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To the steel post

I slammed into head-first

when I was young enough to still go sledding 

and old enough to know better,

and to the many neurologists

I have seen since that day.
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Introduction

Once, at a science fiction convention, one of my readers explained to me that the Warlock series was really about a robot horse named Fess, and its sidekick, Rod Gallowglass.  That comment always stuck with me, because it perfectly summarized one of the elements of the series' success: for whatever reason, the fans love Fess.  Which is, of course, why I decided to give the robot horse its own book.

Why was Fess so popular?  Good question.  Perhaps it's due to Fess's extreme loyalty.  Perhaps it was Fess's Spock-like ability to remain calm and rational even during an extreme crisis... until he has a seizure and shuts down, that is.  Even that may be another factor in the character's popularity: its flaws.  Despite its superhuman robot body and lightning-fast computer brain, Fess still has a critical weakness... you know, just like the rest of us.  Fess's epilepsy makes the robot more human.

So, why epilepsy?  Well, it will probably come as no surprise to my readers that I am epileptic myself (due to the fight between myself and the steel post previously mentioned in the dedication; clearly, I lost), so I have a lot of first-hand experience with seizures.  During an epileptic seizure, a group of neurons in my brain suddenly all start firing electrical charges randomly and excessively, which among other things causes all the muscles in my body to spasm.  A doctor once described it to me as my brain "short-circuiting" (and yes, I know that's not a perfect analogy, so all you engineers and electricians can skip the angry emails).  But that got me wondering—if a seizure was essentially a biological short-circuit, could a robot with an electronic brain experience a similar mental short-circuit due to a malfunction?  From there, of course, it was just a matter of figuring out what the malfunction was, and Fess was born. 

When a grand mal seizure strikes, I black out and my body starts to convulse.  Once it's over, there's a hole in my memory, and I'm left disoriented, confused, and exhausted, my speech is slurred, and... well... for a few minutes, I'm not exactly the sharpest knife in the drawer.  In fact, I'm about as sharp as a bowling ball.  It takes a little while for my mind to get back up to speed.  Readers of the Warlock series will no doubt recognize all of these symptoms in Fess.

Fess's name actually arose from an old inside joke among my family.  My father was a professor of radio and television broadcasting, and he made frequent reference to the Federal Communications Commission, or FCC.  As a child, I tried to pronounce this acronym, and it came out as "fess."  My father found this amusing, and proceeded to refer to the FCC as "Fess" for years.  Of course, when I created the robot Fess, I had to change the FCC abbreviation to stand for "Faithful Cybernetic Companion" instead, but the joke remains.

Interestingly enough, there's a missing story from this book.  Let me explain how that happened...

Originally, The Warlock's Companion was just going to be a set of short stories about Fess's past, tied together by a bare-bones framing device of Fess telling the Gallowglass children stories.  My editor, however, felt that the novel needed a larger over-arching plot to tie it all together.  So I rewrote the novel, vastly expanding the framing story to include the Gallowglass family battling the restless spirits of a haunted castle.

Unfortunately, this addition greatly increased the word count, pushing it past the size limit for a trade paperback.  Something had to be cut, and the easiest, smoothest way to do that was to remove one of the short stories about Fess's past.  I ended up deleting one of the longer stories, the one about Rod's delusional grandfather losing his grip on reality, and how his family (and Fess) dealt with the crisis.

This proved problematic, though, since in the next book, The Warlock Insane, I was planning to have a delusional Rod get lost in his grandfather's imaginary kingdom of Granclarte.  The now-deleted story was supposed to establish that aspect of Rod's family history in advance, to keep it from popping up out of nowhere and surprising the readers.  Clearly, I couldn't cut the story completely, so instead I reduced the fifty page story down to two pages of dialogue summarizing it.  Still, it was a fun little story, and I was sorry to see it go.

But although it was gone, it was not forgotten.  Four years later, it was included in the obscure seasonal anthology The Magic of Christmas: Holiday Stories of Fantasy and Science Fiction, under the title of What Are We Going to Do With Grandfather?  (I confess to adding the snow and Christmas tree for the occasion.)  Unfortunately, the story mostly sailed under the radar of Warlock fans, and I can't blame them—it wasn't clear that the story was connected to the Warlock universe.  It didn't take place on Gramarye, Rod wasn't the main character, and Fess's computer brain was in a robotic humanoid body, not a robot horse.

A decade later, however, I included the story in a collection of my short stories, Mind Out of Time, this time under the title The Warlock's Grandfather.  Now, at least, it was obviously part of the Warlock universe.

It wasn't until 2015, however, that the story finally reached Warlock fans en masse.  My son converted the short story into an ebook, my daughter made a cover for it (featuring a picture of me, no less!), and together they released it on Amazon and other online ebook stores for 99¢, just in time for Christmas.

Well, the ensuing response took me by surprise.  Despite being only a short story, The Warlock's Grandfather sold as well as any of the other Warlock ebooks, even outselling some of them for several months in a row.  Fans had finally found it and, judging by the online reviews, seemed to enjoy it.

So when it came time to release this Warlock's Companion ebook, I had to make a choice.  Should I release the ebook as the paperback was originally published?  Or change it by restoring the missing short story?  Well, the last time I altered the text of an ebook from the paperback's original content (deleting a scene from The Warlock in Spite of Himself), I got some negative feedback from readers.  So this time I decided to let the original novel stand, but to let my readers know how and where to find the missing short story if they want to read it (hint: it's right here).

I could babble on endlessly with more behind-the-scenes stories about Fess—after all, I've been working with that character for well over forty years now—but I fear I've bored you enough.  I will leave you with one last gem, though.  A few years ago for Christmas my daughter Eleanore, a professional video editor, made me a music video about Fess, combining images of Fess from various book covers with futuristic-sounding electronic music.  If you're a fan of Fess, you'll probably enjoy it.  You can watch it online, or download it from my website.

And with that, I invite you to enjoy these stories about Fess's past—told straight from the horse's mouth.

 

— Christopher Stasheff, 2016





	





PROLOGUE

 

José frowned at the screen and typed, "RUN COPY BRAIN."  The screen went blank, then rippled into a display of cues and standard responses.  "LOAD BRAINPAN."

José squeezed his eyes shut and gave his head a shake.  Time enough to think about Marcia later.  Right now, he was on the job.  He was being paid for this, and he wouldn't get any money if he didn't do the job right.  In fact, he wouldn't have a job.  He hit the keystroke that opened the window to the production lab below and typed, "CHECK BRAINPAN."

The words "BRAINPAN LOADED" rippled across the screen.

José nodded, feeling satisfied to know that, in the sterilized white room below, a technician had clamped a stainless steel basketball into the padded hemisphere that would hold it while the program was copied into it.  The sphere held a brand-new robot brain, a giant crystal, a three-dimensional lattice that could hold a pattern of electrical charges forever, but was so far just a carefully-grown rock.  The technician had connected the leads from José's computer to the brain's read-only memory bank.  It was ready to receive its basic operating system.

The cue and response disappeared from the screen, leaving the next one in line: SPECIFY ROUTE.

José typed in, "A = B =..."

"Equals."  Those two little parallel lines made something twist inside him.  He was stunned by the intensity of his own reaction, by how much the idea of equality, to which he had always been dedicated, could bother him, and all because Marcia had started in on him again this morning, started in on him about whether or not the two of them were really equal in their relationship, as they were supposed to be.  And, of course, once she had started, she wouldn't let go.

It had all begun when he had announced, "Breakfast is ready," as she came out of the shower.

Marcia paused in the hallway, holding the towel tight around her, and gave him her haughtiest look.  "I can punch the right code into the autochef as well as you can, José."

José looked up in surprise.  "Of course you can.  I just thought it would be nice to—"

"To make me feel as though I'm not doing my job?  Women don't have to be the cooks any more, you know."

"Of course I know!  You're not my servant."

"But men aren't servants either, right?" Marcia said, with sarcasm.

José frowned.  "Hey.  Nobody's supposed to be anybody's servant, right?"

"Don't be ridiculous!" she snapped.  "If the men don't do it, who will?"

"We'll each do it for ourselves.  Right?"

"Not right at all."  She retorted.  "How could it be?"

"Because if we each cook our own food, no one's serving anybody."

"Oh, so the high-and-mighty man can't stoop to doing the servile jobs?"

José was puzzled.  "Does that mean I can't make breakfast for you now and then?"

Marcia reddened, snapped, "Don't be an ass!" and whirled away into the bedroom.

With a feeling of dread, José glanced at the calendar.  "Beware the Ides," indeed...

He sighed and took a bite of toast.  Somehow, it didn't taste very good.

He had just finished watching the quick-scan of the news on the screen, and was pulling up the stories he wanted in detail, when Marcia came storming out of the bedroom, immaculately clad and coifed, calling, "The Declaration of Independence says we're supposed to be equal, right?"

José spun to face her, totally taken aback.  "What...  How..."

"The Declaration!  And we can't really be equal as long as we're dependent on each other.  To be really equal, you have to be totally in-dependent.  That's what the Declaration is all about!"

José paled.  "You don't really mean that!"

"Of course I do!  You can let me make my own breakfast!"  She bit into an English muffin and made a face.  "Besides, it's cold."

"All right, so I shouldn't have punched the autochef for you!"  José stamped over to the counter, jaw set, rolled up her breakfast and turned to stuff it into the disposal.

"Hey!" Marcia squawked.  "Now what am I supposed to eat?"

José looked up in surprise.  "Punch up a new one, of course!  So it'll at least be hot."

"I don't have time for that now!  All because your silly masculine ego was wounded!"

"My silly masculine ego didn't have a damn thing to do with your not liking cold muffins!"

"Did I say I didn't like it?"

"You said it was cold..."

"But I was eating it!  The least you could do would be to make me a new one!"

"I don't know where I'll find the energy."  José turned to punch buttons on the autochef.

"Oh, so now it's sarcasm, is it?"  Marcia was standing straight, chin lifted, eyes sparkling.  "Well, tell me, Mister Big Egalitarian, how you're going to be sarcastic about your sacred Declaration!"

José whirled, staring.  "I wouldn't dream of it!"

"But you'll break every principle in it, won't you?"

"I'm not breaking a single phrase!"

"Oh, yeah?  Well, how about where it says that 'the Creator has endowed all people with certain unalienable rights'?"

"I never..."

She overrode him.  "And Jefferson shows how that means that 'these persons ought to be free and independent entities'!"

José frowned.  "I don't think that's quite..."

"Oh, sure, nitpick about words!  But let me tell you, Mister Know-It-All—if 'these persons ought to be free and independent entities,' then wives ought to be free and independent of their husbands!"

"But he was talking about states!" José wailed.

"He was talking about principles!"  Marcia whirled away to the door.  "Come on, we'll be late for work!"

She settled into one corner of their aircar's wraparound sofa and told the computer, "Eight-Mile and Adams."  She told José, "Close the door."

José frowned at her as the door closed behind him, but he schooled himself to patience.

But not today.  She was already saying, "If the principle applies to states, it applies to people.  If New Jersey was supposed to be independent of England, a wife should be independent of her husband!"

"But you are!"  The aircar moved, and José lurched into a seat.

"Then why do you still expect me to make breakfast?"

"Breakfast!"  José hit his forehead with the heel of his hand.  "Your muffins are sitting in the autochef!"

"Oh, don't worry, I won't starve!"  She certainly didn't look as though she would; her whole form seemed almost radiant.  "After all, I can stop and pick up a munch at the Bite-tique.  And all because you had to start this silly argument!"

José bit back the retort about who had started what and took a deep breath.  Breakfast?  What did she want breakfast for?  She thrived on arguments!

"Oh, that's right, do the martyred patience act!" Marcia snapped.  "Can't you stand up for yourself at all?"

"The question is, should I?" José said carefully.  "After all, if the Declaration really does say—"

"Oh, leave the Declaration out of this!  Can't you think for yourself?"

José looked up, hurt.

"And now it's the wounded puppy," Marcia said contemptuously.  "Honestly, José, sometimes you cling to me so much that it's smothering!  I mean, if your precious Declaration says to be a free and independent entity, you can at least let me be one, can't you?"

José's face crumpled.  "All right!  If that's what you want, you can have it!  I'll give you a divorce!"

"Divorce?" Marcia bleated, horrified.  "José!  How could you even think of such a thing?"

José just stared at her.

"Just because I'm a little snappish...  José!  You don't mean it!"

"But... but I thought...  You said you wanted to be..."

"Don't you dare!"

"A free and independent entity!" José bawled.

"That's the Declaration, not me!  How could you possibly think I would want a divorce?"

"But that's what it means, to be independent..."

"Oh, that's just a word!"  Marcia leaned forward to squeeze his hand.  "I mean, can't I even have a little light conversation with you in the mornings?"

The aircar grounded, and its grille announced, "Eight-Mile and Adams."

"Don't you even think about a divorce!" Marcia commanded, darting a quick kiss at him.  "Have a good day, darling."

 

Well, that was something of a tall order.  How could José "have a good day" when it had started with such turmoil?  He sighed philosophically, then sighed again to try to get his emotions under control, and wondered whether he'd ever be able to tell when Marcia was serious, and when she was just talking.

But he couldn't help thinking about it.  Every time he tried to do something else, the argument came back to him.  He heaved a sigh and took his hands off the keyboard, closing his eyes and leaning back in his chair, trying to think the experience through so he could put it to rest.

The Declaration.  That was it.  That had been the keystone of Marcia's argument, the phrases "that all people are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights" and "these colonies ought to be free and independent states."  He knew she'd been misquoting, twisting Jefferson's words to suit her argument.  Not that it mattered; when she was in one of those moods, she'd use any ammunition that was handy.  Still, it might help him to get the argument out of his mind if he could see the phrases the way Jefferson had written them, and reassure himself that he wasn't really violating the Declaration's principles by the way he was living.

So he cleared his screen and typed in the address for the central library's database, feeling like an idiot—he knew very well that he was living according to his own ideals, and knew he was letting his weakness show by having to prove it to himself.

The screen lit up with the library's logo and a request for a search term.  José punched in "Declaration of Independence" with a feeling of relief; at least something was being reasonable.

The political entity that the Declaration had founded still existed, though it had become so completely involved in the complex of nations that it was one part of a united Gestalt, as were all the other nations of Terra.  But the words that had begun that union still rang down the corridors of human history, firing youthful minds with zeal and exalting older spirits—and, through them, had in turn become the basis of the Terran Union.

José downloaded a copy of the Declaration, saved the file to his workstation, and opened it.  The Declaration jumped at him from the screen, a full facsimile of the original document itself, but he knew that each letter was also in binary.  Not that he would dream of moving sentences around in it.

But he could scroll through it, of course, and he did.  He read it word by word, feeling a measure of calmness returning to him as the clarion phrases rang out through his mind.

There they were, right at the beginning, the truths Jefferson had held to be self-evident—that all men were created equal, that they were endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights...

His mind came to a screeching halt.  "All men are created equal?"  Yes, Marcia had been misquoting.  Only one word changed, though—right?

He dismissed the notion as unworthy.  The distinction wasn't significant; Jefferson had probably had all people in mind, men and women; and if he hadn't in 1776, he surely would have today.

But it did rather undercut Marcia's argument, didn't it?  And since all she was using it for was argument...

Sexist document.  He could almost hear her voice dismissing it angrily.  And she might have a point there—but then, she shouldn't have cited the Declaration.

That wasn't germane, either, though.  What mattered was knowing that he, José, hadn't tried to treat her as inferior—and he knew damned well that he hadn't.  He'd been showing her a bit of consideration, not being condescending.

He scrolled on through the document, feeling a little better, reading as he went, until he came to the phrase, "These United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be, FREE AND INDEPENDENT STATES."  He held the phrase centered on the screen, nodding with satisfaction—he'd remembered the quotation almost accurately.  And Marcia had been wrong as well as right—there was a difference between a colony's having a right to govern itself, and a woman's right to not have to take orders any more than a man did.

Of course, everybody had to take orders, unless they were royalty—and these days, even the kings and queens had to obey the law.  But a woman shouldn't have to take orders from her husband any more than he should have to take orders from her...

For a moment, José's head whirled, and he found himself wondering what he was doing in that marriage.  Or was it really a marriage?

Heresy.  He brought his attention back firmly to the issue at hand.  He was living in accord with the Declaration's principles; he didn't have anything to feel badly about.

Unless, said a niggling doubt in the back of his mind—unless Jefferson's principle of independence really meant that no one should ever become so fully dependent on another person that you could really say they were married.  But José was sure Jefferson hadn't meant that.

But the principle itself...?

The principle could wait.  José pulled himself together firmly.  He could work out that principle now and again, for the rest of his life; it was only one more problem to solve, the problem of being independent but married, and he was sure he could figure it out in time.  Meanwhile, there was an important issue of a robot brain that needed to be programmed, and had been waiting far longer than it should have.

But he was almost at the end of the document.  He scrolled down and read the rest of the Declaration, letting it fill him with pride in being human, in being...

"Hey, José!"

José frowned, turning to the programmer next to him.  "Yeah, Bob?"

"It won't access the original."  Bob sat back, waving at his screen.  "What am I doing wrong?"

José suppressed a smile.  Bob was very young, and very new to the job.  He knew computers better than José did, but he hadn't learned much about the asininities of bureaucracy yet, or the arbitrary nature of its decisions.  "Here, let me see."  He shoved his chair over to Bob's workstation and frowned at the screen, pursing his lips.  "What access code were you using?"

"RB-34h-Z."  Bob shoved the manual over and pointed to the entry.

José let the smile show.  "We quit making that model five years ago, Bob.  The RB-34h-Z series is a mile long now."

Bob frowned.  "Then how am I supposed to know which one to call up?"

"The catalogue is supposed to appear on your screen automatically when you enter the code."

"Then how come it didn't?"

"Because you're supposed to enter that code before you initiate the copying procedure."  José aborted the copy program, clearing the screen, then punched in "RB-34h-Z."  The screen lit up with a scrolling display on the left, while a note on the right informed them that those models marked with an asterisk were still in production.

Bob frowned.  "Why didn't the manual tell me about this?"

"Because the guy who wrote it is a cretin."

Bob just stared for a second, then smiled.  "Well, not much I can say to that, is there?"

"Other than asking why he keeps his job, no."  José smiled.  "Fact is, he was fired last year, but they figure everybody who works here knows the routine, so they haven't bothered to update the manual."

Bob sighed.  "Makes it tough on a beginner, doesn't it?"

"That's why they mix you in with us old fogies."  José was thirty-two.  "Now—you get to guess which model you're supposed to load."

Bob's head came up; he stared, taken aback.  "What...?  How the hell can I...?"

"It's right here."  José pointed to the fine print in the lower right-hand corner of Bob's duty sheet.

Bob frowned.  "I thought that was supposed to be the final code in the routine."

"Looks that way, doesn't it?  But it's really the suffix you're supposed to enter after RB-34h-Z."

"Then why don't they...  No.  Cancel that."  Bob sighed.  "They assume every programmer who works here knows that, don't they?"

José nodded.  "The duty sheets are boilerplate.  They just add the suffix and route it to you."

Bob spread his hands and shook his head.  "Well, now I know.  Thanks, José."

"Anytime."  José suppressed a smile again.  "Call me the next time they foul you up."

Bob's grin followed José back to his own station.  He smiled at the blank screen—nothing to clear your own funk, like helping somebody else.  He gave a contented sigh and typed in "RUN COPY BRAIN."

The screen responded, "LOAD BRAINPAN," and José was off again.  Now he zipped through the program and had it all set up in ten minutes.  He pressed "execute" and sat back to smile and monitor the copying, making sure nothing went wrong.

Nothing did.  It ran without a flaw.  An hour later, the screen lit up the "END COPY" light, then the query "ENGRAVE?"  José nodded with satisfaction.  The program had run flawlessly; he entered "YES" and the computer cued the final changes in electrical charges in the huge crystal below him, making the electronic matrix it had just copied a permanent characteristic of the brain.  The program was now impervious to flood, fire, earthquake—and electromagnetic fields of all sizes and strengths.  The only thing that could erase that program now would be an electrical charge so strong that it would fuse the whole brain into a lump of slag.  The screen lit up with "ENGRAVING COMPLETE," and José smiled and typed in "REMOVE BRAIN," cuing the production lab below to take the sphere out of its clamps.

Then he remembered the Declaration.

Where had he saved the file when he downloaded it?  He hadn't been paying attention at the time...

Just to be sure, he checked his personal directory, expecting to find it there—but it wasn't.  With a sinking feeling, he ran a search on his workstation for the document... and found it exactly where he was hoping he wouldn't.

In the brainpan directory.  He'd been working in there at the time.  And he'd saved the Declaration to it—right along with all the other system files.  And it had been there when he started the copying procedure.

It was now a permanent part of the robot's basic operating program.

José stared at the screen as the bottom dropped out of his stomach.  He had already routed the end-of-program through to Production; the program was indelibly encoded into the brain.  He couldn't remove the Declaration.

The new brain was wasted.

So, José thought, was his job.  He stared at the screen, feeling numb.


CHAPTER ONE

 

"All right, I'll bite—why do we have to take six packs?  We could just leave the clothes in the drawers and teleport clean outfits to us every morning."

" 'Tis not right to misuse our powers thus," Gwen said primly.  " 'Twould be wrong of us to set so poor an example for the children—and 'twould make us, too, slothful."

"And, Papa," said Magnus, "it doth take some effort.  Wouldst thou wish to labor so, when thou art but newly waked, every morn?"

"Frankly, I was planning to," Rod said, "and I'd rather do that than carry a pack twenty miles.  Still, your mother is right—we should save magic for the things we can't do by ordinary means.  Oh, I can see making the pots vibrate at a supersonic frequency to shake off the dirt, because we didn't want to wash them."  He swung about to glare at Geoffrey.  "Get that gleam out of your eye!  It's bad enough watching you clear the table by telekinesis!"

Geoffrey tried to glower, but he was feeling too ebullient, and had to make do with a mischievous grin.  " 'Tis far more fun, Papa, and faster too, though 'tis as much work.  Where is the harm in it?"

"It's like bragging," Rod explained.  "You're showing off—and if a non-esper was around to see it, it would make him furiously jealous.  Of such things are witch-hunts born."

"Then wherefore dost thou allow it, Papa?" Geoffrey asked.

"Because the non-espers aren't around, and it's good practice for you—you're each increasing the number of things you can lift at one time, every day."

"Let us hear some words of sympathy for the poor woman who must needs watch thee, and catch the one-too-many thou dost ever let slip," Gwen reminded.

Cordelia flung her arms around her mother.  "Ah, poor dame, who must ever ward us from our own foolishness!  Yet 'tis good of thee, Mama, to aid us in our play!"

"Aptly said."  Gwen smiled, amused.  "I thank thee, daughter."  She looked up at Rod.  "Yet they have each proved their ability to whisk things to themselves by thought."

"I suppose they have," Rod sighed, "so there's no point in not packing the clothes.  But it always makes such turmoil at the last minute."

" 'Always'?"  Magnus grinned wickedly.  "When have we e're gone on holiday aforetime, Papa?"

"Well, there was the trip up into Romanov..."

"To spy out an evil sorcerer, as it eventuated," Gwen reminded him.

"And there was that ocean cruise, where we were teaching you kids how to make a ship sail..."

"...and a storm came up, and blew us to that isle where the wicked magician did seek to brew magics that would enslave the beastmen," Gregory reminded him.

"Well, then, there was that little educational trip south, to check on the source of those funny stones you kids had found..."

"Which ended in the discovery of evil magic worked unwittingly," Cordelia reminded him.

"It was only the peasant who was unwitting of it, dear, not the futurians behind him."

"Yet 'twas scarcely restful," Geoffrey pointed out.  Then he grinned.  "Though we did take some pleasure in it."

Cordelia's eyes lighted, and she began to dance, remembering.

"Enough," Rod commanded.  "I'll never trust music again."

"In that case," Fess's voice murmured in his ear, "you should be all the more willing to take your clothes in packs."

Rod frowned.  "Any particular reason for eavesdropping?  You're supposed to be chomping your oats in the stable, like a good horse!  Or a real one, at least."

"No non-espers are watching inside the stable, Rod—though I am tempted to think you are being rather mulish when it comes to bearing your pack."

Rod winced.  "All right for you, steel steed—just for that, you get to carry them when we get tired!"

"Then 'tis agreed we are to bear packs?" Cordelia asked.

Rod stilled, his mouth open.

"Well, 'tis done."  Gwen buckled the last strap, hefted the pack, and tossed it to him.  "Let us away, husband."

 

Rod reined in just before they went into the trees and turned to look back at their house.  It had been a cottage once, but you couldn't call it that any more—they'd added on too many rooms.  Or the elves had, for them.

" 'Tis secure, husband," Gwen said softly.

"Come, Papa!  Away!"  Cordelia tugged at his arm.

"You need not worry about a national emergency occurring in your absence, Rod," Fess's voice murmured inside his ear.  "The Royal Coven will find you in seconds, if anything is amiss."

"I know, I know.  But I didn't check to make sure the fire was out..."

"I did, Papa," Magnus said quickly.

"...and the doors were locked..."

Cordelia closed her eyes for a moment, then looked up and smiled.  "They are, Papa."

"...and the cupboards were closed..."

Gregory gazed off into space, then said, "One was open, Papa.  It is closed now."

"And if there is aught else amiss, the elves will set it to rights," Gwen said firmly, taking him by the arm.

"None will seek to enter, sin the whole countryside do know a legion of elves doth keep watch o'er it," Gregory assured him.

Gwen nodded and said softly, "Come away, husband.  Our home will be safe the whiles we are gone."

"I know, I know.  I'm just a worrywart."  But Rod gazed at the little house a moment longer, smiling ever so slightly.  Gwen looked up at his face, then turned to gaze at the cottage with him, letting her head rest against his shoulder.

Finally, Rod turned to smile down at her.  "We haven't done badly, have we?"

Her eyes glowed up at him, and she nodded.  "Yet 'twill bide, and await our return.  Come away, husband, and let the poor house rest."

 

"Thou art silent, my lord," Gwen noted.

"Is it all that unusual?"  Rod looked up in surprise.

"Well, nay," Gwen said carefully, "yet it doth usually betoken..."

"You mean the only time I shut up is when I'm surly."

"Nay, I had not said..."

"Actually, I thought I was a pretty good listener."

"Oh, thou art, thou ever art!"  Gwen clasped his hand, where it held the reins in front of her.  "When I have need, thou art ever ready to hearken!  Yet I do feel lorn, when thou dost lose thyself in thoughts I ken not."

"Silly goose!  Come, share my silence awhile!"  And his arms tightened around her.

So she was quiet, leaning back against him, watching the children as they swooped and soared over the fields along the roadside; their laughter came to her like the chiming of wind-bells on the breeze.  Then she looked up at the forest looming before them and said, "I do, my lord—yet I know thy thoughts are not of me."

It took a second before she heard his gentle laugh.  "Are you so selfish, then, that you can never spare my mind for other matters?"

She heard the humor, and relaxed a bit.  "Ever, though I do rejoice to hear them—yet there's thought, and there's brooding.  Where do thy dark thoughts stray, my lord?"

Rod sighed.  "To the past, my dear.  Just trying to reckon how long it's been since I had a real, genuine vacation.  Of course, while I was a bachelor, I wound up with a lot of free time between jobs—but those weren't vacations, they were bouts of periodic unemployment.  Does our honeymoon count?"

Gwen smiled, and nestled back against him more snugly.  "Mayhap, though we had great tasks indeed before us that fortnight, coming to know one another in a new and wondrous way.  Yet there was the half-dozen months thereafter, when thou wert estranged from the King and Queen, whiles I did carry Magnus and thou didst build our cottage..."

"Yeah, and the elves showed me how.  I still think they did more of the building..."

Gwen hurried past that part; no point in telling him what had really held the stones up while the elves finished setting them.  "...and that first year of his infant life, 'til Their Majesties had need of thee again, and sought to heal the breach."

"I'm the one who did the healing, as I remember it; they just found a job for me.  And it seems as though they've kept it up; even when the big fights are over, they find these little informational trips for me to make, or need my advice about so-and-so's new idea..."

"Mayhap a part of it is that we do abide close by them."

Rod sighed.  "Yeah, maybe we do need a change of scenery to really relax."  He looked up about himself, somewhat surprised.  "And it looks as though we've had one.  When did we come into the forest?"

Broad branches spread a canopy above them, stemming from tall old trees, foot-thick and rough-barked, with here and there a yard-wide veteran soaring up into the dim, dark greenery above—a murmuring roof, lanced by shafts of light so pale as to be almost silver.  They gazed up, exalted, feeling their souls expand in the openness...

Until a four-foot body shot through a beam, laughing in delight while a half-grown juggernaut speared after him on a broomstick, shouting happy predictions of dire doom.

"Children!" Gwen cried, and Geoffrey jerked to a halt in midair, then swerved over to the nearest tree.  Cordelia dropped to the ground, trying to hide her broomstick behind her back, while the elm next to her brother seemed to waver, then solidified again, a bit wider than it had been—and Geoffrey was nowhere to be seen.

"Nay, then, I ken thy presence," Gwen said in tones that evoked dread, "and thou knowest thou hast gone against the rule.  Come out from that elm where thou dost hide."

"He could not help it, Mama!" Cordelia cried.  "I did spring upon him and..."  She hushed and bit her lip at a glare from Gwen.

"Thy sister's intercession will not save thee," Gwen informed the elm, "for thou hadst no need to fly an thou didst wish to flee.  Come out!"

The silence stretched to the point of snapping, and Rod was just opening his mouth to point out that, after all, nobody had been hurt, and it wasn't really all that great an infraction (though he knew he shouldn't), when Geoffrey saved him by stepping out from the tree.  His head was down and his shoulders hunched, but he was there, and the tree was slender again.  Rod swung down from Fess's back, bracing himself for a shouting match—then decided to let Gwen start it.  He was tired.

Gwen sat on her high horse, glaring down.

Geoffrey glowered back up at her.

Gwen's face was stone.

Geoffrey held his glare, but began to fidget.

Gwen waited.

"Well, then, I did wrongly!" Geoffrey burst out.  "Thou hast told us time and again not to fly in a forest, and I disobeyed!"

"A good beginning," Gwen said, with an air of finality.

Geoffrey glowered up again, slowly wilting.  Finally, he dropped his gaze and muttered, "I am sorry, Mama."

"Better," Gwen pronounced.  "And wilt thou do it again?"

"Nay, Mama."

"Wherefore?"

"For that thou hast said so."

"Nay!  Though 'twould be good, 'tis not enough!  Wherefore have I forbade thee to fly in a wood?"

"For that I might dash out my brains 'gainst a tree trunk," Geoffrey muttered.  Then he glared up at her again.  "Yet I never have!"

Gwen only stared.

"Oh, aye, there was that time two years agone, when I did knock myself senseless."  Geoffrey dropped his eyes again.  "And three years agone, when I came home quite dazed—yet I was little then!"

"And hast better aim now, surely.  Nay, now thou'lt strike squarely on the center of thy crown."

"I'll not strike at all!"  Geoffrey's jaw jutted.  "I am more practiced now, Mama!"

"Yes," Rod agreed, "he's gotten so good at it that now he can flatten his head completely."

"I shall not!  I shall slip 'twixt the trees like a sky-borne eel!"

"Quite a vision, that."  Rod imagined a flock of flying eels, wriggling their way across the heavens.  "But with all those eels, wouldn't it be a little dangerous for you?"

Geoffrey rolled his eyes in exasperation.  "Canst thou never be serious, Papa?"

"Thou wouldst not wish him to be," Gwen assured the boy.

But Rod shrugged.  "I'm willing."  He pointed a finger at Geoffrey.  "Just for that, you can walk all the way to the castle."

Geoffrey glared at him, and Rod felt a surge upward.  In the split second before it could happen, though, he thought downward.  Geoffrey frowned as though something were wrong; his face tightened with effort.  Rod felt the boy's power of levitation pushing against his own telekinetic force, and pressed harder.  Then Gwen dismounted, and he felt her effort join his.  He eased up.

But Geoffrey didn't.  His face reddened; his shoulders hunched with the effort.

Gwen leaned back against Rod, showing not the slightest sign of strain.

Geoffrey abandoned the effort, foreboding shadowing his gaze.  "Thou dost conspire against me!"

"No, we just agree on the rules and the punishments."

" 'Tis even as I've said."  Geoffrey gave them his best glower, or tried to.  He couldn't simply capitulate, of course.  Rod understood that, and allowed him his face-saver.

"It is indeed—but it does let you know what happens if you disobey."

"Didst thou never disobey when thou wast small?" Geoffrey squalled.

Rod reddened.  "That's beside the point—and that's enough nattering about it, too.  Come on, let's go."

He turned away, shouldering through the brush.  Gwen watched him go in mild surprise, then turned back to her children with a slight smile and a nod of the head.  "Come, then.  Thou hast heard."

They followed her away through the trees, Cordelia and Gregory now perched on Fess's back.

"There could have been worse punishments," Cordelia ventured.

"Oh, be still!" Geoffrey snapped.  " 'Tis not the effort doth chafe me."

"Nay, 'tis the shame," Magnus agreed.  "Yet there's naught to rue in giving respect to thine elders."

"Including thee, belike?" Geoffrey said, with scorn.  "Nay, I wager that Papa was mindful of enduring just such shame as this!  Didst thou not see him redden when I did ask?"

"I did," said Magnus, with a wicked grin.  "Nay, I do wonder what naughtiness he did recollect?"

They were all silent for a minute, imagining calamities.

"Fess would know," Gregory said suddenly.

"Aye, thou wouldst!"  Geoffrey turned to Fess with a glint in his eye.  "Nay, tell!  What did chance when Papa did disobey Grandpapa?"

"That is his tale to tell, not mine," the robot said slowly.

"Oh, come, Fess!" Cordelia pleaded prettily.  "Canst thou not give but a hint?"

"Your father's personal matters are confidential, children."  Robots are immune to charm.

"But a clue," Magnus said, "is not telling."

"My programming does not allow disclosure of classified materials," Fess said sternly.

They were silent again, brains whirling in an attempt to bypass the program.

"Yet thou art free to tell us aught of thine own past," Gregory said.

Fess was silent a moment, then said, "I am, and will speak to you gladly of the history of your House and of your ancestors..."

"Only of our father," Gregory said quickly.  He'd heard Fess's lectures before.  "Canst thou not tell what thou didst when he did disobey?"

"Certainly not!  At any point at which my own actions became involved in your father's personal matters, even my own memories become confidential!"

"I must learn Cobol," Gregory sighed.

"Wherefore wouldst thou wish to make their acquaintance?"  Geoffrey frowned up at him.  "Kobolds are vile creatures!"

"He speaks of the speech, not the speaker," Fess explained.

Geoffrey stared.  "How...?"

" 'Tis wizards' talk," Magnus said airily.  "Of greater moment is thy past, Fess."

"You will not desist, will you?"  Fess sighed.  "Forebear the attempt, children—I shall not disclose your father's secrets, either accidentally or deliberately."

"Yet thou hast said thou wilt tell us of thy deeds," Magnus reminded.  "Hast thou never disobeyed, Fess?"

Geoffrey glared at him in exasperation, but Gregory waved him back, eyes on Magnus.  Geoffrey frowned up at him, but his frown turned to a stare as understanding dawned.  He began to grin.

"Your question may be interpreted as referring to an action counter to my programming," the robot said slowly, "and in those terms, I must answer, 'No, I have never acted in violation of my program.' "

Geoffrey slapped his thigh in exasperation, but Gregory asked, "Yet what of the words of thy master?  Didst thou never work counter to his commands?"

Fess was quiet long enough for Geoffrey to perk up again.  Finally, the robot admitted, "There have been a few instances in which my owner's orders contradicted my program, yes."

"Then thou didst disobey!" Geoffrey crowed.

"Only to obey a higher authority," Fess said quickly.  "Disobedience is not to be done at one's own whim, children."

"At whose whim is it, then?" Cordelia asked.

Fess emitted a burst of static, his equivalent of a sigh.  "My basic program was designed by Peter Petrok, children, but it was tested, revised, retested, and finally approved by his section chief, then by the Vice President for Programming, by the President of Coherent Imperatives, Limited, and finally approved by a unanimous vote of the Board of Directors."

Geoffrey stared, somewhat stunned.

"Thus, in answer to your question," the robot went on, "disobedience is not done at anyone's whim, but at the considered, carefully weighed opinions of a group of responsible individuals, acting upon thorough evidence and elaborate validation, in accordance with well-established principles."

The children were silent, overawed.

Then Magnus ventured, "Wherefore was such a gamut needful?"

"Because a robot could do a great deal of damage, if adequate safeguards were not built into its programming," Fess answered.  "You have seen the occasional, restrained attacks I have made in defense of your father, your mother, and yourselves, children.  Imagine what I could do if I had no inhibitions at all."

"Thou wouldst be havoc infernal," Geoffrey said instantly, eyes wide.  "Sweet Heaven, Fess!  Thou couldst lay waste all of Gramarye!"

"That is a warranted conclusion," Fess agreed, "and I am only a general purpose robot, children, not specialized for warfare."

Gregory shuddered, and Geoffrey said, "That thou art restrained, praise the saints!"

"Or, at least, the originators of the study of robotics.  The thought has crossed my mind occasionally, yes."

"Then how canst thou ever be permitted to disobey?" Cordelia said, frowning.

"When obedience would require me to wreak the devastation Geoffrey noted," Fess explained, "or even the injury of a living being, beyond what would be absolutely necessary to preserve my owner's safety."

Gregory frowned.  "Dost thou say thou must needs guard other folk from thine owner?"

"That is perhaps an overstatement," Fess said slowly, "though I can think of circumstances in which it might apply."

"Yet it never hath, for thee," Cordelia inferred.  "Who hast thou had need to guard from thy master?"

"Himself," Fess answered.

"What?"

"How can that be?"

"Wherefore would he..."

"Children, chil-dren," Fess admonished.

They quieted.

Fess sighed, "I see I must tell you how it happened, chronologically, or you will never understand the principle."

"Aye, do!"  Cordelia crooked a knee around the saddlehorn, patted her skirt into place around it, and settled down to listen.  "We attend
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