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The Blossom is dedicated to Angel for
inspiration and because she had never met a writer before me and so
I had to complete the story so she would believe me. She’ll be
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Chapter One

 


 


Dram Mercy blinked his eyes into the black
night, wrapped his arms around his legs and pulled them closer for
warmth. Wedged inside a shallow, vertical fissure in the side of
Mount Kreason -- not the Mount Kreason proper, but one of the
surrounding foothills -- Dram was in the midst of a test. If
successful, he would return to the monastery with newfound status,
a place at the priests’ table, and more responsibility. Only first,
he had to prove his mettle by surviving the wilderness, even
killing, if that’s where things led.

At his feet was an armful of twigs and leaves
with which he planned to build a fire, but he was bone-weary from
the long hike. He pulled down the hood of his cloak as he rested
his head on his arms and closed his eyes for just a moment…

The boy awoke with a start. All was still and
quiet. The temperature had grown cold and his breath showed in
billowy clouds beneath a silvery moon. He wanted to build his
little fire and get warm, maybe collect some leaves and moss for
his bed, yet something had awakened him. He scanned the area
without moving his head. Before him lay brush and wide gray swaths
of open rock amid scattered clumin trees. Clumin were evergreens
and smelled nice. Dram marveled at how they grew directly out of
the rock.

Something was in the tree directly in front.
A big, dark glob sat on a lower branch, motionless. It was little
more than a shadow at least the same size as Dram. Dram strained to
make out details while watching for motion. If it flies from its
branch and attacks, thought Dram, I will use my staff to pummel
the creature. He gripped the wooden shaft with both hands and
prayed the devil would go away and leave him alone.

“Shoo,” Dram said to the shadow. He waved his
hand and repeated himself. The shadow remained stock-still. Dram
frowned and got to his feet. Nothing happened and Dram made jabbing
motions toward the shadow as he shouted warnings and showed his
violent face. Still, the shadow played the statue.

Dram took a step closer that put him outside
the naturally protective fissure in the side of the mountain. He
stared at the dark spot and suddenly thrust his spear into it,
discovering it was, indeed, simply a shadow. Dram shook his head
and smiled at his fear before turning back to his niche.

A scraping noise came from above as if
something were sliding down the rock face. In alarm, Dram looked up
in time to avoid a falling shape. The dark mass hit the ground with
a thud precisely where Dram had stood a moment before. It raised
its large avian head and peered at Dram.

The creature was a wild stygil, a
contradiction in terms, an oxymoron in that the stygil was
practically the symbol for animal ferocity in that part of the
galaxy. It hissed and raised a clawed foot to rake Dram’s chest,
but Dram ducked under the attack and the stygil began to beat its
wings. At first, Dram thought the thing was trying to take flight,
but a moment later he discerned the stygil was attempting to beat
him to death. The wings flapped in unison and Dram stood in the
middle taking blows from both sides at the same time like a cartoon
character in a kid’s video. He would have fallen to the ground but
the blows came so rapidly, they held him up.

He had but moments to do something before the
blows knocked him senseless. Reaching for the small, fixed-blade
knife in his sash, Dram drew it out and barely had time to sweep up
against the downy-soft feathers of the stygil before the bird
succeeded in batting him to the ground where it could gut him with
its three-inch long talons. When Dram hit the rocks, however, the
animal ceased its attack. Dram lay on the ground between the
creature’s legs as blood flowed from the stygil’s wound.

The bird made a pitiful squawk and keeled
over; its last breath spent on a spasm.

*

By the time Dram came over the last rise and
spied out the walls of the priory, it was after noon and he had
walked all the way from Mount Kreason, around the Stamrich Marsh,
and along the overflowing Cansas River. With the stygil’s feathers
and folded wings inside a tote sack, he passed over the drawbridge
and through the open gate. The guard, another apprentice priest,
waved and asked if Dram had accomplished his task. When Dram
indicated he had, the guard grinned and offered a thumbs up.

The other boys greeted him in a group outside
the doors to the elder priests’ section of the monastery. They
wanted to see the wings and feel the feathers. Dram paused and
rested his load on the tiled floor. The boys gathered around and
Dram pulled open the tote bag to reveal the tip of a wing. The
feathers changed colors and were soft and supple. The boys
congratulated Dram and wanted to know the details of the hunt and
all about the resulting struggle.

Dram wanted to tell them. He wanted to bask
in his newfound celebrity. He had accomplished his task and the
rite of passage for an apprentice priest. Admittedly, it had been a
difficult for Dram. At best, he was mediocre at his bookwork and
he’d never won the weekly piety quiz held every Friday afternoon at
the end of the school day. Winners went to the head of the dinner
line for a week and got to wear a gold star on their tunic. Samfrid
of York had eleven such gold stars. Harold had twenty-one, if you
can believe it. Dram had three, counting the one he was yet to
receive.

He told them how he’d set up camp and waited
for the beast.

“How’d you know it was a stygil?”

Dram took on a quizzed expression. “I don’t
know exactly how I knew. I think it’s entirely possible the
knowledge sort of just spontaneously popped out of the continuum
into my brainpan. It was a nexus of proper action.”

“I don’t think the continuum works that way.
You don’t get a nexus of proper action through spontaneous thought.
Come on, you know that.”

“Well then, how did I manage to avoid being
clubbed to death and having my brains eaten?”

“You must have gotten lucky.”

There was a clattering at the great door and
the boys felt a heavy thud as the locking cross-timber was lifted
and dropped to the side. The door slowly swung open, not all the
way, but enough for a wizened old crone to lean out and ask after
Dram. “Which one of you is Dram Mercy?”

Dram lifted his hand. “That’s me. Sir.”

“Come this way, and don’t dawdle. And don’t
call me sir. I am called Lenni, servant to Claudis.” With that,
Lenni allowed Dram to pass through, then pushed the door shut
again. When all was in order, they moved on. So, it was to be
Claudis who would acknowledge him as a full priest of the Order.
Claudis was the head priest, the top guy, and apparently the one
who would confer Dram’s new status.

Typically, when an apprentice succeeded in
passing the survival test and reached the junior priest level, he
was assigned to an older priest for continued instruction. There
were exceptions. Sometimes, a priest was needed on urgent
assignment and those assignments could take months or even years to
complete. Once in a while, after departure, a priest would simply
disappear and no one would ever hear from him again.

Jarvik-3 was Dram’s world. It was an outlying
planet in the Yestrial system colonized so long ago that most
people couldn’t remember the names of the original colonizing crew.
Jarvik-3 was a low-tech world and the home of Dram’s religion, the
Cognizant Sons of Light, fondly known as CSL. CSL’s mission
statement was to preserve purity and knowledge amid the righteous
pursuit of Godly Spirit, which, the CSLers claimed, manifested
itself when one’s faith was great enough.

Lenni guided Dram through a series of
corridors illuminated by the fires from torches set into the walls.
When they arrived at the closed door to Claudis’ quarters, Dram
discovered a younger boy squatting against the doorjamb. He stood
as they approached. Dram recognized him. His name was Jeri Smythe.
The Smythe last name suggested he had no parents and indeed Dram
knew the waif was a bastard who’d been dropped on the monastery
nearly three years prior. He was twelve years old and somewhat
mouthy. Dram did not know him well but he did not especially like
him in any case. The boy was disingenuous and too young to be a
friend. Dram wondered what he was doing there.

Lenni told Dram to “Wait here,” and slipped
behind the heavy door. The door shut and Dram faced Jeri.

“What are you doing here?”

“I don’t know. Same as you, I guess.”

“Did you single-handedly kill a stygil?
Hm?

“No.”

“Did you complete your Level 33 assignment?
Has Claudis summoned you here to be ordained into the order?”

“No, no.”

“Then, in that case, I would say it is
unlikely we are here for the same reasons.”

They waited in silence for a moment before
Jeri cleared his throat and asked if they were going to get
something to eat. “I was stacking hay and they wouldn’t let me go
until I was done. I missed dinner. Then I was told to hustle up
here.”

“Cry me a river. You’ll survive until
breakfast.”

The latch rattled and the door swung open.
Lenni stood in the portal beckoning Dram forward. Dram hadn’t taken
two steps before Lenni also urged Jeri to enter.

Dram had quite enough and asked Lenni, “Why
is he allowed to enter?”

Lenni did not respond but Jeri stifled a
laugh and stuck out his tongue at Dram. Lenni beckoned them forward
into a cavernous room illuminated by a blazing fireplace. Claudis
sat in a high-backed, overstuffed armchair facing the roaring fire.
He stared into the inferno but as the duo approached, he shifted
his gaze.

Lenni arranged the two acolytes before his
master, then disappeared to a darkened corner. Dram felt confused
with Jeri standing beside him. Whatever the reason for his
presence, he had taken the teeth from a moment that was supposed to
belong to Dram. Expecting to see more attendees at the ceremony,
Dram looked around. No one was there.

Claudis cleared his throat and Dram
redirected his gaze. Claudis was old, fat, and wrinkled up like a
prune. His pate was bald and his long ears drooped. Sad eyes fixed
on people and froze them as he dispensed tidbits of religious
wisdom. He turned those same eyes on Dram.

“Dram Mercy. Congratulations on your
accomplishment. We are blessed to have you as a key member of our
order. I welcome you into the brotherhood.” Claudis paused for
effect and, hoping it was the right thing to do, Dram gave a little
nod in response. Claudis seemed encouraged and continued.

“The youth and fitness of a new priest
entitles him to the most difficult of assignments. Some are
appointed to lonely mountaintop vigils for years on end while
others are placed in communities in need of an energetic and
devoted follower of the order. You will be asked to draw on both
your native wits and your priestly training. Your ‘job’ is to
deliver our great commission. We must take knowledge and light to
where there is none. Humanity is worth preserving.”

Claudis motioned toward a round table
standing off all alone with a single long-stemmed candle upon it.
There were other articles atop the table as well. On the floor
beside the table appeared to be two sturdy and stuffed canvas
packs. “Here are provisions, passports, papers of passage, new
clothes and shoes…”

Jeri’s mouth dropped open. “I’ve never even
had a pair of old shoes.”

Dram shushed him. “They’re not for you.
They’re for me.”

Claudis held up a finger. “The provisions are
for the both of you.”

Dram paused. “What?”

“Yes. Smythe will be your attendant on your
journey.”

“No, please sir, not Smythe. Someone else,
perhaps. I would even welcome the company, but I feel Smythe is not
a compatible choice.”

“I’m afraid the decision has been made.
Smythe will assist you and you, in return, will teach him.”

“Teach him what?”

“Why, how to be a Cognizant Son of Light. We
thought you would be happy to have a companion. It’s likely to be
many years before we see you again.”

“What? Where am I going?”

“Dram Mercy, you have been assigned to an
off-planet billet.”

“Where?”

“Katseye in the Hawkins System.”

“Never heard of it.”

“We have an outpost on Katseye. A solitary
outpost called Blossom. It was an encouraging name at the time: we
believed the place would “blossom” with new devotees to the Sons.
Alas, it has not happened. There is an indigenous population of
sentients as well as over three thousand human colonists struggling
to maintain their lives on a barren rock. You will relieve the
priest at Blossom and assume his duties, hopefully with better
results.”

Jeri stared open-mouthed as he listened.
Breathing sounds came out of him until Dram tapped the back of the
head. Jeri shut his mouth.

Generally, CSL members were restricted to
Jarvik-3, but occasionally a need arose for a priest on assignment
to leave the planet altogether. Dram was caught flat-footed and his
expression showed it. Assigning someone off-planet was so unusual
that Dram had never known anyone who had done it. There were
stories, of course, and some priests served aboard one of the two
orbital stations.

It was safe to say Jarvik-3 was not a popular
travel destination. The CSL kept technology stalled at the
19th century level except for supporting launch and
landing facilities.

Dram hoped he’d be assigned locally or to
some cushy place in a temperate climate where women walked about
without their tops. Instead, he was going to a place that sounded a
little like hell, or at least what Dram imagined hell would be
like.

Claudis spoke to Dram. “Get your things
together, you and the boy. Your transport to the shuttle is
waiting.”

“I’d like to say good-bye to some of my
friends…”

“I am sorry. The shuttle will neither wait
nor delay. Your driver is languishing in the courtyard. Gather your
things.” The old man leaned forward and pushed himself upright,
rickety legs shaking. “Sink,” he commanded and the two young men
dropped to their knees and bowed their heads.

“We pray that your voyage will be swift and
you will arrive at your destination without discord. This blessing
is bestowed upon a new priest of the order. Dram Mercy will now be
heretofore known as Rector Mercy. Along with the title go all the
perquisites entitled to those of the Order. May the Continuum carry
Rector Mercy into infinity…”

“And beyond!” said Dram and Jeri
simultaneously.

“Now get your things and go downstairs. Hop
to it, gentlemen!” Lenni came out of the shadows and helped with
the bags as Claudis shuffled back to his seat before the fire.

As they passed through the open great door,
Dram looked back. Claudis was not watching; instead, he stared into
the flames with a troubled countenance. Lenni hurried them along
through the passages until they emerged at the courtyard. True to
Claudis’ word, a carriage and driver waited. The bags were stowed
atop the little box on springs and the two young men climbed
inside. They waved at Lenni’s back as the driver clicked his tongue
and touched the flank of one of the stevedore equines with the tip
of his whip.

Off they went. It was to be their last look
at home. Dram regretted not having the opportunity to don his
priestly vestment and prance before the village ladies. What good
was position and new clothes if one did not get to show them
off?

*

The carriage ride lasted all night. At dawn’s
first light, the driver tapped on the top of the wooden box with
his heel. Dram stuck his head out the window and looked up at the
driver’s perch. The driver pointed. Dram followed his pointing
finger to the hills ahead. A curving, silver stripe seemed fixed to
the hilltops.

“That’s the ramp,” said the driver.

Dram had heard of it, but he’d never seen it
before. They called it an acceleration ramp. An aerodynamic capsule
was filled with people and shot into orbit from a massive cannon.
Once up there, the capsule was docked with a real spaceship and
those people could go aboard. If anybody needed to get to the
surface, they boarded the capsule which was released and allowed to
return to the surface in a controlled fall where it was retrieved
from an ocean splashdown and re-used. The idea of being shot into
space did not appeal to Dram at all and additionally, knowing that
the vehicle was used did nothing to resolve Dram’s growing
anxiety.

Jeri, on the other hand, was excited by the
prospects. “Yesterday I was a nobody,” he said, “but just look at
me now. I’m getting shot out of a cannon.”

“I just hope we live through it,” Dram
murmured.

“Are there going to be girls on Katseye?”

“You’re too young to be thinking about
girls.”

“No way. I lost my virginity at six.”

“You did not. Liar.”

“If I’m lyin’, I’m dyin’.”

“You can’t even make a stiffie at six, ya
moron.”

“Well, I sure can now. So, what do you
think?”

“About what?”

“Girls on Katseye. You think there’s going to
be any?”

Dram shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. There’s a
human colony and some kind of indigenous species. Maybe you can
pick up a native girl.”

“What do they look like?”

“Haven’t the foggiest. Quit thinking about
girls so much.”

“Why?”

“They’ll distract you.”

“Distract me from what?”

“Your duties. Don’t you want to be a priest
someday?”

Jeri frowned. “You know, I’ve been thinking
about that. I don’t want to be a priest anymore.”

“What?”

“Yeah. There’s too many rules and the pay
sucks.”

“There is no pay.”

“Exactly.”

“No, no, no, we don’t serve the Order for
monetary gain. You know that. We’re here for a higher purpose; we
are the bastion of civilization, a messenger of peace and
understanding and goodwill towards our fellow man…”

“And ladies.”

“Well, yes, but it’s a figure of speech. It
includes ladies as well as men.”

“So why don’t you say so?”

Dram sighed and shook his head. “You will
still receive your priestly instruction.”

“It’ll be wasted.”

Another hour passed as the carriage bounced
along over the hills towards the complex at the base of the ramp.
There were other carriages and even some mechanical forms of
conveyance the closer they got. They passed through a small town
with vendors at small booths alongside the road. The driver stopped
the carriage and urged Dram and Jeri to climb out and stretch their
legs for a moment while he attended to an urgent bladder.

Jeri smelled cooking food and told Dram he
wanted something to eat. Dram pulled a small coin purse from the
folds of his tunic and handed Jeri three copper rounds. Jeri went
to a fish and chips vendor, placed his order, and handed over the
coppers. Dram ordered the same thing as well as strawberry jam
drinks for the both of them. As he paid the vendor, he
spontaneously chose a bag of candy and stuffed it into a deep
trouser pocket.

The driver returned, got himself something to
eat, and they continued on their way which took them out the
opposite side of town down a broad thoroughfare of pounded and
flattened ground. The carriage pulled into a queue of vehicles, all
awaiting inspection prior to entry into the complex. The driver sat
on his perch and ate his food, occasionally tapping the back of the
right-hand horse and then they would pull the carriage forward
until they had to stop again.

When Dram and Jeri finished their meal, they
stepped down from their seats in the box and stood beside the
carriage. Occupants of other vehicles had the same idea and soon
people were walking along their rides in the slow-moving line.

Jeri spotted a comely lass in the group
behind and boldly initiated small talk, asking her if she was
seeing someone off or was she actually going somewhere? She looked
at her friends and laughed at Jeri’s impetuosity. Jeri did not wait
for her to answer. “I’m going to Katseye,” he announced.

“Where’s that?”

“I dunno.” He shrugged. “But it doesn’t
matter ‘cause I’m not driving.”

They laughed again. Dram turned his face
away.

She asked Jeri how old he was.

Jeri stood up straight and said he was old
enough. That raised some eyebrows and Dram told Jeri to get back to
the carriage. He smiled and tossed his head. “I’ll see you later,”
he said to the girl. She was older and a head taller.

“Sorry about that,” said Dram.

“Not a problem. Boys will be boys,
right?”

“He’s a handful.”

The line of vehicles began to move forward so
Dram and Jeri climbed back into the carriage and five minutes
later, they had passed through the security checkpoint and were
pulling under the great awning in front of the South Pointe Railgun
Launch Facility. The driver threw their bags down from where they
were tied to the top of the box and held out his hand for a tip.
Dram shook his head and said he was sorry. As a way of calling it
even, he made the sign of the Order with his right hand. He held
his hand with fingers together and thumb aligned and made sort of a
circling motion about the center of his chest. Most people thought
it was a blessing. It wasn’t. It was exactly what it claimed to be:
the sign of the Order, the Cognizant Sons of Light. The horses’
hooves clop-clopped against the pavement as the driver spat and
pulled away.

Dram and Jeri hefted the bags and walked into
the place. In seconds, they were approached by one of the
attendants. Dressed in blue and with an androgynous appearance, the
attendant asked if he/she could be of service. “Destination?”

“Katseye,” said Dram.

At the mention of the name, several people
turned and looked at Dram.

“Yes, please follow me.” The dronelike
attendant led the two young men to a counter where Dram was asked
to turn over their travel visas for examination and then was asked
if he or Jeri were carrying contraband. Dram said no and had to
sign his mark attesting to both his identity and the fact he wasn’t
carrying any contraband.

“I don’t see what difference it makes,” said
Jeri. “They’ll scan us before they let us onto their
rocketship.”

“It’s not a rocketship,” Dram corrected.
“It’s a railgun capsule. It’s going to take us to a ship in
orbit…”

“I know all that!”

Jeri was right about the scanning. Prior to
entering the capsule, they had to walk through a tube that allowed
security personnel to check their persons through tried and true
methods
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