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Warrior and Priest

By Katie Howe

 

On an earthlike planet ruled by the Elite, a rite called “the Gleaning” is used to select suitable spouses for those of merit. Nico Stamford is a member of the Geisha class. Though he has been trained for marriage all his life, becoming a healer and a priest in the process, all he wants is to cook and open a restaurant. Instead he becomes a candidate for the ritual. He hopes the Goddess will look kindly on him and eliminate him before the final choices are made. Alex DeVrie is a member of the Warrior class who has recently returned triumphant from a clash with an alien enemy. Made a duke of the Sixth Land as a reward, all Alex needs now is a husband. As soon as Alex sets eyes on Nico, he refuses to settle for anyone else.

Tradition says they can part ways after a year and a day. But love begins to grow as they unravel the mystery behind tragic events in the Sixth Land, and they uncover a conspiracy that could change their society.




For my mother, who taught me the importance and value of equality. Miss you, Mum. xxx
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PART ONE

 

 

IGNORING THE sniggering behind him, Nico Stamford hurried toward the dormitories so he could change for the afternoon walk. He had always hated Eros class, but today he’d made even more of a fool of himself than usual. Why had he choked on the banana? It could only happen to him. He’d been tempted to use magick, but had managed to overcome the urge. Magick was too dangerous to play about with. It was only to be used as a last resort. Nico took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. He made a determined effort to slow his pace. He wouldn’t give in to the petty bullying of Perfect Pants Percy. Not now and not ever. He had more important things to do. Percy might clearly be the number one athlete, diplomatist, and top in a whole host of other classes, but he was also vain, arrogant, and snobbish. Not to mention mean. And vain, definitely vain. Percy was the pinnacle of his own little social clique, but Nico had noticed there were other candidates who weren’t impressed by him. A couple of them had sent sympathetic looks Nico’s way during class. Needless to say, Percy had never noticed that he was disliked. His vanity wouldn’t allow for it. Nico shook his head as he entered the main dorm. Why was he wasting thoughts on Perfect Pants when he could be planning his future?

Nico went straight to his room. At this stage of the competition, the candidates all had their own rooms and he was glad of it. Sometimes he craved solitude and needed to withdraw. Alone he could sort out all the thoughts rushing through his head. He could calm his spirit. He achieved balance, and balance was important.

It was unfortunate, then, that at that precise thought, Nico tripped over a discarded shoe and fell, arms flailing, forward onto his knees. He groaned. Why was there a shoe in the middle of the room? Surely he’d put them both away. Had someone put the shoe there on purpose? Why would they do that? Nico rubbed his knees and determined he was being paranoid. He’d probably forgotten to put the shoe away.

He pondered playing truant from the afternoon walk but decided against it. He’d be too easily missed. There were only ten boys going on the walk, with just two of the ten from the graduating class. Missing the walk would almost certainly raise questions about his health. Nico couldn’t stand the fussing, coaxing, and general palpitations that would take place. Until he gave in to whatever the Grand Seers wanted, that is. It might be a smothering of love, but it was still a suffocating experience.

Strange to think that in just a few days the Grand Seers wouldn’t be governing his life. He’d miss them. How could he not? They’d been a major influence in his life for eight years, ever since he was twelve. Even earlier than that. He’d been training for priesthood since his abilities were discovered when he was small. He just hadn’t known that at the time. Not that you could truly be “trained” into priesthood. There had to be instinct. After that it was just natural learning. As much as he loved his tutors, he wouldn’t miss them as much as he would welcome his freedom. Well, potential freedom, he admitted to himself; prison could well be going on for another year and a day. But he could cope with that. If it happened, which he seriously doubted. Either way, life was about to change.

He changed into his walking outfit, frowning as he pulled the sailor top over his head. The number of uniforms was ridiculous, and of all of them, this was the one he disliked most. He acknowledged that it was the oldest of the uniform designs, going back to Old Earth times. He even admitted to himself that tradition was important, but really… a sailor suit? At his age? It was just another reason that he would be glad to escape Academia Hall. He was tired of uniforms and rules and classes. He was ready to move on. Straightening his linen trousers, Nico reached for the hat that accompanied the outfit and made his way out of the dormitory. It was going to take at least five minutes to reach the laundry gate, and he’d have to hurry or be late.

 

 

SPRING HAD brought the gift of a sunny day, so Nico was pleased to be on the afternoon walk. It gave him time to think. The problem, of course, was the cooking. Nico liked to cook. More than that, he positively needed to cook. Unfortunately it was getting harder and harder to find time in the kitchen. The Grand Seers seemed to thwart him at every turn despite his attempts to explain how important food was. They would pat him on the shoulder and say, “Plenty of time for that, dear son,” and basically ignore him. He didn’t understand it. Life had been much easier when he was younger. Everyone had encouraged his interests, even the Grand Seers. They’d found it charming that he liked making cupcakes. They were impressed when he went on to learn more. The chef had been his biggest fan and had no problem passing on his secret recipes and cooking methods. In fact, it had all been going extremely well and his plans were progressing nicely until a couple of months ago. Suddenly, there had been extra classes, or rather, extra basic classes. Nico had always been given different classes, usually because he was so abominable at the usual classes. It hadn’t bothered him. He’d quite welcomed it, especially the priest and ritual classes. The healing classes had been an opportunity to put all his knowledge of herbs and plants into use. His affinity with plants and, more importantly, his ability to listen to them, had given him a huge advantage in that class. It hadn’t taken long to qualify as a healer. None of those classes had been usual for the Gleaning candidates. Other boys had graduated as priests and healers but it was rare. Art and Home Decor had been interesting, and he had developed a good sense of design. Other classes had given him excellent administrative skills, including time management. He was now very good at managing his time. Now it seemed as though every second of the day was accounted for. He was required at all his classes, including the ones he regularly failed. Then there were the endless costume fittings. A total waste of time if ever he had seen one. Photographs, too, more photographs than had ever been needed before. It used to be a once-a-year thing; now it was almost every day. And that was just the “official” photos. He wasn’t even counting the number of photographs taken outside Academia Hall. Nico shook his head. He didn’t want to think about that. It was more important that he concentrate on the need to get into the kitchen. All of his plans….

No. Now wasn’t the time to go over his plans again. Long-term plans could wait. Now was the time for dealing with the kitchen situation. He was determined to find time in the kitchen. He was just on the verge of creating a new dessert, had only one or two more flavors to blend into it and, he pondered, maybe some extra crunch. He knew he was a couple of bakes from perfection. If only the Grand Seers would let him into the kitchen. He’d tried everything, reasoning and demanding and cajoling and all the other “ings.” It wasn’t working. He wanted to kick something in his frustration, but it was hardly the place or the time. That sort of behavior was heavily frowned upon anyway. Out in public, they were supposed to be demure or something. He couldn’t remember the proper wording, as it was something of a list. Perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised that he wasn’t allowed to cook. They were a week away from the Gleaning, and he was in the graduating class, even if he really didn’t belong there. The week would be one full of demonstrations and events. Whether he liked it or not, he had to take part and he had to get through the ceremony. He just prayed he wasn’t picked.

He took a deep breath and had a look around. It was busy on the street and there was no end of people taking photos and films as he walked in crocodile with the other prospects. Out in public, there was no chance of any privacy, and all he could do was ignore the stares and pointed fingers. He’d always loved the area around Academia Hall. It was stately, majestic. He’d enjoyed studying architecture, and best of all, it had gotten him out of learning the tea ceremony. Dropping the delicate teapot on top of the equally delicate cups and demolishing the lot had been the last straw for Grand Seer Mabel, and he’d been hurried off to the library to take up his new class.

The streets were wide, and it seemed no piece of litter would dare to linger. No traffic was allowed on the inner roads, so there was plenty of room to walk. The area was largely populated with houses instead of businesses. Commerce still thrived, and there were all sorts of stalls selling vegetables and fruits as well as handmade crafts. He caught the scent of lemons from a nearby stand and a hundred recipes came to mind. He didn’t make the mistake of listening to them. He’d heard lemons before and couldn’t imagine a more discordant set of fruit. Nico smiled. It was a beautiful day to be out. The crocodile made its way back to the hall, and Nico looked over to his favorite house on the street. Like the other houses, it was based on a period of architecture from Old Earth. Europe in the Renaissance period. That period especially pleased him. The houses opened straight onto the street with no gardens to separate them either at the front or the side. Both sides of the street were long rows of uniformly beautiful homes. The homes promised huge interiors, and Nico knew that most of them had internal courtyards. His favorite house was built out of old red stone and the exposed quartz glinted in the afternoon sun. Nico approved of the simplicity of the Tuscan columns gracing either side of the front door. His eye followed the line of the building, and he was surprised to see a tall, muscular man standing there. He’d never seen anyone there before. He’d thought the house empty. Now that he did see him, Nico happily acknowledged that this was a prime example of masculinity. From the loftiness of his stature to the abundance of muscles, he was a giant chimney stack of a man. Nico could make out the black gloss of his hair, the trace of stubble on his jaw, the breadth of his shoulders. He fitted the house perfectly; he, too, was stately and majestic. Nico took a breath. Now that man would be worth trying marriage for. A wedding night with him? Not that Nico had any thought of marriage, he reminded himself, despite being forced into the Gleaning. He had different plans. Still, if he was forced into marriage, it wouldn’t be so bad with a man like that. At least the sex would be good. Or would it? He shook his head again. That was the problem with his brain. It went round and round for ages unless he made a concentrated effort to stop. Nico couldn’t take his eyes away from the man, though. He was just so beautiful.

Suddenly, the man turned his gaze to Nico and their eyes met. Nico stopped, stunned by the slow smile the man gave him. It felt like his muscles couldn’t move. His breath caught in his throat. He wanted to smile back, but he’d lost the ability. Unfortunately, the boy behind him didn’t stop and promptly ran into Nico. Nico floundered and reached forward, trying to grab hold of the boy in front of him, only to take him down too. Nico’s cheeks burned. As he scrambled to his feet, he took a furtive look around. Had anyone seen it? Of course they had. There were lots of pointed fingers, even more giggling, and some outright laughter from the crowd. He couldn’t say whether he was embarrassed or angry, but some sort of emotion was definitely on the surge. His frown deepened as he waited for his colleagues to gather themselves and once again stand in formation. The crowd was seriously getting on his nerves. So what if they’d witnessed a few boys fall over? It wasn’t that funny, and someone could have been hurt. The giggles and laughter were just rude. Who decided that they should walk in formation anyway? What sort of stupid rule was that? Forcing them to walk in a crocodile was asking for trouble. Anyone of them could have tripped. Well, perhaps not everyone. Not someone like Percy, the golden boy, the one who should be studied and emulated. Percy was graceful and beautiful. So light on his feet that he moved like a ballet dancer even when he walked. Never in a million years would he do something as clumsy as trip up, let alone take other boys with him. No, Nico admitted that out of the ten boys walking in formation, he was the only one who would screw up walking. His shoulders slumped. Holy Mother of Everything, he couldn’t even walk from A to B without getting it wrong. For the umpteenth time, he wondered why he was still in competition for the Gleaning.

He scanned the buildings again, and once again his eyes came to the handsome man on the balcony. The man was smiling, as though amused, and Nico quickly averted his eyes. Why wouldn’t his cheeks stop blushing? Bad enough to fall over, but to do so in front of this man? A man so tall he towered over the balustrade, with shoulders so wide…. Nico checked himself. Like he’d ever see the man again. He made a show of checking the angle of his hat and the well-being of his walking companion. Luckily, the class master indicated that they should start walking again, and Nico fell into step with the other boys. Concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, Nico forced the handsome stranger out of his thoughts.

 

 

“ALL HAIL the conquering hero!”

Alexander DeVrie rose up from where he was leaning over the balustrade and turned toward the voice claiming his attention.

“Your Highness.” He bowed low.

“Your Grace,” mocked his companion, bowing equally low. They laughed as they straightened to clench each other like the old friends they were. Prince Jael, third son of the king, stood back, taking a moment to observe.

“It’s been years, Alex, but I see the years have treated you well.”

“Hardly years, Jael. It’s been eighteen months at the most. But thank you. I have no complaints.”

“No indeed. A dukedom and estates worth billions, you are the man of the century, a true hero. Not to mention one of only two men in our history ever to be promoted to field marshal on the battlefield. It’s no surprise that Father made you a duke.”

“I was lucky a dukedom became vacant,” replied Alex dryly.

“Not at all. You’ve earned this, Alex, I’ve seen no man work harder than you. Nor any man be so accomplished in his actions. If anyone deserves a dukedom, it’s you. The way you handled the Battle of the Long Flats alone would have won you the dukedom, but when we add the rest of the war….”

“The Goddess is Good.”

Jael laughed. “Humility doesn’t suit you, Alex. We all know that you’re the master of strategy. I wouldn’t be surprised if you hadn’t planned the whole thing when you were a child. You’ve always achieved what you set out to do. As I’ve found out to my cost on more than one occasion.”

“The good old days, eh?” Alex grinned back at his friend, then sighed. “We had no knowledge of what we’d be facing in those days. No idea of the sacrifices that would have to be made.”

“We will always remember the Fallen,” agreed Jael solemnly. “It’s because of their sacrifice that we can now enjoy peace. Ten years fighting across three different planets. There were times we didn’t think we’d make it.” He paused. “It was your brilliance that won the war, Alex. Your knowledge and understanding of military terrain. This was a war won on the ground.”

“I hardly succeeded on my own. How far would an army get without the Flying Space Corps to transport us there? And without pilots like yourself to support us once we got there? You took on your own share of dangerous missions, Jael. You also know that I had help on the ground.”

“Ah, but that’s classified, isn’t it, my friend?” Jael grinned. “Have you fought your last skirmish? Or are there more in the not-too-distant future? By all accounts, you’ll have your work cut out for you when you get to the Sixth Land. The stories coming from there are not encouraging.”

“I’ve faced bigger battles.”

“How true, and my father can think of no better man to send.” Jael started suddenly. “Tell me, is it true that you agreed to take part in the Gleaning?”

Alex shrugged, thinking of the cute blond he’d seen fall over in the street. “It’s time I found a spouse,” he said offhandedly. “Now I’m retired from battle, I’ve a yen to start a nursery.”

“No doubt, and no man deserves it better, but the Gleaning?”

A grunt came from the shadows of the room. Alex ignored it and gave a shrug.

“Why not? It’s as good a way as anything else. My parents were matched through the ceremonies. They had a long and happy marriage. I can think of no better example.”

Another grunt from the shadows. Jael grinned.

“The ceremonies certainly grant many blessings,” Jael conceded with a smirk, “but are you really sure that you want a pretty boy as a mate?”

“Yes!” emphasized the voice from the shadows. An older man came forward into the light, his finger pointing straight at Alex. “A pretty boy!” he spat. Alex frowned at Sergeant Major Watkins. Watkins frowned right back.

“Well, I don’t want a soldier, if that’s what the pair of you are implying. I’ve had years of dealing with soldiers, enough to know that there’s only room for one in any relationship.”

“Maybe so, maybe not,” Jael mused, tipping his head to one side. “Soldiers understand rank when all is said and done, as well as the chain of command. Yours will be a military household. Another soldier may fit into that more easily.”

“My spouse will fit into it easily enough. And I find that I crave softness, not regimen.”

Watkins gave a final grunt and threw his hands in the air. He turned and bowed to the prince, ignoring Alex. “You’ll have to excuse me, Your Highness, I find I cannot suffer a fool gladly.” With an angry glare in Alex’s direction, the man left the room.

Jael failed to hide his grin. He turned to Alex. “Well if it’s softness you crave, you’ll certainly acquire it in the Geisha class. A softer group of boys would be hard to find.”

“They have their merits,” Alex replied mildly. “They’re highly trained in household skills, biddable, and eager to please. Diplomacy is taught from an early age, and if I’m to take over the dukedom, then I’ll need a diplomat. I’ll need someone who can run a house, and I need someone who will follow every order I give them. Plus I have first choice at the Gleaning, which is both an honor and a privilege. I don’t look upon those things lightly. I think I shall do very well at the Gleaning, and if I don’t? What’s a year and a day? I’ll pay the boy off and look elsewhere for my mate. But I’m hopeful. The Gleaning is a powerful religious rite, and, as you say, it brings many blessings. As a soldier, I’ve learned to trust the Goddess. If she protects me on the battlefield, perhaps she will protect me at the Marriage Mart. Enough of such talk, though. I would hear your news. How goes the world of the pilot?”

“That I cannot tell you. I resigned my commission yesterday.”

“Resigned?” Alex repeated. “Why would you resign? You love flying.”

Jael nodded in agreement. “I love my family more, and now that Father is ill, I’m required at home.”

“I believe Prince Alphonse is taking over more of your father’s duties?”

“And therein lies the problem,” said Jael. “I love my brother dearly, but….”

Alex nodded. He knew what Jael meant. Prince Alphonse, whilst intending to do good, more often than not made a situation worse. He made poor decisions, kept the wrong company, and rarely listened to advice from his brothers. There had been several unfortunate stories in the press with more than one journalist asking, “Is this man fit to be king?”

He beckoned to Jael. “Come. Let’s sit down and order some wine. We can talk this out.” Jael relaxed and moved toward the velvet sofa. He grinned at Alex. “Is your cellar as good as they say?”

Alex grinned back. “Better.”

Eased by the wine, the conversation soon returned to Alphonse.

“I love my brother,” Jael said quietly. “I just don’t believe that he should be king, and you don’t need to tell me that that is a treasonous statement.” He paused. “You’re the only person I can discuss this with. I can’t even talk to Elias. He refuses to discuss it, and when I push he says ‘The King is True to the People’ as if that’s the be-all and end-all of everything. Of course the king should be true to the people. That’s the only way a society like ours can work. Limited monarchy where the king is the servant of the people. Everyone Equal before the Goddess, and the Blessing of Being Made Paramount. The king must protect those beliefs. They are the foundation stones of everything that we are. Alphy is taking no notice of them. He’s being less and less true to the people. He’s so surrounded by fawning cronies that he’s forgotten that his title is a duty as well as a privilege. He isn’t doing his duty and he’s taking advantage of the privilege. He’ll be a disaster as king, may the Goddess forgive my soul.” He sat back in disgust.

Alex leaned forward. “Elias refuses to discuss it? He must see what’s happening.”

“Of course he sees what’s happening. Everyone can see what’s happening. It’s in the bloody papers, for Goddess’s sake. Every time you turn on a screen, it’s there. You can’t avoid the stuff. Elias does everything he can to rescue Alphy. He gives as much support as he possibly can. He can see every single thing that Alphonse has done, but Elias believes in the monarchy. He firmly believes that when Alphy is king, he will be true. You know how religious Elias can be. But I don’t see it, Alex. Alphy isn’t made to be king. Elias is. Elias is the one with the brains. Out of the three of us, he’s the only one who is suited to be king.”

“Elias is a good man.”

“Not just a good man, he’s the best of men. He understands the people, and he understands their needs. He also knows that the king only has the power that the people give him. There’s nobody better for the role of king.” Jael’s frustration was discernible as he poured himself another glass of wine.

“He has the humility,” Alex agreed. “Of the three of you, Elias is the most like your father. I’ve always felt that he is a man with many hidden depths. He keeps something of himself withdrawn, I feel. As for Alphonse, I understand your concerns, Jael, I do. But the fact is, Alphonse is the next in line to the throne. He’s been preparing for the role his entire life, and the Goddess is Good. Elias may well be right and Alphonse will be true to the people. He will always have Elias as his advisor and he listens to Elias. You know he does, Jael.”

“Not enough,” Jael said scornfully. He sighed, anxiety creeping into his eyes. “You know I don’t want the throne.”

“Of course I know that,” laughed Alex. “I can just imagine what sort of king you’d be,” he teased before returning to seriousness. “Jael, don’t borrow trouble. As it stands, your father is king, and there’s time yet for Alphonse to see the error of his ways. He has you to advise him now as well as Elias. Between the two of you, he’ll be fine.”

“Do you think so? I worry about the company Alphy keeps. They seem to be getting more and more influential. In fact, that’s one of the reasons I’m here. I need to get out in society for a few days and see just how big an influence they are. Plus, it shuts up the staff. You wouldn’t believe how much they go on about it. I swear, Alex, do you know how hard it is to argue with staff when they’ve known you since you were a tiny tot?”

“I have Watkins,” retorted Alex. “So, you need to be seen in society?”

“I do, and if you’re taking part in the Gleaning, then you’ll be taking part in all the rubbish that accompanies it. I thought I’d tag along.”

“Not scared that a boy may catch your attention?”

“No! I have no intention of taking part. I like my men more than pretty, thank you very much. No. Alphy will be representing my father at the ceremonies. He’ll be at every occasion and so will all his cronies. You know how the Elite love that stuff. They lap it up. No offense.”

“None taken, I’d welcome your company. I’m no fan of society myself, but sadly it can’t be avoided if I’m to take part in the Gleaning.”

“Are you sure you….”

“Enough!” Alex laughed. “I’m getting enough bother from Watkins. I’ve made the decision, Jael, I’m not going to change my mind. I think I’ll be very happy with whoever the Goddess supplies.” His thoughts turned to the cute blond. Why did he keep thinking about that boy? He returned to the topic at hand. “Who are the cronies?”

“The Elites, of course. I swear I’ve never met such a bunch of greedy, self-involved, indolent wastrels in my life. And I’d also swear that they’re getting worse. Do you know they think they should have all the money? As if they didn’t have enough, they now want to make the people poorer so they get richer. It goes completely against the Blessing of Being. Every child of the Goddess has the same basic rights, and the Elites should know that. And Alphy is listening to this nonsense. He believes the idea has economic merit. As if Alphy has ever studied economics. He doesn’t know the first thing about them.”

“I believe Lord Lunette is leading that particular theory.” Alex thought for a moment. “Can’t say I like the man, although I’ve only met him once or twice. Come to think of it, on both occasions he was in the company of Prince Alphonse. I didn’t think anything of it at the time. Alphonse is usually surrounded by a gaggle of geese.”

“Lunette is the loudest of the geese, believe me. He’s the one I’m most interested in observing too. I don’t trust the man. There’s something off about him.”

“I agree. In fact, I have my own interest in Lunette. He’s one of my new tenants, and I suspect one of the main agitators in the Sixth Land. I have no doubt that our paths will cross in the near future.”

“You intend to leave for the Sixth Land soon?”

“As soon as the Gleaning is over. I intend to fly down to Tane. We’ll travel by road from there until we reach the capital of the Sixth Land. Or at least the castle. I believe it’s something of a sight.”

“So I’ve heard,” Jael said. “Do I get an invite?”

“You’re always welcome in my home, Jael. You know that. It would be good to see you, though, once I’m in place. Give it a couple of months and you’ll be glad to leave the capital.”

“A couple of months?” Jael looked at him in horror. “I’m thinking a couple of weeks. No way can I handle society any longer than that, and I’ll deserve a medal if I manage to get to the fortnight.”

The sound of boots stomping up the staircase disturbed them, and they both looked to the doorway. Watkins arrived within seconds, his demeanor as glum as when he’d left them.

“Hitting the wine?” he asked. “What’s wrong with beer, lad? That’s what I want to know. What’s wrong with beer?”

“There’s nothing wrong with beer, old man, and you should help yourself to a bottle and come and sit down,” retorted Alex whilst Jael tried to hide his smile.

“I’ve no time to be drinking, lad. I’ve jobs to do. It seems to me that you shouldn’t be doing nothing either. If you must sit there and drink, the least you could do is discuss that man Lunette. Nasty character, if you ask me, and popping up in unusual places for an aristo.”

Alex sat up immediately. “What do you know of Lunette?”

“Not enough,” retorted Watkins. “Like I said, there’s jobs to be done, lad, jobs to be done.” He turned and left the room, leaving Alex and Jael staring at each other in disbelief.

“He really does know everything, doesn’t he?” said Jael in wonder. “I don’t understand how he can do that.”

“Me neither,” Alex replied. “It’s like he’s got a gift. I’ve never known him to be wrong.”

“Perhaps he has foresight and just hasn’t mentioned it.”

“As if Watkins wouldn’t announce something like foresight. I’d have had years of ‘you need to work on your foresight, lad, work to be done.’ No, anything Watkins knows, he’s taught me, and foresight wasn’t part of it. It would have been damn handy on occasion.”

“Yes,” agreed Jael. “It’s a shame it’s so rare.”

“If he’s interested in Lunette, though, there’s definitely something to be interested in. Like I said, I’ve never known him to be wrong. What do you think about him saying that Lunette was turning up in unusual places? Most Elites never leave their own circle. Come. Let me get another bottle of wine. We clearly have much to discuss.”




PART TWO

 

 

THE CLASS had music practice after dinner, but Nico was excused. Thank the Goddess. With no sense of time or rhythm, he hadn’t lasted long with music. He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket and had been reduced to playing the triangle until one of the Grand Seers announced that he would be studying the history of music instead. It had been a relief all around when he’d handed the triangle over and left the class. The sudden insistence on his attendance was beyond him. The years hadn’t changed anything. He was still tone-deaf. When he’d entered the class as instructed, the maestro had looked horrified. There had been a quick deliberation between him and another Grand Seer, and then Nico had been instructed to go and work on his presentation for music night. He was glad of the escape. Perfect Pants and his friends had been discussing the rumor that a warrior was entering the Gleaning. It had been floating around for a couple of days, but Percy seemed determined to make it the sole topic of conversation. His two closest friends had predictably jumped on board, and between the three of them there had been the usual preening and posing. Nico had tried to ignore them, but the constant giggles got on his nerves. The endless squealing that Percy would be first picked; Percy would be wed to a warrior; Percy would be having sex with a warrior. At that point they’d all collapse into giggles and whispers, and the cycle would begin again. Nico thought them fools. He’d be questioning how long it had been since the warrior had actually been a warrior. Just because he was a member of the warrior class didn’t mean he wasn’t an elderly, bloodsucking leech. Nico wasn’t impressed at all. He’d seen his idea of the perfect man and no warrior could match up.

Ensconced in the library and left entirely to his devices, Nico relaxed. It was a win-win situation as far as he was concerned. Well, almost. A true win-win would mean that he was in the kitchen, but he could make the most of this. He’d hidden himself in the oldest part of the library. The oak table was said to have come from Old Earth with the first of the Grand Seers. The ladder-back chair wasn’t quite so ancient but it was seasoned enough and worn into a comfortable shape. The room itself was comforting with its cozy nooks and crannies. The wooden wall paneling added warmth, and the stained-glass windows allowed rays of early evening sunshine to beam through. Blues, reds, and yellows celebrated the space within, and Nico was happily settled into it and, more important, was happily researching food. The library had several very old cookbooks hidden amongst the herbals, and Nico was determined to make the most of them whilst he was still living in Academia Hall. He’d first discovered them when transferring to the capital’s Academia Hall when he was seventeen. There had been only thirty boys in the competition by then, and they’d had years of training before they could enter. In turn, entering the hall was seen as a major achievement. Nico, for the life of him, couldn’t understand why. He had, however, been thrilled to discover the recipe books. In fact, no pirate had ever beheld a finer hoard of treasure. He’d spent years studying them. Writing down every recipe, every recommendation. He’d spent hours discussing them with the various chefs at the hall. Learning from each one and adding more to his knowledge. Now it was like reading an old friend, a much-loved friend. One who had never let him down. Well, almost never. There had been that recipe for treacle fish, but he could forgive that.

He was happiest in the kitchen but the library came in second, or perhaps third after the garden. He quite liked the food markets too. No, the library was definitely his second-favorite place. He wasn’t allowed to help in the garden anyway, except with the herbs. All of them were much better than music practice, and he was going to enjoy his stolen hours. He did have to show some understanding of the history of music, but it had only taken a couple of hours to write a paper about some long-dead Earth composers whose music was still being played today. He’d entitled the essay “Yesterday,” which he thought was rather clever. At the testing time he would have to present the paper, but he doubted anyone would listen. At least he wasn’t stuck with the terrible triangle.

Alone in his corner, Nico was sunk deep into an essay about fungi when Grand Seer Nelson interrupted him.

“My boy.” The man signaled Nico to remain seated as he took the seat opposite him. Nico wondered what he’d done now. Surely it wasn’t about him tripping up during the walk? That was hardly his fault. “Do not alarm yourself, Nico,” the man said with a gentle smile. “You’re not in any trouble.” He raised one eyebrow. “Although I must point out that you’re supposed to be studying the history of music, not….” He paused, leaning forward to see the treatise occupying Nico’s attention. “Fungi, hmn.”

Nico had the grace to blush. “I’ve finished my paper,” he said hurriedly. “It’s being checked over by Master Clements, and then I’ll be all ready to present it.”

The other man’s smile widened. “I’m sure it will be excellent, Nico, but that’s not what I’m here to discuss.” The Grand Seer paused, seeming to weigh his words. Nico waited politely.

“The King Must be True to the People,” the Grand Seer began.

Nico frowned even as he gave the correct response. “And the People Will Love the King.”

“Yes!” The Grand Seer seized upon the words with some apparent relief. “It’s the nature of our society, son. The king is dependent on the people and the people are dependent on the king. The king is given great power and wealth but both are limited. He has no power over the law-abiding citizen and must never forget the rights of the individual. We are all entitled to the Blessing of Being and above all else that blessing must be protected. When it comes to the wealth, the king is merely a custodian and he is required to practice benevolence. That is the role of monarchy. As you are aware, each of us has a role to play within the paradigm. We all have responsibilities in accordance with our abilities.”

Nico was mystified. What on earth was Grand Seer Nelson talking about? He understood the rules of society. Goddess knew they’d been driven into him from a very early age. It was due to the stupid rules that he was stuck where he was. He knew a moment of self-disgust and promptly corrected himself. He’d been brought up surrounded by love and given access to the best education possible. Nico knew that he’d been given a specific talent. Really, he had no right to complain.

“How do you think you are doing, Nico?” the older man finally asked.

Nico shrugged, his forehead wrinkling. “Not very well? I’ve been thrown out of music, singing, and diplomacy. All of the physical education classes. I’m only allowed in yoga if I stay as far away as possible from my classmates. Master Young is worried I may hurt one of them. I’d have been kicked out of dance but for the presentation performance. I don’t have a solo spot. I’ve written a paper on the History of Dance instead.”

“I’m sure it will be very good,” Grand Seer Nelson interrupted. “But that’s not what I meant exactly. How are you in yourself? You don’t seem as eager as your classmates to enter the Gleaning.”

Nico wasn’t sure how he should reply. It was true; he wasn’t excited about the Gleaning. In all truth he couldn’t have cared less about it. It was just a process for him to go through in order to be free. Free to do what he wanted, free to follow his dreams.

Of course he couldn’t say any of that to the Grand Seer, or indeed to anyone. To be chosen for the Gleaning was considered a huge privilege in society. It was a major religious rite, held sacred by the priesthood. Thousands of boys were entered every year, but only ten were chosen. The final number, on the eve of the ceremonies, would be seven. Nico was hoping to be one of the three withdrawn from the contest, but that thought definitely couldn’t be spoken. To be one of the seven was acknowledged to be the achievement of a lifetime. The opportunity to secure an excellent marriage, a life of wealth and privilege. To have every indulgence, to live in the very top of society’s hierarchy. Shame Nico had no interest in any of those things. Not at the price that came with it. Anyway, all he really wanted to do was cook. He could hardly announce that to the Grand Seer.

“It’s not that I’m not excited,” he began carefully, wondering how best to state his case. “It’s more that I don’t expect to be one of the chosen. All the others are so much more suitable than I am, and we all know that not every boy is chosen.”

“That is true, indeed.” The Grand Seer nodded. “But you have no reason to fear that, Nico. You’re a talented, personable young man. Certainly one of the most intelligent boys we’ve trained. Why shouldn’t you be chosen? No other son of this house has ever achieved priesthood as early as you did. You’re an expert herbalist, and even Grand Seer Stephen listens to your opinions when it comes to healing. You are naturally talented at healing. In fact, you have a great many credits before the Goddess. To not be chosen? Really, my son, your fears are groundless.”

And that was the problem, thought Nico. He didn’t have fears; he had hopes.

He was twelve when he had been inducted into the Geisha class, and it had never been his choice. An orphan brought up through the system, he had no parents or family to help him. The authorities had decided which training he would undergo, not him. At first it hadn’t mattered. He’d been one of a class of a thousand and had fully expected to be dismissed as each milestone of the training had been achieved. That he wasn’t dismissed remained a huge shock. He still didn’t understand why it hadn’t happened. To be in the final ten… Goddess knew how that had happened because he certainly didn’t. The one thing that kept him going throughout was the certain knowledge that he would never be chosen. That he’d be free to leave the academy with his dowry and use it to start his own business. He’d already put a lot of work into his business plan, although he’d had to keep the work hidden. To have some overprivileged, self-absorbed letch of a man come along and choose him now would be the worst thing that could happen. It would be another year before he could start his business, and he didn’t want to wait that long. Of course he would get to finally have sex, and that would be some consolation, but no, he wouldn’t be chosen, he promised himself. He’d be dismissed before the Gleaning even started.

“We should discuss your responsibilities, Nico. You will be entering the world soon. You must take your rightful place in society.”

Oh, hell no, thought Nico. How was he going to get out of this? He closed the book in resignation, accepting that no, he wouldn’t get out of this. Grand Seer Nelson was clearly settling down for the long haul.

“I’ve mentioned your talent for healing. I also mentioned that you are the youngest person ever to be admitted to the priesthood. These are heavy responsibilities, Nico. It will be your role in life to bring both to the people. The Goddess Herself has chosen you, and I do not say that lightly. Now you will show Her Grace through your work. You must work, Nico. I know that the popular feeling is that the Gleaning leads to a life of indolence, but that isn’t true. Like the king, you must be true to the people. You are being given a huge privilege, but you mustn’t abuse it.”

Nico kept silent. What could he say? It was true he had been given gifts, but the best gift of all was the cooking, and he didn’t know how to explain that. He didn’t know how to say that yes, the healing was important, and yes, the priesthood was important, but most important was the provision of food. The basic need of fuel for human beings, the creativity of meeting those needs. Grand Seer Nelson wouldn’t understand that.
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