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INTRODUCTION

 

WARNING: Contains mild spoilers.

 

As I write this, I look back decades to January 1968, when I had finished dictating the rough draft of A Warlock in Spite of Himself into a tape recorder, and was starting on the extra chapters I needed to intersperse through the whole book. I’m amazed and delighted to discover that it’s still in print.

Warlock wasn’t the first novel I had written, but the other two still haven’t been published. The first was “mainstream,” for lack of a better word, and the second was historical. I didn’t have the audacity to try to write science fiction, even though I’d been reading it since I was ten—after all, to write SF, you actually had to know something about science. But in June, 1967, I was a new arrival in Lincoln, Nebraska, with a few friends but a lot of lonely Saturdays, and one of the SF magazines announced a novel contest. The winner would get $2000 and have the novel published in their pages.

Hey, what did I have to lose? Only time that needed filling. Besides, I had some pronounced ideas about the nature of democracy and its struggle against totalitarianism, and I knew that political commentary was a legitimate basis for an SF story, and had been ever since Thomas More’s Utopia and Cyrano de Bergerac’s Journey to the Sun and Journey to the Moon—and they hadn’t known any more about science than I did. So I sat down to write the kind of book I enjoyed reading.

I made a list of my favorite fantasy monsters, figured out how they could exist in our rational universe, and found a background they could fit into—Ireland as it should have been, a colony started by IRA malcontents who despaired of ever winning back the Six Counties. I centered the story around a hero who had been developing in my mind since childhood, and gave him a squire and a steed rolled into one—a robot horse with a computer for a brain. To make the steed interesting, I made him the antithesis of what a machine should be—infallible. I did that by making him epileptic; the thought came naturally, since I am epileptic. I named him “Fess” after a childhood hero and his model number—being a broadcaster, I made its acronym “F.C.C.” I have since been accused of writing the story about Fess and giving him Rod Gallowglass for a sidekick.

The Warlock in Spite of Himself turned out to be one of those magical books that almost seemed to write itself. It didn’t really, of course, but I became so engrossed in it that it was constantly there at the back of my mind, growing and developing, no matter what the front of my mind was doing—so I could be walking down the street when Brom O’Berin, the court jester, would leap into my conscious thoughts, standing there with arms akimbo and beard bristling, to announce that he was really the King of the Elves! Themes began to work themselves in—identity and ideals and devotion to causes, things I had wondered about as, in my late adolescence, I tried to hammer out an understanding of the world and some rules to live by. In December of 1967, I went to see a production of Moliere’s The Doctor in Spite of Himself and sat there, electrified, as I realized what the title should be—and that Rod Gallowglass spent an amazing portion of the book trying to deny what he was experiencing.

By the time I had written a hundred pages, I had to admit to myself that the culture I had described had very little of Ireland in it, and a great deal of England—so I changed the name of the group who founded the colony. Instead of the IRA, they became the Romantic Emigrés. When the book was published and I read the back cover, I was amazed and a little angry to find the group had been re-named the Society for Creative Anachronism. I later found out that the SCA really existed—so I am among the many who can claim to have invented it, even if I didn’t know about them when they started. It proved to be the first of my many accurate predictions of events that had already happened.

As I wrote, I realized that I needed an earlier chapter to explain what I had just written, so I started a list of additional chapters to go back and write. When I finished the main story line, that list had as many chapters on it as I had already written! Somehow that only gave me greater enthusiasm for the job—after all, this time I knew how the chapters were supposed to end.

I finished writing the extra chapters in June—they doubled the length of the book—then typed it over the summer, five pages a day. Of course, by that time, the contest had been over for almost a year. Undaunted, I sent the manuscript off to the first publisher on my list—Ace, alphabetically, but also with the reputation for starting new writers; I was hoping to be half of an Ace Double. Then I settled down to chew my fingernails and ambush the mailman.

It sold! I was jubilant. It was the second most wonderful moment in my life, to that date. I’ve had moments that surpassed it since, but very few.

When I calmed down three months later, I began to think about doing a sequel—I had grown fond of Fess, and of Rod and his wife Gwen. But I didn’t like the usual way of doing sequels to a book that ends with the hero and heroine marrying, usually managed by having her die and him start looking for love all over again or, less drastically, by having her kidnapped and him spending the book trying to rescue her. I also didn’t like the fact the sequels almost never featured children or family life. This struck me as being very unrealistic on the one hand and a very bad message for young readers—who constituted most of the SF readership at that time—that once you get married, the adventure is over, the fun stops, and the story ends. The impact was even worse in the television shows of the time. On the adventure shows, strong, capable, intelligent, resourceful unmarried heroes met and overcame all enemies weekly, but they were juxtaposed against family shows in which the father was usually portrayed as a kind of unassuming teddy bear or even, as in The Life of Riley, somewhat less intelligent than his wife and certainly less intelligent than his children. The message was even more clear: Get married and turn into a cream puff. For women, the scenario was just as bad, perhaps worse, since the women on the action shows were glamorous, intelligent, active, and dynamic, whereas the mothers and wives on the family shows were, like their husbands, retiring, good-looking in a subdued sort of way, and rarely seen outside the home. The swan married and turned into a hen.

I didn’t think that was true, so I decided to write sequels that would show that conflicts, and the resulting adventures, don’t end with marriage and children. Ideally, I was going to write a whole series showing the life-long development of Gwen and Rod as they raised a whole family. I tried to make their married life just as adventurous as their courting days, and saw to it that they both remained just as attractive to one another as they had been when they were single.

One of the banes of marriage in my generation was the ending line of the average fairy tale: “They got married and lived happily ever after.” It sounded like cause and effect, like a magic spell; all you had to do was find your true love, manage to marry them, and you would automatically have a happy and secure marriage forever.

I was raised being warned against that mindset, having been told that a successful marriage takes work on both sides, and that even the best marriages have rough spots and conflicts that can be worked through and worked out, but only with courage, perseverance, honesty, willingness to try to see the issue from the spouse’s side, and hard work. As the series developed and Rod and Gwen grew older, I tried to show that their marriage succeeded not by magic, but by love, dedication, and work. I had made it quite clear, in The Warlock in Spite of Himself, that Gwen was an important and powerful person in her own right; I tried to reinforce that, making her save Rod and the children as often as he saved her, and ensuring that she learned his form of magic more quickly than he learned hers.

So when I wrote the first sequel, I intended to write not just the story of Rod and Gwen, but the story of a family. I think I’ve succeeded reasonably well with that. In King Kobold, you’ll meet baby Magnus, their eldest, and confront the problems of trying to raise a child with psychic powers—how do you make him stay in the playpen?—but also the advantages; in the pinch, he saves Rod from a psychic monster. In The Warlock Unlocked, Rod and Gwen have all four children, but Gregory is an infant—who nonetheless pulls his family back from the parallel fantasy universe to which they’d been kidnapped. In The Warlock Enraged, Rod has to try to cure himself of the hair-trigger temper he acquired in that universe and its effects on his family. In The Warlock Wandering, Rod and Gwen manage a night out that turns into several months, as they’re kidnapped into the past, a few months before the events of Escape Velocity (a prequel which tells why the Romantic Emigrés colonized Gramarye) and have to try to find their way home—and Gwen learns quantum physics. In The Warlock Is Missing, we find out what the kids have been doing while their parents were away and Puck was their babysitter. In The Warlock Heretical, Rod and his family side with the crown and help the Father General of the Order of St. Vidicon to curb an abbot who is trying to set up an independent Church of Gramarye for his own purposes. In The Warlock’s Companion, we find out about Fess’s past, join the family as they exorcize an old castle, and watch Magnus fall in love with a ghost and suffer his first heartbreak. In The Warlock Insane, Rod eats a psychedelic chestnut and goes off by himself to wander through fantasies until it wears off—and Gwen follows with the children to make sure he’s safe, then to make sure the people he meets stay safe. In The Warlock Rock, Rod and Gwen try to cope with teenage independence and peer pressure while trying to cope with a media system that has spiraled out of control. In Warlock and Son, the family confronts a witch who is bent on emotionally warping the grown Magnus to the point at which he’ll become unable to fall in love, her first salvo in a battle to keep the Gallowglass family from going into a third generation. She succeeds with Magnus, then keeps trying in The Warlock’s Heirs sequel series—tries and fails with Cordelia, then Geoffrey, and finally Gregory, whose gentleness and remorseless logic finally defeat her—sort of. In between those novels, I also wrote a spinoff series, The Rogue Wizard, chronicling Magnus’s adventures as a free-lance agent of social change and his recovery from a traumatic heartbreak. I wrapped up the story of the family in The Warlock’s Last Ride. That’s not to say, of course, that it won’t go on into a third generation.

By and large, I think I accomplished what I set out to do. If there’s a defect, it’s that it’s Rod’s hangups and weaknesses that cause trouble, not Gwen’s. Some fans have taken me to task for that, claiming that I make Gwen impossibly good, that surely there should be times when she gives in to the stress and pressure of family life and turns to snap at Rod and chew him out, that she might become depressed or try to break out of the confines of domesticity and thus create a problem that Rod and the kids have to pull together to try to solve. I plead guilty to that, but I’m afraid I could never bring myself to show Gwen as being to blame for anything. After twenty-five years as a husband and father, and of watching other people’s marriages, I’d have to admit that’s not realistic—both partners are apt to cause trouble, and the simple fact of two different people trying to live together generates friction that comes as much from the one as from the other.

But then, so many things have changed in marriage and family life since I wrote The Warlock in Spite of Himself that I can’t be sure that the picture I set out to present in 1969 is still accurate in today—or even in focus.

So if you want to read about the Middle Ages not as they were, but as they should have been, read this book. Also if you want to read about family life not as it really is, but as it should have been, read the rest of the series, and you can watch Magnus grow from an adventurous toddler into an adventurous teenager who is ripe for love and heartbreak; see Cordelia blossom from a cute little minx to a beautiful big minx ready to win hearts and lose them with equal ease; follow Geoffrey from a boosty boy in love with war into a handsome muscle-man as ready for action on the battlefield as in the boudoir; and observe Gregory transform from a tender-hearted, keen-minded child into a… well, tender-hearted, keen-minded adult.

In the sequel series The Warlock’s Heirs, as it’s the series for the second generation, I concentrate on the younger folk as each finds his or her destiny, so their parents become figures in the background, old stars making cameo appearances. Gwen has filled out a bit and has a few wrinkles and a few gray hairs among the red, but is still beautiful, especially in Rod’s eyes. Rod is still the capable klutz he always was and still believes in himself only because Gwen does, but he seems to have finally regained his mental health (due to an adventure I haven’t finished writing). He is older, grayer, mellower, and more bulky. But Rod and Gwen have made it through to the verge of grandparenthood still healthy, still active, and still in love.

So I guess it does turn out happily, after all.

 

—  Christopher Stasheff


 

PART ONE

 

VISIT TO A SMALL PLANTAGENET

 

 

The asteroid hurtled in from Capricorn, nosed around a G-type sun, swerved off toward the fifth planet. Such a trajectory is somewhat atypical for asteroids.

It slapped into the planet’s gravity net, swooped around the globe three times in three separate orbits, then stabbed into atmosphere, a glorious shooting star.

At a hundred feet altitude it paused, then snapped to the surface—but only to the surface. No fireworks, no crater—nothing more drastic than crushed grass. Its surface was scarred and pitted, blackened by the friction-heat of its fall; but it was intact.

Deep within its bowels echoed the words that would change the planet’s destiny.

“Damn your bolt-brained bearings!”

The voice broke off; its owner frowned, listening. The cabin was totally silent, without its usual threshold hum.

The young man swore, tearing the shock-webbing from his body. He lurched out of the acceleration chair, balanced dizzily on the balls of his feet, groping until his hand touched the plastic wall.

Steadying himself with one hand, he stumbled to a panel on the other side of the circular cabin. He fumbled the catches loose, cursing in the fine old style of galactic deckhands, opened the panel, pressed a button. Turning, he all but fell back to the chair.

The soft hum awoke in the cabin again. A slurred voice asked, with varying speed and pitch, “Izzz awwl (Hic!) sadizfagtoreee M’lorrrr’ Rodney?”

“All the smooth, glossy robots in the galaxy,” muttered Milord, “and I get stuck with an epileptic!”

“Ivv ut bleeezz m’lorr’, thuh c’passsider c’n be—”

“Replaced,” finished Rodney, “and your circuits torn out and redesigned. No, thank you, I like your personality the way it is—except when you pull off a landing that jars my clavicles loose!”

“Ivv m’lorrd will vorgive, ad thuh cruzhial momend ovvv blanetfall, I rezeived zome very zingular radio waves thad—”

“You got distracted, is that what you’re trying to say?”

“M’lorrrd, id was imerative to analyze—”

“So part of you was studying the radio waves, and part of you was landing the ship, which was just a wee bit too much of a strain, and the weak capacitor gave…. Fess! How many times do I have to tell you to keep your mind on the job!”

“M’lorrd egzbressed a wizh to be like thuh—”

“Like the heroes of the Exploration Sagas, yes. But that doesn’t mean I want their discomforts.”

Fess’s electronic system had almost recovered from the post-seizure exhaustion. “But, m’lorrd, the choncebt of heeroizm imblies—”

“Oh, forget it,” Rodney groaned. Fess dutifully blanked a portion of his memory banks.

Fess was very dutiful. He was also an antique, one of the few remaining FCC (Faithful Cybernetic Companion) robots, early models now centuries out of date. The FCC robots had been programmed for extreme loyalty and, as a consequence, had perished in droves while defending their masters during the bloody Interregnum between the collapse of the ancient Galactic Union and the rise of the Proletarian Eclectic State of Terra.

Fess (a name derived from trying to pronounce “FCC” as a single word) had survived, thanks to his epilepsy. He had a weak capacitor that, when overstrained, released all its stored energy in a massive surge lasting several milliseconds. When the preliminary symptoms of this electronic seizure—mainly a fuzziness in Fess’s calculations—appeared, a master circuit breaker popped, and the faulty capacitor discharged in isolation from the rest of Fess’s circuits; but the robot was out of commission until the circuit breaker was reset.

Since the seizures occurred during moments of great stress—such as trying to land a spaceship-cum-asteroid while analyzing an aberrant radio wave, or trying to protect a master from three simultaneous murderers—Fess had survived the Interregnum; for, when the Proletarians had attacked his masters, he had fought manfully for about twenty-five seconds, then collapsed. He had thus become a rarity—the courageous servant who had survived. He was one of five FCC robots still functioning.

He was, consequently, a prized treasure of the d’Armand family—prized as an antique, but even more for his loyalty; true loyalty to aristocratic families has always been in short supply.

So, when Rodney d’Armand had left home for a life of adventure and glory—being the second son of a second son, there hadn’t been much else he could do—his father had insisted on his taking Fess along.

Rod had often been very glad of Fess’s company; but there were times when the robot was just a little short on tact. For instance, after a very rough planetfall, a human stomach tends to be a mite queasy; but Fess had the bad sense to ask, “Would you care to dine, m’lord? Say, scallops with asparagus?”

Rod turned chartreuse and clamped his jaws, fighting back nausea. “No,” he grated, “and can the ‘m’lord’ bit. We’re on a mission, remember?”

“I never forget, Rod. Except on command.”

“I know,” growled his master’s voice. “It was a figure of speech.”

Rod swung his legs to the floor and painfully stood up. “I could use a breath of fresh air to settle my stomach, Fess. Is there any available?”

The robot clicked for a moment, then reported, “Atmosphere breathable. Better wear a sweater, though.”

Rod shrugged into his pilot’s jacket with a growl. “Why do old family retainers always develop a mother-hen complex?”

“Rod, if you had lived as long as I have—”

“—I’d want to be deactivated. I know, ‘Robot is always right.’ Open the lock, Fess.”

The double doors of the small air lock swung open, showing a circle of black set with stars. A chill breeze poured into the cabin.

Rod tilted his face back, breathing in. His eyes closed in luxury. “Ah, the blessed breath of land! What lives here, Fess?”

Machinery whirred as the robot played back the electron-telescope recordings they had taken in orbit, integrating the pictorial data into a comprehensive description of the planet.

“Land masses consist of five continents, one island of noteworthy dimensions, and a host of lesser islands. The continent and the minor islands exhibit similar flora—equatorial rain forest.”

“Even at the poles?”

“Within a hundred miles of each pole; the ice caps are remarkably small. Visible animal life confined to amphibians and a host of insects; we may assume that the seas abound with fish.”

Rod rubbed his chin. “Sounds like we came in pretty early in the geologic spectrum.”

“Carboniferous Era,” replied the robot.

“How about that one large island? That’s where we’ve landed, I suppose?”

“Correct. Native flora and fauna nonexistent. All lifeforms typical of Late Terran Pleistocene.”

“How late, Fess?”

“Human historical.”

Rod nodded. “In other words, a bunch of colonists came in, picked themselves an island, wiped out the native life, and seeded the land with Terran stock. Any idea why they chose this island?”

“Large enough to support a good-sized population, small enough to minimize problems of ecological revision. Then too, the island is situated in a polar ocean current, which lowers the local temperature to slightly below Terran normal.”

“Very handy; saves them the bother of climate control. Any remains of what might have been Galactic Union cities?”

“None, Rod.”

“None!” Rod’s eyes widened in surprise. “That doesn’t fit the pattern. You sure, Fess?”

The developmental pattern of a lost, or retrograde, colony—one that had been out of touch with Galactic civilization for a millennium or more—fell into three well-defined stages: first, the establishment of the colony, centered around a modern city with an advanced technology; second, the failure of communication and trade with Galactic culture, followed by an overpopulation of the city, which led to mass migrations to the countryside and a consequent shift to an agrarian, self-sufficient economy; and, third, the loss of technological knowledge, accompanied by a rising level of superstition, symbolized by the abandonment and eventual tabooing of a coal-and-steam technology; social relationships calcified, and a caste system appeared. Styles of dress and architecture were usually burlesques of Galactic Union forms: for example, a small hemispherical wooden hut, built in imitation of the vaulting Galactic geodesic domes.

But always there were the ruins of the city, acting as a constant symbol and a basis for mythology. Always.

“You’re sure, Fess? You’re really, really sure there isn’t a city?”

“I am always certain, Rod.”

“That’s true.” Rod pulled at his lower lip. “Sometimes mistaken, but never in doubt. Well, shelve the matter of the city for the time being; maybe it sank in a tidal wave. Let’s just make a final check on the life-forms being Terran.”

Rod dove head-first through the three foot circle of the air lock, landed in a forward roll, rose to his knees. He unclipped the guerilla knife from his belt—a knife carefully designed so that it could not be attributed to any one known culture—and drew the dagger from its sheath.

The sheath was a slender cone of white metal, with a small knob at the apex. Rod plucked several blades of grass, dropped them into the sheath, and turned the knob. The miniature transceiver built into the sides of the sheath probed the grass with sonics to analyze its molecular structure, then broadcast the data to Fess, who determined if any of the molecules were incompatible with human metabolism. If the grass had been poisonous to Rod, Fess would have beamed a signal back to the sheath, whereupon the white metal would have turned purple.

But in this particular case, the sheath stayed silver.

“That ties it,” said Rod. “This is Terran grass, presumably planted by Terrans, and this is a Terran colony. But where’s the city?”

“There is a large town—perhaps thirty thousand souls—in the foothills of a mountain range to the north, Rod.”

“Well…” Rod rubbed his chin. “That’s not exactly what I had in mind, but it’s better than nothing. What’s it look like?”

“Situated on the lower slopes of a large hill, at the summit of which is a large stone structure, strongly reminiscent of a Medieval Terran castle.”

“Medieval!” Rod scowled.

“The town itself consists of half-timbered and stuccoed buildings, with second stories overhanging the narrow streets—alleys would be a better term—along which they are situated.”

“Half-timbered!” Rod rose to his feet. “Wait a minute, wait a minute! Fess, does that architecture remind you of anything?”

The robot was silent a moment, then replied, “Northern European Renaissance.”

“That,” said Rod, “is not the typical style of a retrograde colony. How closely do those buildings resemble Terran Renaissance, Fess?”

“The resemblance is complete to the last detail, Rod.”

“It’s deliberate then. How about that castle? Is that Renaissance too?”

The robot paused, then said, “No, Rod. It would appear to be a direct copy from the German style of the 13th Century A.D.”

Rod nodded eagerly. “How about styles of dress?”

“We are currently on the night side of the planet, and were upon landing. There is a good deal of illumination from the planet’s three satellites, but relatively few people abroad…. There is, however, a small party of soldiers, riding Terran horses. Their uniforms are—uh—copies of English Beefeaters’.”

“Very good! Anyone else in the streets?”

“Um… a couple of cloaked men—uh—doublet and hose, I believe and… yes, a small party of peasants, wearing smocks and cross-gartered buskins….”

“That’s enough.” Rod cut him off. “It’s a hodgepodge, a conglomeration of styles. Somebody has tried to set up his idea of the ideal world, Fess. Ever hear of the Emigrés?”

The robot was silent a moment, mulling through his memory banks. Then he began to recite:

“Malcontents abounded toward the end of the 22nd Century A.D. Bored with their ‘lives of quiet desperation,’ people turned primarily to mysticism, secondarily to escapist literature and entertainment. Gradually the pseudo-Medieval became the dominant entertainment form.

“Finally, a group of wealthy men pooled their funds to buy an outmoded FTL liner and announced to the world that they were the Romantic Emigrés, that they intended to reestablish the glory of the Medieval way of life on a previously-uncolonized planet, and that they would accept a limited number of emigrants in the capacities of serfs and tradesmen.

“There were, of course, many more applicants than could be accommodated. Emigrants were selected ‘for the poeticness of their souls’—whatever that may mean.”

“It means they loved to listen to ghost stories,” said Rod. “What happened?”

“The passenger list was swiftly completed. The thirteen tycoons who had organized the expedition announced that they thereby rejected their surnames and adopted instead the family names of great Medieval aristocrats—Bourbon, di Medici, and so forth.

“Then the ship departed, with its destination carefully unspecified, so that there would be ‘no contamination from the materialist world.’ Nothing more was ever heard of them.”

Rod smiled grimly. “Well, I think we’ve just found them. How’s that set with your diodes?”

“Quite well, Rod. In fact, a statistical analysis of the probability of this being the Emigrés’ colony reveals the following—”

“Skip it,” Rod said quickly. Statistics was Fess’s hobby; given half a chance, he could bore you for hours.

Rod pursed his lips and eyed the section of the hull that housed Fess’s brain. “Come to think of it, you might send the statistics back to SCENT with our educated guess that we’ve found the Emigrés’ colony. Might as well get at that right now; I’d like them to know where we are in case anything happens.”

SCENT, the Society for the Conversion of Extraterrestrial Nascent Totalitarianisms, was the organization responsible for seeking out the lost colonies. The Proletarian Eclectic State of Terra had shown remarkably little interest in any colony that didn’t turn a profit; consequently, the lost colonies had stayed lost until the totalitarian rule of PEST had been overthrown by DDT, the Decentralized Democratic Tribunal. DDT had quickly consolidated its rule of Terra, governing in accordance with the almost-unattainable goals of Athenian democracy.

It had long been known that the inefficiency of democratic governments was basically a problem of communication and prejudice. But, over a period of two centuries, DDT cells had functioned as speakeasy schoolrooms, resulting in total literacy and masters’ degrees for seventy-two percent of the population; prejudice had thus joined polio and cancer on the list of curable diseases. The problems of communication had been solved by the development of sub-molecular electronics, which had lowered the bulk and price of electronic communication gear to the point where its truly extensive use became practical for the first time. Every individual was thus able to squawk at his Tribune at a moment’s notice; and, being educated, they tended to do a lot of squawking just on general principles—all very healthy for a democracy.

Squawking had proved singularly effective, due largely to an automatic record of the squawk. The problems of records and other bureaucratic red tape had been solved by the development of data-retrieval systems so efficient that the memorization of facts became obsolete. Education thus became exclusively a training in concepts, and the success of democracy was assured.

After two centuries of preparing such groundwork, the DDT revolution had been a mere formality.

But revolutionaries are always out of place when the revolution is over, and are likely to prove an embarrassing factor to the police forces of the new government.

Therefore, DDT had decided not to be selfish; rather, they would share the blessings of democracy with the other remnants of the old Galactic Union.

But democrats are seldom welcome on planets run by totalitarian governments, and scarcely more welcome on planets where anarchy prevails—this due to the very nature of democracy, the only practical compromise between totalitarianism and anarchy.

What was needed was a permanent organization of revolutionaries, subversive republican democrats. Since there was a large supply of out-of-work revolutionaries on hand, the organization was quickly formed, and christened the Society for the Conversion of Extraterrestrial Totalitarianisms. The “Nascent” was added a century later, when all the known inhabited planets had been subverted and had joined DDT. The old revolutionaries were still a problem, the more so since there were more of them; so they were sent out singly to find the Lost Colonies.

Thus was formed SCENT, the organization whose mission it was to sniff out the backward planets and put them on the road to democracy.

Since Rod had found a medieval planet, he would probably have to foster the development of a constitutional monarchy.

Rod, born Rodney d’Armand (he had five middle names, but they make dull reading) on a planet inhabited exclusively by aristocrats and robots, had joined SCENT at the tender age of eighteen. In his ten years of service, he had grown from a gangling, ugly youth to a lean, well-muscled, ugly man.

His face was aristocratic; you could say that for it—that, and no more. His receding hairline gave onto a flat, sloping forehead that ran up against a brace of bony brow-ridges, somewhat camouflaged by bushy eyebrows. The eyebrows overhung deep sockets, at the back of which were two, somewhat hardened gray eyes—at least Rod hoped they looked hardened.

The eye sockets were thresholded by high, flat cheekbones, divided by a blade of nose that would have done credit to an eagle. Under the cheekbones and nose was a wide, thin-lipped mouth which, even in sleep, was twisted in a sardonic smile. Under the mouth was a square jawbone and a jutting chin.

Rod would have liked to say that it was a strong face, but it tended to soften remarkably when/if a girl smiled at it. Dogs and children had the same effect, with a great deal more frequency.

He was a man with a Dream (There had been a Dream Girl once, but she was now one with his callow youth.)—Dream of one unified Galactic government (democratic, of course). Interstellar communications were still too slow for a true democratic federation; the DDT was actually a loose confederation of worlds, more of a debating society and service organization than anything else.

But adequate communication methods would come along some day, Rod was sure of that, and when they did, the stars would be ready. He would see to that.

“Well, let’s be about our business, Fess. No telling when someone might wander by and spot us.” Rod swung up and into the air lock, through and into the cabin again. He went to the plate in the wall, released the catches. Inside was a control panel; above this was a white metal sphere with a dull finish, about the size of a basketball. A massive cable grew out of the top of the sphere and connected to the wall of the ship.

Rod unscrewed the connection, released the friction clamp that held the sphere in place, and carefully lifted it out.

“Easy,” Fess’s voice said from the earphone implanted in the bone behind Rod’s right ear. “I’m fragile, you know.”

“A little confidence, please,” Rod muttered. The microphone in his jawbone carried his words to Fess. “I haven’t dropped you yet, have I?”

“Yet,” echoed the robot.

Rod cradled the robot “brain” in the crook of one arm, leaving one arm free to negotiate the air lock. Outside again, he pressed a stud in the side of the ship. A large door lifted from the side of the pseudo-asteroid. Inside, a great black horse hung from shock webbing, head between its forelegs, eyes closed.

Rod pressed a button; a crane extended from the cargo space. The horse swung out on the crane, was lowered until its hooves touched the ground. Rod twisted the saddlehorn, and a panel in the horse’s side slid open.

Rod placed the brain inside the panel, tightened the clamp and the connections, then twisted the saddlehorn back; the panel slid shut. Slowly the horse raised its head, wiggled its ears, blinked twice, gave a tentative whinny.

“All as it should be,” said the voice behind Rod’s ear. The horse chomped at the bit. “If you’ll let me out of this cat’s cradle, I’ll check the motor circuits.”

Rod grinned and freed the webbing. The horse reared up, pawing the air, then sprang into a gallop. Rod watched the robot run, taking a good look at his surroundings in the process.

The asteroid-ship had landed in the center of a meadow, shaggy with summer grass, ringed by oak, hickory, maple, and ash. It was night, but the meadow was flooded with the light of three moons.

The robot cantered back toward Rod, reared to a halt before him. Forehooves thudded on the ground; the great indigo eyes turned to look at Rod, the ears pricked forward.

“I’m fit,” Fess reported.

Rod grinned again. “No sight like a running horse.”

“What, none?”

“Well, almost none. C’mon, let’s get the ship buried.”

Rod pressed studs on the side of the ship; the cargo hatch closed, the air lock sealed itself. The ship began to revolve, slowly at first, then faster and faster as it sank into the ground. Soon there was only a crater surrounded by a ring-wall of loam, and the roof of the asteroid curving three feet below.

Rod pulled a camp shovel from Fess’s saddlebags, unfolded it, and bent to his task. The horse joined in, flashing out with its heels at the ring-wall. In ten minutes the wall had been reduced to six inch height; there was a large mound of earth in the center, twenty feet across and two feet high.

“Stand back.” Rod drew his dagger, twisted the hilt 180 degrees, pointed the haft at the earth-mound. A red light lanced out; the loam glowed cherry red, melted, and flowed.

Rod fanned the beam in a slow arc over the whole of the filled-in crater until the soil had melted down a foot below ground level. He shoveled the rest of the ring-wall into the hole, making a slight mound, but the next rain would take care of that.

“Well, that’s it.” Rod wiped his brow.

“Not quite.”

Rod hunched his shoulders; there was a sinking feeling in his belly.

“You have still to assume clothing appropriate to this society and period, Rod.”

Rod squeezed his eyes shut.

“I took the precaution of packing a doublet in my left-hand saddlebag while you were testing the grass, Rod.”

“Look,” Rod argued, “my uniform will do well enough, won’t it?”

“Skintight trousers and military boots will pass, yes. But a pilot’s jacket could not possibly be mistaken for a doublet. Need I say more?”

“No, I suppose not.” Rod sighed. He went to the saddlebag. “The success of the mission comes first, above and before any considerations of personal comfort, dignity, or—hey!” He stared at something long and slender, hanging from the saddle.

“Hey what, Rod?”

Rod took the strange object from the saddle—it had a handle on one end, he noticed, and it rattled—and held it up where Fess could see it.

“What is this?”

“An Elizabethan rapier, Rod. An antique sidearm, a sort of long knife, designed for both cutting and thrusting.”

“Sidearm.” Rod eyed the robot as if doubting his sanity. “I’m supposed to wear it?”

“Certainly, Rod. At least, if you’re planning to adopt one of your usual covers.”

Rod gave a sigh appropriate to a Christian martyr and pulled the doublet from the saddlebag. He wriggled into it and belted the rapier to his right side.

“No, no, Rod! Belt it to your left side. You have to cross-draw it.”

“The things I go through for the sake of democracy….” Rod belted the rapier to his left hip. “Fess, has it ever occurred to you that I might be a fanatic?”

“Certainly, Rod. A classic case of sublimation.”

“I asked for an opinion, not an analysis,” the man growled. He looked down at his costume. “Hey! Not bad, not bad at all!” He threw his shoulders back, lifted his chin, and strutted. The gold and scarlet doublet fairly glowed in the moonlight. “How do you like it, Fess?”

“You cut quite a figure, Rod.” There was, somehow, a tone of quiet amusement in the robot’s voice.

Rod frowned. “Needs a cape to top it off, though.”

“In the saddlebag, Rod.”

“Think of everything, don’t you?” Rod rummaged in the saddlebag, shook out a voluminous cloak of the same electric blue as his uniform tights.

“The chain passes under the left armpit and around the right-hand side of the neck, Rod.”

Rod fastened the cloak in place and faced into the wind, the cloak streaming back from his broad shoulders.

“There, now! Ain’t I a picture, though?”

“Like a plate from a Shakespeare text, Rod.”

“Flattery will get you a double ration of oil.” Rod swung into the saddle. “Head for the nearest town, Fess. I want to show off my new finery.”

“You forgot to seed the crater, Rod.”

“What? Oh! Yeah.” Rod pulled a small bag from the right-hand saddlebag and sprinkled its contents over the circle of raw earth. “There! Give it a light rainstorm and two days to grow, and you won’t be able to tell it from the rest of the meadow. Let’s hope nobody comes this way for two days, though….”

The horse’s head jerked up, ears pricked forward. “What’s the matter, Fess?”

“Listen,” the robot replied.

Rod scowled and closed his eyes.

Distant, blown on the wind, came youthful shouts and gay laughter.

“Sounds like a bunch of kids having a party.”

“It’s coming closer,” Fess said softly.

Rod shut his eyes and listened again. The sound was growing louder…

He turned to the northeast, the direction the sound seemed to be coming from, and scanned the horizon. There were only the three moons in the sky.

A shadow drifted across one of the moons. Three more followed it.

The laughter was much louder now.

“About seventy-five miles per hour,” Fess murmured.

“What?”

“Seventy-five miles per hour. That’s the speed at which they seem to be approaching.”

“Hmm.” Rod chewed at his lower lip. “Fess, how long since we landed?”

“Almost two hours, Rod.”

Something streaked by overhead.

Rod looked up. “Ah, Fess?”

“Yes, Rod.”

“They’re flying, Fess.”

There was a pause.

“Rod, I must ask you to be logical. A culture like this couldn’t possibly have evolved air travel yet.”

“They haven’t. They’re flying.”

Another pause.

“The people themselves, Rod?”

“That’s right.” Rod’s voice held a note of resignation. “Though I’ll admit that one who just flew over us seemed to be riding a broomstick. Not too bad-looking, either. Matter of fact, she was stacked like a Las Vegas poker deck… Fess?”

The horse’s legs were locked rigid, its head swinging gently between its legs.

“Oh, hell!” Rod growled. “Not again!”

He reached down under the saddlehorn and reset the circuit breaker. Slowly, the horse raised its head and shook it several times. Rod caught the reins and led the horse away.

“Whaddappend, RRRawwwd?”

“You had a seizure, Fess. Now, whatever you do, don’t whinny. That airborne bacchanalia is coming our way, and there’s an off chance they might be out to investigate the shooting star. Therefore, we are heading for the tall timber—and quietly, if you please.”

Once under the trees at the edge of the meadow, Rod looked back to check on the flying flotilla.

The youngsters were milling about in the sky half a mile away, emitting joyful shrieks and shouts of welcome. The wind tossed Rod an intelligible phrase or two.

“Rejoice, my children! ’Tis Lady Gwen!”

“Hast thou, then, come at last to be mother to our coven, Gwendylon?”

“Thy beauty hath but waxed, sweet Gwendylon! How dost thou?”

“Not yet robbing cradles, Randal….”

“Sounds like the housemother dropping in on a party at the Witches’ College,” Rod grunted. “Sober, Fess?”

“Clearheaded, at least,” the robot acknowledged, “and a new concept accepted in my basic programming.”

“Oh.” Rod pursed his lips. “My observation is confirmed?”

“Thoroughly. They are flying.”

The aerial sock-hop seemed to have rediscovered its original purpose. They swooped toward the meadows with shouts and gales of laughter, hovered over the ring of newly-turned earth, and dropped one by one to form a circle about it.

“Well, not too many doubts about what they’re here for, is there?” Rod sat on the ground, tailor-fashion, and leaned back against Fess’s forelegs. “Nothing to do but wait, I guess.” He twisted the signet on his ring ninety degrees, pointed it at the gathering. “Relay, Fess.”

The signet ring now functioned as a very powerful, very directional microphone; its signal was relayed through Fess to the earphone behind Rod’s ear.

“Ought we to tell the Queen of this?”

“Nay, ’twould fash her unduly.”

Rod frowned. “Can you make anything out of it, Fess?”

“Only that it’s Elizabethan English, Rod.”

“That,” said Rod, “is why SCENT always sends a man with a robot. All right, let’s start with the obvious: the language confirms that this is the Emigré’s colony.”

“Well, of course,” Fess muttered, somewhat piqued.

“Now, now, old symbiote, no griping. I know you don’t consider the obvious worth reporting; but overlooking obvious facts does sometimes lead to overlooking secrets hidden right out in plain sight, doesn’t it?”

“Well…”

“Right. So. They mentioned a Queen. Therefore, the government is a monarchy, as we suspected. This teenage in-group referred to themselves as a coven; therefore they consider themselves witches…. Considering their form of locomotion, I’m inclined to agree. But…”

He left the but hanging for a few minutes. Fess picked up his ears.

“They also spoke of telling the Queen. Therefore, they must have access to the royal ear. What’s this, Fess? Royal approval of witchcraft?”

“Not necessarily,” said Fess judiciously. “An applicable precedent would be the case of King Saul and the Witch of Endor….”

“But chances are they’ve got an in at court.”

“Rod, you are jumping to conclusions.”

“No, just coming up with a brilliant flash of insight.”

“That,” said Fess, “is why SCENT always sends a robot with a human.”

“Touché. But they also said that telling the Queen would ‘fash her unduly.’ What’s fash mean, Fess?”

“To cause anxiety, Rod.”

“Um. This Queen just might be the excitable type, then.”

“Might be, yes.”

Music struck up in the field—Scottish bagpipes playing the accompaniment to an old Gypsy tune. The young folk were dancing on the cleared earth, and several feet above it.

“Bavarian peasant dance,” Fess murmured.

“ ‘Where the ends of the earth all meet,’ ” Rod quoted, stretching his legs out straight. “An agglomerate culture, carefully combining all the worst Old Earth had to offer.”

“An unfair judgment, Rod.”

Rod raised an eyebrow. “You like bagpipes?”

He folded his arms and let his chin rest on his sternum, leaving Fess the sleepless to watch for anything significant.

The robot watched for a couple of hours, patiently chewing his data. When the music faded and died, Fess planted a hoof on Rod’s hip.

“Gnorf!” said Rod, and was instantly wide awake, as is the wont of secret agents.

“The party’s over, Rod.”

The young folk were leaping into the air, banking away to the northeast.

One broomstick shot off at right angles to the main body; a boyish figure shot out after it.

“Do thou not be so long estranged from us again, Gwendylon.”

“Randal, if thou wert a mouse, thou wouldst woo oliphants! Farewell, and see to it from now  thou payest court to wenches only six years thy elder!”

The broomstick streaked straight toward Rod, climbed over the trees and was gone.

“Mmm, yes!” Rod licked his lips. “Definitely a great build on that girl. And the way she talks, she’s a wee bit older than these birdbrains….”

“I had thought you were above petty conquest by now, Rod.”

“Which is a nice way of saying she wouldn’t have anything to do with me. Well, even if I haven’t got the buying power, I can still window-shop.”

The junior coven sailed over the horizon; their laughter faded away.

“Well, that’s that.” Rod gathered his feet under him. “The party’s over, and we’re none the wiser.” He rose to his feet. “Well, at least we’re still a secret; nobody knows there’s a spaceship under that circle of earth.”

“Nay, not so,” chuckled a pixie voice.

Rod froze, turned his head, stared.

There, among the roots of an old oak, stood a man, broad-shouldered, grinning, and all of twelve inches tall. He was clad in doublet and hose in varying shades of brown, and had very white teeth and a general air of mischief.

“The King of the Elves shall be apprised of your presence, Lord Warlock,” said the apparition, chuckling.

Rod lunged.

But the little man was gone, leaving only a chortle behind him.

Rod stood staring, listening to the wind commenting to the oak leaves and the last faint snicker dying away among the oak roots.

“Fess,” he said. “Fess, did you see that?”

There was no answer.

Rod frowned, turning. “Fess? Fess!”

The robot’s head swung gently between its fetlocks.

“Oh, hell!”

 

* * *

 

A deep-toned bell was proclaiming the advent of nine o’clock somewhere in the large, ramshackle town that was, as near as Rod and Fess could figure from speed and bearing, the juvenile witches’ home base. In view of their remark about the Queen, Rod had hopes the town would turn out to be the capital of the island.

“Only a guess, of course,” he added hurriedly.

“Of course,” Fess murmured. The robot voice gave the distinct impression of a patient sigh.

“On a more immediate level, what name should I go by in this culture?”

“Why not Rodney d’Armand VII? This is one of the few cases where your natural name is appropriate.”

Rod shook his head. “Too pretentious. My forebears never did get over their aristocratic aspirations.”

“They were aristocrats, Rod.”

“Yeah, but so was everybody else in the planet, Fess, except the robots. And they’d been in the family so long they had a right to claim some of the honors.”

“It was honor enough to—”

“Later,” Rod cut him off. Fess had a standardized sermon on the noblesse oblige tradition of the Maxima robots, which he would gladly deliver at the drop of anything resembling a cue. “There’s a small problem of a name, remember?”

“If you insist.” Fess was disgruntled. “Mercenary soldier, again?”

“Yes. It gives me an excuse to travel.”

Fess winced. “You could pose as a wandering minstrel….”

Rod shook his head. “Minstrels are supposed to be up on the current news. Might not be a bad idea to pick up a harp, though—especially if the ruler’s a woman. Songs can get you places where swords can’t….” 

“We go through this every time…. Would ‘Gallowglass’ suit you, Rod? It was the Irish term for a mercenary soldier.”

“Gallowglass…” Rod rolled the word over his tongue. “Not bad. That’s got some dash to it.”

“Like yourself.”

“Do I detect a touch of irony there? But it is a good, solid word… and it’s not exactly what you’d call pretty….”

“Definitely like yourself,” the robot murmured.

“I daresay it’ll do. Rod Gallowglass it is. Whoa!”

Rod sawed back on the reins, frowning. From someplace ahead of them came the low mutter of a mob.

Rod frowned. “What’s all the commotion?”

“Rod, may I recommend caution…”

“Not a bad idea. Gee-up again, but lightly with the hooves, please.”

Fess went at a walk through the narrow moonlit street, sidling up against the weathered wall of a building. He stopped at the corner, thrust his horse’s head around the angle.

“What do you see, Sister Ann?”

“A mob,” said Fess.

“Astute observation, Watson. Anything else?”

“Torchlight, and a young man climbing up on a platform. If you’ll pardon the analogy, Rod, it closely resembles a pep rally at your alma mater.”

“Just might be what it is.” Rod swung out of the saddle. “Well, you stay here, big fella. I’ll scout the terrain.”

He rounded the corner and let himself fall into a soldierly swagger, one hand on the pommel of his sword.

Not a bad idea, from the look of the crowd. Must be a meeting of the local Vagabond’s Union. Not an unpatched doublet among them. He wrinkled his nose; a washed body seemed to be even more rare. Definitely a seedy lot.

The meeting-place was a large, open square, bordered by a wide river on one side; there were wharves with wooden ships riding at their moorings. On the other three sides of the square were cheap, decaying lodging-houses; sea-tackle stores and other cheap shops, and warehouses. The warehouses, at least, were in good repair. All the buildings were half-timbered, with the characteristic overhanging second story.

The shouting, jostling mob filled the whole square. Flaming pine knots lent a demonic light.

A closer look at the crowd revealed patched eyes, shriveled limbs, heads minus ears—an odd contrast to the figure that stood on the jury-rigged platform.

He was young, broad-shouldered and blond-headed. His face was clean and unscarred, snub-nosed and blue-eyed. It was a round, almost innocent face, open and honest, filled with the eerie light of a Man with a Mission. His doublet and hose were clean, for a wonder, and well-tailored from good cloth. A sword hung at his hip.

“A kid from the right side of the tracks,” Rod mused. “What in the Seventh Hell is he doing in this rathole?”

The youth threw up his hands; the crowd roared, pine-knot torches surged forward to light him.

“Whose shoulders have borne up the weightiest burdens?” the boy shouted.

“Ours!” roared the crowd.

“Whose hands are worn hard and scarred with rough toil?”

“Ours!”

“Who is it have built all the wealth that the noblemen squander?”

“We!”

“Who is it have reared up their lofty castles of granite?”

“We!”

“Shall you not have a share in these riches and luxuries?”

“We shall!”

“Why,” roared the young spokesman, “there is wealth enough in even one of these castles to make each one of you a king!”

The crowd went wild.

“You catching this, Fess?”

“I am, Rod. It sounds like a mixture of Karl Marx and Huey Long.”

“Strange synthesis,” Rod muttered. “And yet, maybe not so strange, when you come to think of it.”

“This is your wealth!” shouted the youth. “You have a right to it!”

The crowd went wild again.

“Will they give you your due?”

The crowd went suddenly quiet. An ugly murmur began.

“No!” the young man bellowed. “You must therefore demand it, as is your right!”

He threw up his arms. “The Queen has given you bread and wine when the famine was upon you! The Queen has given meat and good wine to the witches whom she harbors!”

The crowd fell deathly still. A whisper ran through the ranks: “The witches! The witches!”

“Aye,” roared the spokesman, “even the witches, the outcast and spurned. How much more, then, will she give to you, who have borne the heat of the day?

“She will give you your due!”

The crowd echoed his roar.

“Where do you go?” yelled the young Demosthenes.

“To the castle!” someone shouted, and other voices took up the cry. “To the castle! To the castle!” It became a rhythmic chant. “To the castle! To the castle! To the castle!”

A high, keening wail cut across the chant. The crowd fell silent. A narrow, twisted figure hobbled to the edge of a warehouse roof and called out over the square:

“Soldiers, a company or more!”

“Out through the alleys and wharves!” bellowed the young man. “At the House of Clovis we shall meet, within the hour!”

To Rod’s amazement, the crowd remained silent. Streams of people began to pour down the twisted alleys. There was no panic, no crush.

Rod shrank into a doorway and watched as the torches were grounded. Score upon score of beggars ran past him, light-footed and silent, to be swallowed up by the dark mouths of the byways.

The square emptied; the light sounds of scampering faded away. In the sudden quiet, Rod heard the drum of approaching hooves—the soldiers, coming to check up on the Queen’s loyal subjects.

Rod stepped out onto the cobbles, running on the balls of his feet, around the corner where Fess stood waiting.

He was into the saddle without breaking stride. “The good part of town,” he whispered, “fast and quiet.”

Fess could extrude inch-thick rubber pads from his hooves when silence was called for; he had also memorized a photo-map of the city from their aerial survey. There are advantages to a robot horse.

They fled through the town; the ground rose beneath them, building into the hill crowned by the royal castle. The quality of the buildings improved gradually; they were coming to the more affluent districts.

“What do you make of all that, Fess?”

“A totalitarian movement, beyond question,” the robot replied. “A rabble-rouser, no doubt power-hungry, who will lead the people to make demands on the government, demands which cannot be met. The crown’s refusals will be used to incite the mob to violence, and you have your revolution made.”

“Couldn’t be just an ambitious nobleman trying to usurp the crown?”

“Usurpation derives its support from the upper classes, Rod. No, this is a proletarian revolution—a prelude to a totalitarian government.”

Rod pursed his lips. “Would you say there was evidence of outside intervention from a more advanced society? I mean, proletarian revolutions aren’t usually found in this kind of culture, are they?”

“Rarely, Rod, and the propaganda is rudimentary when they do occur. Persuasion in a medieval society never refers to the basic rights; the concept is alien to the culture. The probability of intervention is quite strong….”

Rod’s lips pulled back in a savage grin. “Well, old mechanism, it looks like we’ve come to the right place to set up shop.”

At the uphill edge of the town, they came on a rambling, two-storied structure built around three sides of a torchlit courtyard. A timber palisade with a gate closed the fourth side. A party of laughing, well-dressed young men sauntered out of the gate; Rod caught a snatch of drunken song. Tableware rattled, and voices called for meat and ale.

“I take it we’ve found one of the better inns.”

“I would say that was a warranted assumption, Rod.”

Rod leaned back in the saddle. “Looks like a good place to spend the night. Is garlic sausage possible in this culture, Fess?”

The robot shuddered. “Rod, you have the most unearthly tastes!”

“Make way, make way!” a voice trumpeted behind him.

Turning, Rod saw a party of soldiers, cavalry, trotting toward him. Behind them rolled a gilded, richly-carved carriage.

A herald rode in front of the soldiers. “Stand aside from the road, fellow!” he called. “The Queen’s coach passes!”

“Queen!” Rod’s eyebrows shot up. “Yes, yes! By all means, let’s stand aside!”

He nudged Fess with his knee. The horse whirled off the road and jockeyed for a position on the shoulder that would give Rod a good look at the royal party.

The curtains on the coach were half drawn, but there was looking space. A lantern cast a warm yellow glow inside the coach, affording Rod a brief glimpse as the coach spun by.

A slender, frail form wrapped in a dark, hooded traveling cloak; a pale, small-bone face framed with blond, almost platinum hair; large, dark eyes; and small, very red lips drawn up in a pout.

And young, very young—scarcely into adulthood, Rod thought.

She sat ramrod straight, looking very fragile but also very determined—and, somehow, forlorn, with the hostile, chip-on-the-shoulder attitude that so often goes with fear and loneliness.

Rod stared after the retreating party.

“Rod.”

Rod started, shook his head, and realized that the coach had been out of sight for a while.

He glowered at the back of the horse’s head. “What is it, Fess?”

“I wondered if you’d fallen asleep.” The black head turned to Rod
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