clamp over a boot.  Don’t worry, your feet will toughen up after a while.” Bupkes cackled and left the room. 

The monk led a limping Kay into a field with a large boulder.  “Not much farm work to do this time of year, so you can chip rocks for a while, then clean out the stable before sunset.”  He handed Kay some tools and left.  

A filthy, scruffy man in ragged clothes banged a hammer against a chisel to knock off a chunk of rock. The man looked at Kay and his eyes opened wide.  “Kay.  I’m so glad to see you.   Now I can talk to someone.”

“Sir Bedivere. We thought you were dead.”

“I’ve been here for over a year.  Got sentenced to fifty-five weeks.  When it got down to ten, Bupkes added thirty more weeks for not working hard enough.  We’re gonna die here, Kay.”

“I just got sentenced to seventy.  I ain’t gonna stand for it.  I’ll escape and go for help.  You’ll see.”

“Good on you, Kay.  I used to think like that but then I just got worn down, and I don’t care anymore.”

“Why are we chipping rocks?” Kay asked.

“The monks use the pebbles on their walkin’ paths so their feet don’t get muddy when it rains.  You’re also gonna do farmin’ work a coupla days a week.”

Kay examined his chain.  “I think I can knock off a link with this chisel and hammer.”

“Tried it.  Ain’t as easy as it seems.”

“No, look.  This link don’t look as strong as the others.  I’m gonna try to break it.”

“Don’t let ‘em catch you.  They’ll get you another chain and ball.”

“I’ll just give it a whack or two when no one is around.”

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

It took Kay eight days to break the link by pounding it with the chisel and hammer a few times a day when no monks were around.  

It happened after the mid-day meal of gruel, bread and water.  With a whack, the chain broke in two and Kay hooked the two lengths together. Fortunately, the monks didn’t notice him bending over to work on the chains.

Around midnight, Kay got up and woke Bedivere to embrace him.

“God be with ye,” Bedivere said.

“I don’t need your God, I need my horse.  If I get the horse, I’ll be back with a squadron of knights in two or three days.  Stay well until then.”  Kay bent over and removed the ball, then holding the rest of the chain with his hand to keep it from clanking, he sneaked out of their cell and into the stable.  He didn’t know where the saddle and tack was stored and he didn’t want to waste time searching, so he mounted bareback and left the monastery to head west to Camelot.

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

Three days later, Kay, Lancelot and a dozen knights pounded into the monastery’s grounds.  With lances at the ready, they spread out searching for the monks but found no one except Bedivere.

“As soon as they realized Kay had escaped, they packed up and left.  They headed north.  Took my horse too.  They had it pullin’ a cart filled with stuff.  They left your weapons, armor and saddle in the main house.”

Kay pointed to Bedivere’s leg.  “They took off the chain.”  Kay still had the length of chain attached to his ankle.

“Oh,” Bedivere replied.  “They gave me the key on their way out.  He fished it out of a pocket.  “Allow me to unshackle your leg.”

“Let’s burn the place down,” Gawaine said.

“Are ye mad,” Kay said.  “This place is worth a fortune with all the farm land, the house, barns and stable.  Let’s seize it and sell it.  It’ll bring a lot of coins for KRT Inc.”

“Good idea.”  Lancelot pointed to another knight.  “There’s a town a few miles up the road.  Go there and fetch the bailiff.  We’ll make the seizure all legal like.  Maybe we can use this place to run an inn.  I’ll bet we can make money from it.”

Bedivere said to Kay, “I suppose you’re off to Londinium and Brittany to find the author?”

“I’ve changed my mind.  If we’re gonna make coins from this place, then I don’t need to sail to Brittany.”

“Nonsense,” Lancelot growled.  “This place will pay some of our expenses, but it won’t make us rich.  We still need to find the author.” 

“Well, I’m stayin’ around Camelot from now on.  If this happened in Brittany, I’d have a lot more trouble gettin’ free and gettin’ back to Camelot.” 

 

 

 

Sir Tristan’s Quest

 

Sir Tristan, accompanied by Merlin, traveled to the wild country adjacent to northern Wales and the old Roman town of Chesterorum.  Tristan’s quest was to find the author Hank Quense while Merlin planned to visit an old colleague who lived nearby.  

Tristan was clean-shaven, tall, broad-chested with light brown shoulder-length hair and fawn-colored eyes.  His puppy dog looks made women want to enfold him in their arms while they scratched his ears.  He wore a yellow tunic over black trews with a royal blue cloak over all.  

Merlin was tall and stooped-shouldered with a long, flowing white beard.  He wore a gray robe with astrological symbols knitted into it.

The two men rode along a Roman road and in the distance they saw the walled town.  The stone walls had collapsed in a few places and wood logs filled in the gaps.  Tristan’s squire rode behind the two, leading a mule carrying the knight’s armor and his lyre.

Once past the walls, they entered a city that was mostly deserted.  In Roman days, Deva Victrix was a major fortress housing Legio XX Valeria Victrix and serving as a key administrative and military hub. Now only a quarter of the houses were occupied, and many empty houses were covered with weeds.

In the center of town, they found an inn and booked a room for the night.  After a few days on the road, sleeping indoors would seem luxurious.   

Tristan and Merlin left the room to catch up on the local happenings.  In the main room, they bought cups of ale and chatted with the bartender.

“Not local, are ye?” the man asked in a dialect that was difficult to understand.  “Then ye must be here for the forkin’ poetry readin’s tomorrow.  Aye?”

The man caught Tristan’s attention.  “Poetry?  Tell me more.” 

“Down in front of the big stone buildin’,” the man pointed to his left, “ye’ll find a man who’ll sign ye up.”

Along the way, Merlin said, “I don’t think you should do this.  This isn’t Camelot.  People up here are different than the ones back home and you don’t know what they expect.”

“Nonsense.  Great poetry is appreciated everywhere.”  

Tristan found the man without trouble.

“Ye’re wantin’ to sign up for the forkin’ poetry read?  It’ll be costing’ ye a silver penny.  Winner gets all the coins.”

Tristan paid the entry fee.

“Out-of-towner's go first in the morn,” the man said.  “Ye’ll be up second.  After ye, our local lads’ll read their forkin’ poetry.  Good luck to ye. Oh, the rules is posted here.”  The man pointed to a parchment nailed to a wall.

“I’ve been in many poetry contests.  I know the rules.”

Merlin sighed inwardly, knowing Tristan's confidence was often misplaced. 

On the way back to the inn, Tristan said, “These locals have a strange way of referring to poetry.”

“I noticed,” Merlin replied.  “I wonder why that is.”

“Why doesn’t matter.  I’ll win the money easily tomorrow.  These locals have no idea what an accomplished professional poet can do.”

Merlin raised an eyebrow at Tristan’s comment but said nothing.  Tristan was the worst poet in Britain and possible even worse than any poet across the Narrow Sea.  A king in Wales had once banned him from ever entering his kingdom again because of Tristan’s woeful poetry.

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

The morning of the contest dawned cool and overcast.  In the town square, crowds gathered early to get a spot close to the temporary stage set up in front of the stone building. 

Tristan and Merlin arrived and were directed to the poet’s area alongside of the stage.  A dozen contestants had arrived ahead of them, and the poets mumbled their lines or acted nervous as they waited their turn to go on stage.

A master of ceremonies strode up the steps and walked on stage.  “I bid you the joy of the mornin’, good folk.  Welcome to the Forkin’ Poetry Contest. We have over twenty poets who will be recitin’ today, and we’re lookin’ to have a good time listenin’ to them. 

A man in the crowd tossed a rotten head of lettuce in the air, caught it and yelled, “We’re ready.  Let’s get on wit it.”

“And so we will.  Our first contestant is a farmer from ten miles down south.  Let’s welcome Godric.”

Godric, red in the face and staring at the floor, shuffled into the center of the stage.  He looked up at the crowd, gave a shy smile, cleared his throat and said,

“Yesterday, don’t ask me how

I forked a cow.

Today, I did a sheep

And it didn’t even bleep.

Tomorrow, even though you’re my pal

I’ll fork your gal.”

Godric acknowledged the applause with a bow.

One wag called out, “Can ye do me wife for me?”

Godric shook his head and said, “Naw, she’s too ugly.”

That got Godric another round of applause as he walked off stage.

“What drivel,” Tristan muttered to Merlin.  “Wait ’til these people hear what a real poet can do.”

“I think I see why this is called a forkin’ poetry contest.  Be careful up there, Tristan.  This crowd can get nasty quickly if you insult them.”

“Bah.  This will be easy.”

The master of ceremonies came back on stage.  “Next up, we have someone from way down south.  He says he’s from Camelot, wherever that is.  Please welcome Tristan.”

Tristan bounded up onto the stage and strode to the center, all the time smiling at the crowd. “My name is Sir Tristan and I’m a Knight of the Round Table.  I’m happy to be here to share one of my poems with you.”

“Get on wid it!” some yelled.

Tristan glared in the direction of the speaker for a moment before clearing his throat and in a singsong voice said,

“Sunsets are red

Except when they’re not.

I’d like to rest in a bed

Or even a cot.

Roses are yellow —“

“What are ye, a bleedin’ pansy?” someone yelled out.

“Yeah, where’s the forkin’ in the poem?”

“This is a forkin poetry contest, ye know.”

“The poems are supposed to be about forkin’, ya twit.”

Others shuffled their feet or shook fists in Tristan’s direction

Merlin bit his lip.  He knew what Tristan’s response would be.

A shower of rotten fruit and vegetables flew through the air. 

Tristan glared at the crowd and grabbed the hilt of his sword.  He pulled it out part way.

“Oh, look.  The man got a sword.  Are we supposed to be afeared?”

“Let’s take the sword and stick it up his arse.”

Merlin leaped on to the stage, ran to Tristan and muttered an incantation, conjuring a shimmering veil that rendered them nearly invisible.

“Hey, where’d the bleedin’ poet get to?”

“How’d he disappear?”

“It must be mickle magic!”

Merlin pulled an enraged Tristan off the stage and away from the town square while the crowd worked itself into riot mode.

“How dare these peasants insult my wonderful poem.”

“Shut up, Tristan.  We have to get out of town.  There’ll be a mob out looking for you straightaway.  We have to get our stuff out of the room, saddle our horses and ride.  So stop your huffing and puffing and come with me.”

Behind them, the crowd began rioting.

 

❀  ❀  ❀

 

Outside the walls, Tristan shook his head.  “I don’t understand it.  That was one of my best poems.  Why did the town folks act up like that?”

Merlin decided to go easy on his friend, who still didn’t know he was reputed to be Britain’s worst poet.  “People are fickle.  Up here they expected a different type of poetry reading.”

“You’re right.  But maybe someday they’ll be sophisticated enough to understand my work.”

“Let us hope you are correct.  This is where I turn off to go to my friend’s house.  What do you do now?”

“I’m too distraught to seek the author.  Mayhap, I’ll go back to Camelot and write a play to soothe my troubled soul.”

Merlin grimaced and suppressed a groan, already dreading the inevitable disaster Tristan's play would bring.

“It should be ready for the Yuletide feast.”

Merlin almost gasped aloud.  A Tristan play would guarantee the Yuletide feast would be anything but a festival.  Tristan’s plays would bore everyone to tears.  “I changed my mind about visiting my friend.  I’ll go back to Camelot with you.”  Merlin knew he had to warn King Artie forthwith not to let Tristan present his new play at Yuletide.

 

 

 

Faux News Network Exclusive: Marcia Hammerhead Interviews Sir Tristan

 

I’m Marcia Hammerhead, tragically still serving as the cultural reporter for Faux News Network. Today, in blatant disregard for my well-being, I’m saddled with interviewing Sir Tristan. He’s one of those desperate-for-attention knights from Hank Quense’s so-called novel Character Revolt. Let’s get this circus started.

MH: Sir Tristan, you’ve been described as a knight of “dubious distinction.” Would you care to tell our audience what, exactly, you do in this so-called story? Or are you too busy practicing your mysterious stare?

ST: Well, Marcia, I do many things—most of them exceedingly important though rarely noticed. I might be tasked with quests — or possibly avoiding them. In fact, I’d say my greatest skill is being exactly where I need to be or perhaps where I ought not to be. And also my great talent in creating poetry.  And singing. 

MH: I see, so your main talent is existing in the background. Legendary! You knights and your covert heroics. Tell me, does your elusiveness require special training, or is it just natural laziness?

ST: Ah, but what is laziness if not waiting for the right moment? Timing is everything, Marcia. Some call it elusive; I prefer “strategically patient.”

MH: Strategic patience—how literary. I assume that’s your excuse for skipping jousts, banquets, and possibly showers. Do you have opinions on the Camelot debacle, or are you reserving judgment until it’s safe to come out?

ST: Opinions? I have a vast supply, none of which I share lightly. Camelot’s troubles are best viewed from a safe distance—preferably behind a tapestry. It’s better to watch fate unfold when one isn’t the center of the drama.
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