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Introduction

 

In the early 1980s, I was working as a Professor of Broadcasting at Montclair State University.  One day, returning to my office after the winter break, I played the backlog of messages waiting for me on my answering machine.  Most of them were the usual assortment of departmental reminders and announcements... but then one suddenly caught my complete and undivided attention.

A deep, rich voice came rolling out of the machine, introducing himself as the Father-General of the Order of Saint Vidicon of Cathode, and informing me that I had been summoned to appear before him at a specific time and place.  I'll admit, I did experience a brief eerie, surreal moment as I listened to one of my fictional characters talking to me.  Even more bizarre, although I had created the fictional Cathodean Order of priestly engineers, I had not yet created their leader.  I didn't even know they had a Father-General... although, given that the Cathodeans were supposedly an offshoot of the Jesuit Order, it made perfect sense.

Thankfully, reality quickly kicked back in, and I made an educated guess as to the logical explanation behind the mysterious call.  Laurie Patten, one of my journalism students taking classes in both English and Broadcasting, had mentioned one of her English professors to me, a certain Dr. Morris McGee, and thought we would get along fabulously.  I'd been planning to meet him at some point, honest, but... well, between a full class load, a wife and four kids at home, and a novel per year to write, I simply hadn't found the time yet.  Given that the office I'd been summoned to was in the English department, it was a good guess that the voice on the phone belonged to Dr. McGee.  Well, if he'd wanted to get my attention, he'd succeeded.

I went to the meeting, of course.  As I entered the office, a distinguished gentleman turned his wheelchair toward me (I later learned he'd served as a US Marine in both World War II and the Korean War, where he was wounded).  He had a grizzled, salt-and-pepper beard and crew cut, and wore a tie clip made from a small yellow-handled screwdriver—which was, of course, the emblem I had created for the Order of Saint Vidicon.

[image: The Ring of Saint Vidicon]He had also convinced the Chairman of the Applied Art department to create a signet ring appropriate for the leader of an order of engineer monks.  The result was a copper ring sporting an integrated circuit chip in an alligator clip setting.  I still have that ring to this day.

My student Laurie had been right.  We got along instantly and completely.

Later, when writing this book, I needed to have the head of the Cathodean Order appear.  Who else could that possibly be, or course, but Father-General Morris McGee?  With Dr. McGee's permission (not to mention delight), I incorporated him into the character body and soul, even managing to work in the signet ring.  In addition to his physical appearance, I tried to incorporate McGee's personality too.  I tried to portray my fictional Father-General as a patient man of both faith and reason, with the mind of a scholar, the heart of a teacher, and the steel spine of a soldier.  I didn't succeed in capturing McGee perfectly, of course, but hopefully my readers will still have some inkling of the type of man he was.

Well, I did make one significant change.  The fictional Father McGee is not wheelchair-bound... although you may notice that he rides a "steel gray" horse.

And as for my student Laurie Patten?  Well, she gave herself the nickname of Sister Paterna Testa (another horrid pun for anyone who's worked in television) and declared herself a nun of the Order of Cassettes, a sister organization for the Order of Saint Vidicon.  Eventually, years later, I worked her and her Order into The Afterlife of Saint Vidicon, a Gramarye short story I wrote for the anthology Masters of Fantasy.  I even promoted her to Mother Superior.  Consider it a sign of gratitude for the inspiration.

As you can probably tell, I had a lot of fun with this novel.  I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.

 

— Christopher Stasheff, 2015





	





CHAPTER ONE

 

"One... two... three—shoot!"

Four small fists swept down into a circle—and changed form.  One turned into a rock, one turned into a pair of scissors, and two turned into sheets of paper.

"I win!" cried Cordelia.  "Scissors cut paper!"

"Nay, I win!" Geoffrey corrected.  "Stone doth dull scissors!"

"Then we two do win," Magnus pointed out, "sin that paper doth wrap stone."

"Yet I then win, after all!" Cordelia maintained, "for my scissors will cut thy paper from off this stone!"

"We all do win."  Little Gregory beamed.  " 'Tis fine."

"Nay, 'tis horrible!"  Geoffrey's chin jutted out.  "If all win, none win!"

"Thou wouldst think thus!" Cordelia snapped.

"Only a lass could ha' thought of so silly a game at the outset!" Geoffrey retorted.  "Who e'er did hear of playing 'Scissors, Stone, and Paper' with more than two?"

You must not let newness itself keep you from attempting new ideas, Geoffrey.  The voice was in the children's minds, not their ears, and it came from a huge black horse that stood nearby, watching.  Still, in practice it proves to have been less than effective.

"Any could see it would not work, Fess!"

"Not that thou didst attempt it with any great effort."  Cordelia glared at Geoffrey.  "I could see thy fist through thy rock."

"Thou couldst not!  Yet I did see two fingers on thine hand, with but the barest suggestion of paired blades!"

" 'Tis a lie!" Cordelia squawked.

Children, children! Fess reproved.  Please limit your use of hyperbole.

" 'Twill avail naught, Fess," Magnus said wearily.  "They persist, though they know full well that Gregory doth cast the best illusions of us all."

"I know naught of the sort!"  Geoffrey glared at Gregory, who shrank back wide-eyed.

" 'Tis true—thou knowest naught," Cordelia agreed.

"Wilt thou not cease!" Magnus cried.  "Art thou so desperate for summat to do that thou must needs quarrel to pass the time?"

Cordelia subsided, glaring, but Geoffrey only shrugged.  "Wherefore not?  Or wouldst thou prefer combat, brother?"

Magnus gave him a slow grin.  "Assuredly, an thou art foolish enough to attempt it.  Wilt thou wrestle or box?"

"Nay!" Cordelia cried.  "Thou knowest what Mama hath told thee of fighting!"

"We do but practice."  Geoffrey unbuttoned his doublet.  "Let us grapple—'tis hot weather."

Let them go, Cordelia, Fess advised.  It will channel their excess energy—and, to some extent, boys need to wrangle.

Magnus grinned, pulling his doublet off.  "I warn thee, brother, I've weight and height on thee."

"Yet I have the skill," Geoffrey retorted.

"Thou must needs stop!" Cordelia cried.  "Even Papa would..."  Her voice trailed off in despair as her brothers started circling each other, crouching.  "Oh!  Gregory, canst thou think of naught to stop them...  Gregory!  Where hast thou fled?"

Magnus looked up, startled, the match forgotten in a sudden surge of concern.

Geoffrey saw the opening and dived in to catch Magnus's knee and pull hard with a yowl of victory.

Magnus slammed down backwards.

Geoffrey! Fess scolded.  Foul!

Magnus scrambled up with blood in his eye.  "How unfair canst thou be, to attack when I'm distracted with concern for thy brother!"

"Distracted thou wert," Geoffrey agreed, "and combat is ever unfair.  Even Papa doth say so."

Magnus's face reddened, and the fight was about to become real, when Gregory appeared with a bang.  "Strangers!"

His brothers straightened up, their quarrel forgotten.  "Strangers!  Where?"

"In the meadow yon."  Gregory pointed.  "I thought I sensed an errant thought, so I skipped aloft to look—and I did behold a great sort of cottage there, with men in brown robes who did till the earth!"

"But that meadow was barren only last Sunday!" Geoffrey cried.  "We did picnic there!"

Two Sundays ago, actually, Fess corrected.

" 'Tis filled now," Gregory answered.

"A score of men can raise a house of wattle and daub in a few days' time."  Magnus frowned.  "Yet what are these brown robes, brother?  Peasants wear smocks and biashosen!"

"What know I?" Gregory said, with wide-eyed innocence.  "I am but seven."

"Even so."  Magnus caught up his doublet and shrugged into it.  "Let us go see—yet quietly!"

No, children!  There might be danger! Fess warned.

But Magnus was already in the air, arrowing away between tree trunks.  Geoffrey whooped and flew after him, pulling on his doublet as he went.

Do not go too close, Fess cautioned, resigned.

Cordelia caught up her broomstick from a nearby tree.  "Well done, little brother!  Thou hast most ably distracted them from bruising one another!"

Gregory smiled, pleased, and darted off after her.

 

The house was everything Gregory had said it was—large, thatched, and mud-plastered, at least on one wall.  The other three were still basketworks of twigs, with a couple of two-man teams busily spreading more mud over them.  A fence stretched around a quarter of the acre surrounding it, with two more men in brown robes working at extending it.  Their cowls were thrown back, and sunlight gleamed off the bald spots in the middle of their scalps.  Around them a third of the meadow had already yielded its long grass to the two teams of monks with wheeled plows, each with one steering and two pulling, leaving the dark brown of turned earth behind them.

"By whose leave do they take the whole meadow for themselves!" Geoffrey cried.

Gregory shrugged.  "None said them nay, brother."

Geoffrey strode forward, pushing up his sleeves.

"Thou wilt not!"  Magnus caught him by the collar, then ducked aside from his punch with the ease of long practice.  " 'Tis not thy meadow, to say yea or nay to it—'tis the King's!"

"Yet it hath been our place of play all our lives!"

"As hath the whole wood, and every grotto and clearing within it," Magnus reminded.  "Surely we can spare one such place for the good fathers."

"Fathers?"  Geoffrey stopped swinging and frowned up at him.  Then his eyes widened.  "Aye!  The cowls, the brown robes—how foolish I am not to have seen it!"

"Thou art," Cordelia assured him.  "They are monks."

Geoffrey turned back to the clearing, puzzled.  "Yet what do they here?  Monks dwell in the monastery, so far to the south...  Hist!  What comes?"

"What indeed?"  Magnus frowned, peering over Geoffrey's head at the meadow.

" 'Tis another band of strangers!" Cordelia exclaimed.

"These are not goodly."  Gregory's face darkened.

They certainly did not appear to be.  They wore grimy clothes, untrimmed beards, and tangled hair, and they came out of the forest from several different directions, converging on the monks.  Each carried a shield and a quarterstaff.  One or two had swords.

One of the brown-robes saw them coming and shouted a warning.  His fellows looked up, startled, then leaped to catch up steel caps and quarterstaves from the long grass.  The other plow team did, too, and came pelting across the meadow, jamming their caps on their heads.  The fencers and plasterers dropped their tools, caught up caps and staves, and came running to join the plowmen.

Geoffrey's face darkened.  "What manner of monks are these, who bear weapons?"

"Is't not fair, then," Cordelia jibed, "for men of the cloth to defend themselves 'gainst men of arms?"

Geoffrey turned on her, anger flaring, but Magnus clapped a hand over his mouth and hissed, "Be still!  Dost thou wish them to turn upon us?"  He saw Geoffrey's eyes light up, and bit his tongue.

Indeed, be most cautious.  Not being able to fly as easily as they did, Fess had taken a while to catch up.  In fact, children, come away—here is danger.

"We are far from them," Geoffrey protested, "and none can see us."

"There is no hazard, Fess," Cordelia pleaded.  " 'Tis not as though we did attempt to fight them."

Not yet, the black horse muttered.

"The bandits slacken their pace," Gregory reported.

Geoffrey twisted out of Magnus's hold and stepped up next to his little brother.  "Thou canst not know they are bandits!"

"Who else would dress so slovenly, yet bear arms?" Gregory answered.

The bandits slowed, seeing the weapons, but still came on to surround the monks on three sides, grinning.  "Dost'a truly think to bear weapons 'gainst us, men of God?"  The tallest bandit made the last three words an insult.

The lead monk stepped forward a pace.  "We hope not to.  Who art thou, and what is thy business?"

For some reason the bandits seemed to think this was hilarious.  They broke into guffaws, and the tallest one said, "Why, we are gentleman, good friar—canst thou not tell by our comely appearance and costly garments?"

"Thou dost mean thou art bandits."  The lead monk let a touch of contempt show.  "Well, I am Father Boquilva.  What dost thou think thou canst have of us?"

The bandit's grin turned into a snarl.  "Have?  Why, only such goods as thou dost own, gentle monk—all of them."

Father Boquilva shrugged.  "Take all thou canst find that is ours, and welcome—Christ will provide us with more."

The bandits stared at him, not believing their ears.  Then the leader's grin widened with a chuckle.  "The more fools thou, then!  Come!"  He trotted off toward the house, beckoning to his men.  "The sheep are primed for shearing!"

The other bandits jogged after him.

The monks watched them go.  "I do not think they will take my breviary," said one.

An older monk shrugged.  "If they do, what of it?  I can pen it anew for thee, from memory."

"Wherefore do they give way so easily!" Geoffrey hissed.  "They have staves and helms!  How can they care so little for their goods?"

"They are men of the spirit," Gregory answered.  "Things of wood and stone mean little to them."

"Who asked thee, wight!"

"Then I'll ask thee."  Gregory frowned.  "How can men so godly take up weapons?"

There is, unfortunately, precedent for it, Fess sighed.  Monks of every religion have, sooner or later, learned to fight—or taken weapons.

" 'Tis shields they take up now."  Magnus's hand clamped down on Geoffrey's shoulder.  "Mayhap they but sought time to arm."

Geoffrey spun to stare, then shook his head.  "Only shields.  There's not so much as a paring knife among them."

"The bandits come," Cordelia said, with dread.

Indeed they did, boiling out of the house with yells of rage.  "What mockery is this!" the biggest bandit demanded as he pounded up to Father Boquilva.  "Hast thou naught but meal and pease?"

The priest nodded at another robber.  "I see that thou hast found my missal.  Take it, an thou wilt; Christ will provide."

The bandit threw it away with an oath.

Father Boquilva's jaw firmed.  "There is naught more, save a little meat, some sacramental vessels, and each man's curios."

"Naught more, is it?"  The bandit grinned and held up a dirty sack.  "What of this?"  He lifted a golden chalice.

"One of the sacramental vessels I but now spoke of."  The lead monk paled.  "That is not ours—'tis God's.  I pray thee, place it back upon the altar from which thou hast taken it!"

"Thou hast but now said Christ will provide.  He hath, then, provided us with this bauble of His."

"Assuredly thou wilt not desecrate a chapel!"

"Wherefore—would not God wish to share with the poor?"

"Thou dost blaspheme.  Give back that sacred cup—or wouldst thou violate the Lord's house?"

"Nay, but I'll steal from thine!  What else hast thou hid here, eh?"

"Naught, though thou hast missed our glass cruets.  Thou hast in thine hand such gold as we do hold."

"I'll not credit thee," the robber snarled, "sin that thou hast already withheld this from me.  Nay, speak!"  He slashed a backhanded blow into Father Boquilva's face.  The priest's head rocked, and his face darkened, but he struggled against anger and won.  The robber growled and raised his hand again, but as he swung, the priest's arm shot out, blocking the blow as he kicked the robber's feet out from under him.  The bandit fell heavily as his men shouted, "Hold!" "Nay, now!" "Leave off!" and leaped forward, swords slashing and staves whirling.

But the monks swung up their shields, and the swords clunked into layers of toughened hide.  One bandit aimed a terrific double-handed quarterstaff blow at a monk's head, but the holy man swung up his shield, and the staff cracked into its covering.  The bandit used the bounce to swing it higher.

Another bandit reached out and yanked at a shield; the monk behind it stumbled, and the bandit's staff swung in a short, vicious arc.  The blow rang off the monk's helmet, and he staggered, dazed.

"They do but ward off blows!" Geoffrey cried.  "These monks have staves; wherefore do they not strike back?"

"And there are half again as many bandits as monks!" Cordelia added, despairing.

The two swordsmen had wrestled their weapons free and were circling their target monks.

Geoffrey, Fess said with sudden foreboding, do not dare to—

The boy shot out of the thicket, yowling before the horse could finish the sentence.

Geoffrey! Fess moaned in despair.

"Nay, brother!" Magnus shouted.  " 'Tis no quarrel of...  Oh, devil take it!  He's in the broil!"

Geoffrey had caught up the dazed monk's staff and was swinging at a bandit, enraged.  The man leaped back in sheer surprise; then his face darkened, and he advanced.

"Nay, thou fiend!  Stand away from my brother!" Magnus bellowed as he, too, charged out of the wood.

Magnus! Fess wailed.  Oh, children!  How could you!  But he was thundering out of the brush as he said it.

"What?  Shall we alone stay quiet?" Cordelia cried.  "Nay!"  She leaped on her broomstick and darted off into the fray.

Gregory prudently stayed in the shadows, but he stared at a fist-sized rock, and it stirred, lurched, then shot up off the ground to brain a bandit.

Geoffrey's robber swung his stick high to smash the boy—but Magnus leaped up, caught the staff on the backswing, and yanked hard, throwing all his weight into it.  The bandit staggered back and spun about, wide-eyed.  He saw Magnus and bared his teeth, lifting his staff... and Geoffrey landed on his shoulders, yanking back on his head.  The bandit roared and stepped back, and Magnus hooked a foot behind his heel.  The man crashed down, arms windmilling.

One monk was down with a bandit standing over him, staff poised for a deathblow.  Cordelia shot into his face, screaming, and the bandit leaped back with a yell of fright.  Then he saw his attacker was only a little girl, and raised his staff with blood in his eye.

Fess reached out and caught the man's collar with steel teeth.  He yanked and spun, and the man went flying with a howl.

"Spoilsport!" Cordelia shouted.

Father Boquilva saw her and stared, appalled.  A quick glance showed him two more children in the thick of the fight.  He bellowed, "Children!  Brothers, ask not—protect them!  Strike!"

The monks didn't turn to look, but their staves were suddenly whirling blurs.  They lashed out with hollow knocks, and bandits cried out; two toppled.  The staves whirled again.

Four bandits jumped on Magnus and Geoffrey.  Fess charged into their midst, screaming, and the men leaped back, yelling with fright, as the steel hooves lashed out at them.  But behind Fess, Geoffrey cried, "A rescue!" as the lead bandit yanked him up above his head to throw.  Fess whirled to lash out at the man, and Geoffrey fell, flipping over to land on his feet—but the four bandits shouted with victory and pounced on Magnus.  Fess spun about to counter them, but suddenly froze, poised in mid movement like a statue; then his forefeet thudded down and his legs spraddled outward stiffly as his head plummeted to swing between his fetlocks.

"Villain!" Geoffrey cried.  "Thou hast caused our horse a seizure!"  And he sprang at the nearest bandit's face.  The man stepped back, startled, then reached up to catch him—and a hand from a brown sleeve grabbed his shoulder and spun him about; a quarterstaff cracked into his skull.

He fell, and Father Boquilva stepped over his unconscious body, face thunderous, to grasp Geoffrey's shoulder.  "Bide with me, lad!  Stay close!"  He thrust Geoffrey behind him and turned to find another enemy...

But he was out of luck.  His brother monks' staves had done their threshing; the harvest lay on the ground, and the chaff were running for the forest.

Father Boquilva looked at the half-dozen unconscious robbers, panting.  " 'Twas ill done; men of the cloth should not strike.  See to them, brothers; be sure none are dead, and aid those who are injured."

The other monks dropped down to their knees to check for heartbeats and bruises.

Father Boquilva turned to Geoffrey, Magnus, Gregory, and Cordelia, his face dark.  "I doubt not thine efforts were well meant, children, but 'twas nonetheless foolhardy."

"But thou wouldst not strike in thine own defense!" Geoffrey cried.  "Yet once thou didst, they could not stand against thee!"

"They should have had no need to," the priest retorted.  "Say how thou didst chance to be nearby."

Gregory and Magnus exchanged a look.  Then the elder said, "By your leave, sir, we must needs see to our father's horse."

"Horse?"  Father Boquilva frowned, looking up at Fess.  "Even so.  What ails the beast?"

"He is elf-shot."  Magnus turned to Fess.

"Epileptic?"  Father Boquilva stared.  "I wonder thy parent doth not put him out of his misery!"

"He is a true friend, and a valiant fighter," Geoffrey said angrily.  "His seizures are a small matter, weighed against all his good service."

Magnus felt under the pommel of Fess's saddle and pushed the enlarged vertebra that was a disguised circuit breaker.

"Yet how didst thou come to knowledge of the word?" Gregory asked.

A transparent shield seemed to slide down behind Father Boquilva's eyes.  " 'Tis no matter.  Is thy mount wounded?"

"Nay; he doth come to himself now."  Magnus was watching carefully as Fess slowly lifted his head.  Where... what...

Magnus stroked the velvet nose.  "Thou hast had a seizure, old friend.  'Tis naught; thou wilt presently be well again."  He looked up at the monk, and felt a thrill of alarm.  "Why dost thou stare so?"

Father Boquilva was gazing at Fess intently.  "I had thought... no matter."  He turned a stern gaze on the boy.  "Thou, too, wert valiant—but foolish.  These bandits would not have slain us, for we are adept at defense."

"Too much so," Geoffrey said, frowning.  "What manner of monks art thou, to own such skill with a quarterstaff?"

"Geoffrey!" Magnus snapped, then turned to the monk.  "I cry thy pardon, Father.  He is but young, and doth forget his manners betimes."

"I have no need for thou to apologize for me," Geoffrey grated.

"Nay; thou must needs speak thine own regrets, an thou hast them."  Father Boquilva studied the sturdy lad.  "As thou shouldst; 'tis not meet for thee to speak so to thine elders—yet I feel some trouble of the soul within thee, wherefore I shall explain.  Ere I came to the sense of my vocation, young sir, I was a lad much like thee, and was as fond of martial sport as I think thou art.  I did delight at quarterstaff play, aye, and at archery and wrestling too, and forbore them only when I sought out the cloister."  He nodded toward the other monks, who were busy administering restoratives.  "The same is true of most of my fellows—yet when we did come away from the monastery to dwell by ourselves, we did bethink us of bandits who might seek to prey on such easy game as ourselves.  Therefore did we take up practice again, and did teach these skills to such of our fellows as had them not."

"Fairly said, and I thank thee," Magnus said.  "Yet wherefore hast thou come out from the monastery?"

"Ah.  That is a matter of some dispute with our Abbot's policies," Father Boquilva explained, "a dispute so strong that we have felt the need to go off by ourselves."

"And is this, too, why thou dost practice thy skills at arms?"  Gregory's eyes were huge.  "Dost thou fear thine Abbot may try to bring thee back into his fold by force?"

Father Boquilva turned to him, startled.  Slowly, he said, "Thou hast excellent insight, youngling.  Aye, there is some thought of that in our hearts."

Gregory's face crumpled; tears welled in his eyes.  "It cannot be!  'Tis vile for men of God to think of battle!"

"I cannot but concur with thee," Father Boquilva said softly, "and do heartily wish 'twere not so.  Yet come, I will seek to explain it to thee the whiles I escort thee home."

Cordelia stiffened.  "Oh, nay, good father!  Thou hast no need to accompany us!"

"Yet I have," the monk said quietly, "for I wish to speak of thy kind assistance to thy father—most personally."


CHAPTER TWO

 

Rod slipped a pair of hose, folded into a flat bundle, into his saddlebag next to the package of biscuit.  He heard the door open, and looked up to see Gwen framed in the doorway with a basket on her hip.  "Hi, dear.  Wondered where you were."

"Plucking berries, ere the birds do have them all."  She came in, leaving the door open, and set the basket on the table, eyeing the saddlebags.  "Thou'rt away, then?"

Rod nodded and started folding his spare shirt.  "Tuan and Catharine have kindly appointed me emissary to the Abbot.  I should be back in three days.  Can you manage without me?"

"Oh, thou wilt never learn!"  She caught the shirt from him, shook it out, and folded it into a neat, flat bundle.  "Aye, I shall manage without thee—dost thou think me helpless by myself?"

Rod grinned.  "Never, dear.  But for all I knew, you might have had something planned for the family."

"Naught, as it doth chance."  She tucked the shirt in beside the dried meat.  "Yet an I did, is thine errand of so great an import that it could not wait?"

" 'Fraid so.  M'Lord Abbot has declared the Church of Gramarye to be separate from the Church of Rome."

Gwen froze, staring.  She swallowed, then said, "Wherefore?"

"He says a man on another world can't possibly understand our problems here, or the theological reasons for solving those problems the way we do—he's talking about the Pope, of course."

"Yet the Pope is Christ's deputy!" Gwen protested.  "He doth hold the power granted to Peter—that what he doth bind or loose shall be bound or loosed in Heaven!"

"But, says milord Abbot, Gramarye is not Earth."  Rod held up a finger.  "Therefore, the power of Peter doesn't apply here."

"Oh, he doth seize upon excuses!  Wherefore doth he truly wish to divorce us from Rome?"

"Well, he's the head of the Gramarye Church, since all our priests are members of his order."  Rod frowned.  "And I assume he felt really diminished when Father Al handed him that letter from the Pope that gave him orders—so he figures that the only way to keep his power is to separate from Rome.  After all, that makes him top spiritual banana again.  But why do you care so much, dear?"

Gwen turned away, tucking the saddlebag's flap in.

"Dear?" Rod prodded.

"It doth fill me with foreboding, my lord."  Her voice was low.  "What doth threaten the unity of the Church, doth threaten the wholeness of my family."

Rod stared, shocked.  And, now that he thought about it, hurt.  He opened his mouth to tell her that, but someone knocked at the door.

He looked up.  Perfect, right on cue!  The "someone" wore a brown robe with a little yellow screwdriver in the breast pocket, and a bowl-cut hairdo with a tonsure.

And had Rod's four junior Gallowglasses in front of him...

"Children!" Gwen exclaimed.  "What mischief hast thou wreaked now!...  Good morn, Father."

"Good morn," the priest replied.  "I would not say 'tis mischief they've been wreaking, milady—i' troth, they did seek to aid us."

"Sought to, maybe."  Rod fixed Magnus with a gimlet glare, noticing how the boy's chin squared, and how Gregory was trying to shrink into Cordelia's skirts while she glared back at Rod in defiance.  Geoffrey was fairly strutting into the room, head high and chin out—but Geoffrey would, of course.  "Obviously, they think they've done something we wouldn't allow.  Confess, children!"

"Is not that mine office?"  The priest held out a hand.  "I am Father Boquilva."

"Rod Gallowglass, and my lady, Gwendylon."  Rod stepped up to take the priest's hand, and noticed that the man hadn't stepped across the threshold.  "Be welcome in my house, Father."

The priest smiled and stepped in, looking up and all about as he recited, "Let there be peace in this house, and to all who dwell herein."

Rod noticed Gwen relax, so he smiled.  "Thanks for pulling my kids out of whatever jam they were in, Father."

" 'Kids'?  Oh, thou dost mean thy children.  Nay, they as much aided me as I them..."

"They would not have struck in their own defense had I not!" Geoffrey burst out.  "Nay, not though they carried staves and bucklers!"

Rod stared at him.  "You jumped into the middle of a grown-ups' fight?"  He pivoted to Magnus.  "Why did you let him?"

Magnus spread his hands in exasperation.  "Who could e'er stop him, Papa?"

"There's some truth in that," Rod allowed.  "Who tried to beat up on you, Father?"

Father Boquilva shrugged.  "Naught but a band of robbers who thought that men o' the cloth would be easy meat.  They did not think that we would have so little."

Gregory nodded.  "Naught but the chalice, Papa, yet those nasty bandits stole even that!"

Rod frowned at the monk.  "So they were disappointed, and they were going to take it out on you with a beating?"

Reluctantly, the priest nodded.  "Yet what are a few bruises when measured against eternity?  I doubt me not they'd have caused us pain, but little damage."

"They would not even have fought to ward off blows!" Geoffrey said.

"But that was up to them."  Rod turned to scowl at his son.  "You leave grown-ups to grown-ups."

"Even though we see good folk plundered!?"

"You might have been justified in staying in hiding and using 'magic,' " Rod admitted, "but not in jumping into the fight physically!"

Geoffrey's jaw set.

"There is just too great a danger thou wilt be hurted, my jo," Gwen told him.

"We will not be hurted!"

"That'll make a great epitaph, some day," Rod sighed, "but I'd rather not see it while I'm alive.  Let's say I'm the one who's chicken, son, and I'm scared to have you mix in a grown-ups' fight."

"Oh, Papa!"

"Silly or not, it's the rule!"  Rod took a step toward the boy, then realized his hands were hooking into claws.  He jammed them together behind his back and looked around at his brood.  "And what's the punishment for breaking that rule?"

Geoffrey glared back, but awareness of doom shadowed his face.

Behind him Magnus stirred with a sigh.  "Aye, Papa, we know.  Come, my sibs—let us to it."

Gregory turned to follow him, and so did Cordelia, but with a troubled glance backwards at Geoffrey.

Rod fixed his glare on his second son, his anger warring with admiration for the boy's courage.  Of course, he didn't let it show, and Geoffrey just stared back, his chin like a rock.

Gwen stepped up beside Rod, gazing intently at Geoffrey.  "Thou dost know thou didst break our rule, my son."

"But it would have been wrong to let them be beaten!"

"Aye, yet we would not have thee be right but wounded, or worse.  Therefore art thou not to partake of adult quarrels—and to make thee mindful of that, thou wilt do thy punishment."

Geoffrey glared at her, but why should he be able to stand against the compulsion of her gaze when his father never had?  He growled, but he turned away to follow Magnus.

As the door closed behind him, Gwen went limp.  "Praise Heaven!  I feared he might defy thee to rage!"

"Not this time, thanks to you."  Rod let himself begin to relax.  "Thanks for backing me, dear."

" 'Twas a rule we had both agreed on, my lord—and one well made, to my mind.  I come near to believing he doth think 'tis better to lose his life than a fight!"

"And better to lose either than to lose face.  Oh, yes."  Rod sighed, and turned back to the priest.

"Thou hast a worthy son," Boquilva noted.

"Yeah, we do, don't we?"  Rod grinned.  "Well, Father!  Can we offer you a glass of wine?"

 

Someone squalled behind the closed door, and the grownups paused in their chat.  Muffled by oak came the cry, "Mind thy mop handle, 'Delia!"

"Only one in a room at a time," Rod called.  "That's part of the punishment!"

There was silence behind the door, then footsteps receding and the splash of a mop in a bucket.

"I have heard of many children's punishments," the monk said, "yet this was never one."

Rod nodded.  "They can do a lot more than most folks give them credit for.  Father—but ordinarily they only have to clean their own rooms."

"We were abducted a year agone," Gwen added, "and 'twas two weeks ere we could win home.  Then did we learn what they'd done in our absence."

"By the end of the week the house shone."  Rod's smile was brittle.  "And they have to do it without using magic, too."

"Aye, there's the rub," Gwen agreed.

"Not that I really mind their defeating evil wizards, Father," Rod explained.  "It's just that I nearly had a heart attack when I found out how much danger they'd put themselves into."

Father Boquilva chuckled and regarded his wineglass.  "Well, we did surmise that they were magic-workers."  He looked up at Gwen.  "How dost thou contain them, milady?"

"I have a few spells of mine own."  Gwen dimpled prettily.  " 'Tis more a wonder that thou, and thy brothers, did survive their interference."

"Well, as to that, they may truly have aided us," the priest said.  "We would certainly have sustained a harsh beating, and we might have died had we not fought.  There was some look to these bandits that minds me they would not have been content with small cruelties—yet ere we'd have admitted such knowledge, belike we'd have been too incapacitated to defend ourselves."

Gwen shuddered.  "Beshrew me!  But it horrifies me to think that some truly enjoy slaying others!"

Rod nodded, face dark.  "But what were you doing out in the middle of that meadow anyway, Father?  Why didn't you just stay home, behind the walls of your monastery?"

"Ah."  Father Boquilva's face turned grim.  "As to that—we had come to some disagreement with our Lord Abbot."

"Disagreement?"  Gwen stared.  "Yet didst thou not swear obedience to him when thou wast ordained?"

"Aye, and sin that we could no longer give such obedience with sound consciences, we thought it best to go apart by ourselves."

"Hold it!  Whoa!"  Rod held up a flat, open hand.  "What orders could your Abbot be giving that were so bad some of his own monks couldn't obey them?"  Then he paused, remembering his new assignment and its cause.  "It wouldn't have anything to do with his wanting to declare the Church of Gramarye separate from the Church of Rome, would it?"

Father Boquilva met his eyes with a long, steady gaze.  "Thou has most excellent minstrels, to bring such news so quickly."

Rod waved the remark away.  "I have inside sources."

"Aye."  A shadow crossed Boquilva's face.  "Thou art the High Warlock, art thou not?"

Rod gave Gwen a quick glance of exasperation.  "I keep telling the kids not to brag.  But yes, Father, I am—and I spoke with His Majesty this morning, about exactly this matter."

Boquilva nodded, not taking his gaze from Rod's.  "Then events have proceeded more quickly than I had thought."

"Oh.  It was still only talk when you left?"

Boquilva nodded.  "Yet that was a over week agone—small enough time, when our Lord Abbot hath brooded six years over the matter."

"Six years?  Let's see... of course, that was when the Abbot squared off against Tuan, and only backed down because Father Al handed him a letter from the Pope telling him to do whatever Father Al said."  Rod clasped his head as a brief dizzy spell swept him.  "My lord!  Has it been that long already?"

"Nay, my lord."  Gwen covered his hand with hers.  " 'Tis simply that our children have grown so quickly."

"Thanks for the reassurance, dear."  Rod let his other hand rest on hers and looked up at Father Boquilva.  "And it still bothers the Abbot?"

Father Boquilva nodded again.  "He hath some strain of worldly vanity, I fear, and was greatly ashamed to be so set down, there before all of two armies.  Yet 'tis only these last three months that he hath begun to speak of separation."

"Rather persuasively, too, I suspect."  Rod frowned.  "I heard the man preach once.  He's almost as powerful an orator as King Tuan."

Boquilva nodded.  "Thou dost not undervalue him.  In truth, some of the reasons he doth advance do hold merit, great merit—that what authority the Pope may once have had over the Church here on this Isle of Gramarye, he hath defaulted, through having so long ignored us.  In truth, for all we heard from Rome, one might have thought that His Holiness knew not of our existence."

"Well, be fair, though—Gramarye never sent any messages to Rome, either."

"How could we?  For that is milord Abbot's next point—that the Pope is so far distant from Gramarye that he cannot possibly know what doth occur here.  Even doth he hear report, he can have no sense of the tensions of power, as milord Abbot hath.  Then beyond this, there is such a maze of matters theological, of hairsplitting over the authority of Peter and his passing on of that power—and of the rightness of the Church of Rome today—that we cannot know what it doth or doth not hold to be a sin."

"Sounds a little weak."

Father Boquilva agreed.  "It doth in truth.  For look you, milord Abbot's whole upbringing hath instilled in him the belief that the Pope is the heir of Peter, the rightful head of the Church, and that he doth hold from God Himself the power to declare what is right and wrong.  Yet an upbringing alone were not enough, there is all of milord's schooling for the priesthood, and his priestly vows themselves, to tell him to obey the Holy See."

Rod said, "But it's hard to accept religious authority greater than his own when, all his life, he has thought that if he could rise to Abbot, he'd be the supreme spiritual power in Gramarye, second only to the King."

"Aye, yet that 'second' doth gall him."

"Oh, yes!  That's what the whole fight was about six years ago—whether the King should take orders from the Abbot, or the other way around.  Yes, the thought of power must be tempting."

"Aye, and some of us were agreed that, despite what he knew to be right in his heart of hearts, milord Abbot did but devise excuses to justify a break with Rome and a regaining of his full power."

"Where I come from, we call that kind of excuse a rationalization—and once a man has found enough of them, he's capable of doing anything.  Yes, I can see why you'd be wary."

"Wary indeed—and unsure whether our vows of obedience to our Lord Abbot might not be superseded by obedience to our Holy Father the Pope.  Thus we sought to place ourselves apart from the dilemma by coming away from the Monastery of St. Vidicon and journeying here to Runnymede, to begin our own chapter house."

"Wisely done," Gwen agreed.  "Yet doth this not, in itself, violate thy vow of obedience?"

"It would, had we been commanded to stay—yet we were not."

"Of course not."  Rod smiled, amused.  "In fact, the Abbot didn't even know you were leaving, did he?"

Father Boquilva had the grace to look abashed.  "I own he did not—and nay, further, that we did not seek his permission, as any monk is obliged to by the rule of our order.  Yet we were resolved to go, whether it broke our vow to our Lord Abbot or not, for we feared greater peril of sin than that."

"Ah, then."  Gwen's eye glinted.  "Thou didst come away at night, and most quietly?"

"Like thieves."  Father Boquilva gave her a guilty glance.  "In truth, we did steal away.  Yet if I cannot feel completely right in my heart therefore, I would have felt more wrong still had I stayed."

Rod nodded.  "Wise decision, I'd say.  But isn't the Abbot apt to try to make you come back?"

"He may indeed—and 'tis therefore that we have come to Runnymede, to Their Royal Majesties' personal demesne."

"Ah."  Rod sat up straighter.  "A prudent move, Father—putting yourselves under the King's accidental protection, so to speak."

Father Boquilva replied, "I do not think milord Abbot will wish to make too great a stir so close to Their Majesties, for fear King Tuan will notice that the Order of St. Vidicon is not wholly of one mind on the issue."

Rod was still nodding.  "Yeah, it makes good sense.  The Abbot doesn't want to make that much of a fuss where the King might notice.  But it might be a little wiser, Father, to let Their Majesties know you're here; they might wish to be a little more open about their protection."

Father Boquilva shook his head.  "I had liefer not; we have too great a sense of betraying our order even now.  I do not think milord Abbot would stoop to foul means to bring us home."

"I wish I had your rosy view of human nature.  But if he does send a war party?"

"Nay," Father Boquilva protested.  "He is a good man, Lord Warlock!"

"Yes, but not a terribly strong one—and priests can be tempted, too.  So just for the sake of argument, what would you do if he sent an attack squad?"

Father Boquilva said slowly, "Why, I would heed thine advice, and appeal to the Crown for protection."

"Wise—and I hope you won't have to, Father," Rod said.

"Yet thou dost anticipate it."  The priest gave Rod a searching look.  "Wherefore dost thou so?"

Rod shrugged.  "The Abbot has just always struck me as the kind who can resist anything but temptation.  And as you say, he's found some rationalization that will let him stop resisting.  But I don't think he came up with those excuses all by himself."


CHAPTER THREE

 

The house was finally quiet, and Rod sank down in a chair by the fire with a grateful sigh.  "Well, they're wonderful, but it's always a relief when they're down for the night."  His brow clouded.

Gwen noticed.  "Aye. Thou wilt not be here to join in it tomorrow night, wilt thou?"

"No, but I should be back two nights after, with smooth roads and fair weather.  Even if the Abbot wants to take a hard line.  That should just make the conference shorter, in fact."

"Thou dost suspect meddling from our enemies tomorrow, dost thou not?"

Rod noticed how the futurians were "our enemies," now.  Nice and reassuring, that.  "Ah.  You caught me."

"Knowing thee and the contests we have waged in the past, 'twas open and clear when thou didst say the Lord Abbot had help in the devising of his excuses.  Who else wouldst thou think did aid him?"

"Well, yes, but suspecting futurian influence is becoming a reflex now.  I'm beginning to look for them everywhere.  If a sunny day turns cloudy, I see their hand in it."

"Not so bad as that.  In truth, thou dost suspect their intervention only once or twice in a year, and thou art usually in the right half the time.  Yet in this case I am minded to concur with thee."

"Oh?"  Rod looked up.  "You see the hand of the future totalitarians in this, too?"

"Aye, though I would favor those who seek to abolish government
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