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THE REGISTRATION
ANDREW J. PETERS
Author’s Note

The Registration is told in chapters corresponding to ten days:  Registration Eve, Day One, Day Two and so on.  I further organized the story with chapter subtitles to indicate the time of day.  A precise recording of hourly time was problematic since timekeeping through sundials and waterclocks was not the practice of the average Atlantean.  Therefore, I have indicated various periods of day and night through colloquial expressions.  The Atlanteans measured days from sunrise to sunrise, and I have noted below the roundabout modern day equivalents of Atlantean periods of day and night along with their corresponding Registration activities. 
Kindling – dawn, approximately 7:30am, waking time, sunrise prayers
Rearing - morning, 8:00am – 12:00pm, mid-morning meal, exercises and contests
Noontide – 12:00pm – 1:00pm, temple service
Midday – early afternoon, 1:00pm to 3:00pm, midday feast
Blenching – late afternoon, 3:00pm – 5:00pm, rest (siesta)
Glowering – early evening, 5:00pm – 8:00pm, evening feast
Moonrise – dusk, 8:00pm – 9:00pm, sunset prayers
Dirging – 9:00pm – 12:00am, quiet time, or, alternatively, a time for parties
Moontide – 12:00am – 1:00am, ceremonial extinguishing of candles
Night – 1:00am – 7:30am, sleep
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Standing Governors

First-borns (Regent Princes are in italics)
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Aerander  Dardanus  Kaleidos        Corydallus        Oleon              Radamanthes             Didophyles     Perdikkas Mesokantes     Borus

PART ONE

. 
Registration Eve


Kindling


Boys go into the Registration.  They come out men.  That’s what all the sporting coaches, philosophy instructors and proud fathers were saying about Atlantis’ quadrennial festival for boys of royal birth, but fifteen-year old Aerander was not so sure.  It was just nine days of athletic competitions, temple services, and parties where the parents would brag about their sons.  Despite all the talk about great, profound things happening, all anyone really cared about was who would win the contests; and the boys who ended up with gold medallions around their necks wouldn’t be any more grown up than before they had entered the Registration (though perhaps a whole lot more fat-headed).  



Still, with one last chance before the contests started, Aerander woke at sunrise, met up with Calyiches and snuck down to the canal dock for practice.  It wasn’t to honor his family ancestors as the priests were always lecturing at temple.  Aerander and Calyiches had a pact.  
The two boys sat in their scull boat with one oar balanced against the dock.  Aerander peered through his bronze monocular and locked in on the lofty tower bridge in the distance.  A team of blue-caped sentinels was clearing the platform for its morning rotation.  A three-decked galley was moored on the other side waiting to make passage.  Aerander looked to the underside of the bridge’s southern tower.  There were men fastening bridles to the oxen lined up around the iron turnstiles that would raise the drawbridge.  Aerander angled his eyepiece and found the sentry at the tower pinnacle.  The man was bringing forward a long brass instrument.  Aerander turned his head and nodded to Calyiches.  They strapped on their terracotta racing masks – Aerander’s, a painted warrior head and Calyiches’, a purple feathered hawk.  The sentry’s horn blared.  


The two boys launched from the dock and swept their blades through the water on a straight line toward the bridge.  The oxen cleared one turn of the circular girder; its chain pulley separated the bridge platform into two iron leaves, and each one slowly lifted from the canal.  The boys kept their heads tucked against the wind and worked together in a steady rhythm.  Aerander, in the bow position, squinted toward the bridge, heart racing and his mop of dark hair damp with sweat.



The canal was empty at the early morning hour.  The scull swept past a row of the city’s white stone estates on one side and the tall ridge of the Citadel on the other.  The sun-streaked cobbled pathway along the canal was practically deserted.  But here and there, the early rising merchants and aproned street sweepers stopped their work and wandered to the water’s edge to watch the boys’ boat cut through the channel.



They were only halfway to the bridge, and Aerander could see that its two leaves were already forty-five degrees in the air.  He called out to his blond-haired partner, and Calyiches worked up a greater effort.  They were surging forward faster than at any of the practices.  They had to make it, Aerander told himself.  They had perfect conditions – barely any waves on the channel and not much of a breeze to fight against.  He kept in rhythm with Calyiches’ sweeps and gritted his face.


They approached the bridge.  Its platforms tilted high into the air, and Aerander glimpsed the sailors on the galley raising the anchors to pass through.  Just a little more! he willed himself.  Calyiches must have sensed it.  The two found a greater store of energy and threw it all into their oaring.  The curled tip of the boat pointed straight between the bridge’s centermost girders.  It also pointed to the bow of the galley beyond the bridge, but that was not on Aerander’s mind.



They cruised between the two towers.  The tower sentry sounded a second blare.  Both sides of the bridge had lifted.  But it didn’t matter.  The boys dropped their oars, threw off their masks and let out a wild holler.  They’d done it – making it from the practice dock to the Citadel Bridge before the oxen could raise the platforms.  Aerander turned to Calyiches, and they locked hands, beaming with pride.


It was only then that Aerander noticed the commotion.  A group of sentinels was calling down from the bridge, and the galley sailors were shouting furiously.  Aerander glanced forward.  Their scull boat was a few yards from the galley and aimed to crash into its bow.  



“Turn!” he cried.



The two boys pushed off the right side of the boat.  Meanwhile, the sailors cried down to the oarsmen in the lower deck of the galley to reverse their direction.  The boys’ scull lurched to the left at a precipitous angle.  There wasn’t time for a clean turn.  At best, they were going to skim the hull of the galley.  Aerander and Calyiches gathered the oars through their riggings and braced themselves.  But with all of their weight shifted to one side, the narrow shell tipped over.  It was just in time.  The scull boat drifted away from the galley, and the two boys held themselves against it, looking up to the colossal ship in amazement.


Shoving the boat over, the boys repositioned themselves on its benches and paddled their way to the bank.  There was a crowd of armored sentinels waiting for their landing.  The men’s eyes set seethingly on the waterlogged pair.



“By the order of Consul Pylartes, you are under arrest for conspiring to sabotage one of his Navy’s fleet,” spoke the Captain of the group.



Hunched over and breathless, Aerander slowly raised his head.  The Captain caught sight of the bronze shoulder clasp holding up Aerander’s indigo chlamys.  The ornament had the trident insignia of the House of Atlas.  The Captain waved his hand back to his men.  



“Our apologies, Prince Aerander,” the Captain said.  “But what in the world were you doing?”



“Practicing for the boat race,” Aerander said.  He shook off some of the wetness from his head.  



The Captain looked to Aerander’s teammate.  Prince Calyiches of the House of Mneseus had become widely recognized since his arrival to the kingdom’s capital city.  He wore a leather headband and a pair of gold hoops in his ears.  The registrants weren’t supposed to leave the Citadel grounds without a house guard since there were peasants protesting the festival.  The Captain and his charges stood at blank attention while the boys tended to their vessel on the bank.


“Any other bright ideas before the games start tomorrow?” Calyiches said.

Aerander smirked.  He pulled the bolts from the oar riggings, and Calyiches started gathering up the long paddles inside the boat.  They were always in sync like that.  Aerander often forgot that they had only met two weeks ago.  That’s when all the boys of registering age from the kingdom’s ten royal houses had been quartered in his father’s palace for athletic practices and preliminary competitions.  Being the Consul’s son meant that everyone was friendly to you, but no one really wanted to be your friend.  But Calyiches walked right up to Aerander at the first day of practices.  They talked about their favorite fighters at the Hippodrome’s Tournament of Champions and made fun of their instructors.  Calyiches told Aerander stories about his homeland, Lemuria, the ancient continent.  Calyiches grew on an island too, but it was in the middle of a lake and there were volcanoes.


“With speed like that, there’s not a single team that’ll be able to catch us,” Aerander said.



“We have to be nominated by our Houses first,” Calyiches pointed out.



Aerander did not like to think about that stipulation.  The Registration’s boat race paired together one oarsman from each House – a token of Inter-House fraternity in the tournament, but the entrants would be chosen by a vote of their peers.  Aerander was virtually assured of getting the House of Atlas’ nomination.  He was the only son of the House Governor, Pylartes, who was also serving his four-year term as leader of the Governors’ Council.  Calyiches on the other hand had an older brother, and even though he was the best sculler in his family, the Houses favored their senior registrants.  It wasn’t fair.  He and Calyiches had teamed up from the start of the practices, and everyone knew that they wanted to compete together.



Aerander and Calyiches hoisted the shell up on their shoulders and carried it from the bank.


“Shall we take that for you, Prince Aerander?” the Captain asked.



“No,” he replied.  “We’re in training.”



The two boys carried the boat up to the canal path on a line to the boathouse beyond from the bridge.


“Going to catch it from your father?” Calyiches asked.



“Only if those chumps feel like talking, and they’ll think twice when they consider that they never caught us coming toward the bridge.”



Calyiches jostled the boat to set Aerander off balance.  Aerander caught his footing and passed Calyiches a wise look.  Still, he felt exuberant.  The fresh morning air, the bright sun and alone with Calyiches.  He took off at a brisk pace to see if Calyiches could keep up with him.


Aerander tripped forward onto his knees and lost hold of the shell.  He looked behind him and watched Calyiches fumble to support the weight then throw the boat off and collapse to the ground.  Aerander’s lip rose to a snicker.  Then he felt the ground trembling beneath him.  He turned to Calyiches, and they eyed each other in silence.  Tremors come, and tremors go.  When the rats flee, then you’ll know.  The saying played over in Aerander’s head.  When a big quake hit the city of Tartessos on the mainland a few months back, the survivors reported that all of the rats, snakes and weasels had disappeared the night before.  Too bad he hadn’t taken inventory of the rats in the palace cellar last night.


The shaking stopped.  Aerander hesitated on the ground for a moment.  Just a little tremor.  Like the one they had last winter.  He got up on his feet.


“You all right?” he asked Calyiches.



“That was brilliant!” Calyiches said.



“C’mon.  Let’s get to the boathouse.”



Calyiches stood and looked around in awe.  They didn’t have earthquakes where he was from.  The boat had rolled down the bank a few yards, and Aerander went to retrieve it.

***

Rearing
Aerander felt a little sorry for the wide-hipped, balding man at the center of the Citadel amphitheatre.  He was really trying.  It was the man’s last philosophy lecture before the start of the Registration, and his face was pink from projecting his voice over all of the murmuring voices.  But the twelve dozen or so boys sitting around the stadium were much more interested in talking about the tremor earlier that morning.  Plus one of the registrants from the House of Amphisus was circulating a story that peasants were rioting in the streets to protest tomorrow’s Opening Day parade. 


Aerander sat in an upper tier with Calyiches and two straw-haired, blotchy faced boys:  Dardanus and Evandros, brothers from the House of Gadir.  Dardanus, or Dardy as he was called by his friends, was fifteen, and Evandros was a year younger.  Aerander and Calyiches had met up with the two at archery practice.  The Registration was for boys thirteen to eighteen.  Since the four of them were among the youngest in the group, they had fallen easily into a tight band.



The philosophy instructor was going on with some treatise about the seventeen essential types of manly honor.  Aerander had lost track of the lecture after the second.

“Everyone’s talking about you two taking on your father’s navy this morning,” Dardy said.



Aerander scoffed.


“Dardy’s got the younger boys believing that we rammed and sank the Admiral’s boat,” Calyiches said.  



“I thought it would help Calyiches’ chances getting his House’s vote for the boat race,” Dardy defended.



“Nah – it always goes to first borns,” Calyiches said.


“That’s not true,” Dardy said.  “At the fourteenth Registration, House of Eudemon picked Rutulus for the race over their first-born son.  Rutulus wasn’t even a second born.  He had two older brothers.  He teamed up with Gordius from the House of Amphisus, and they went on to win it.”



“Sure, but one of Rutulus’ brothers was blind, and the other one was a simpleton,” Evandros pointed out.

 

Calyiches smirked.


“Still, it’s hard to imagine anyone voting for your brother,” Dardy said. 


The four boys’ eyes traveled to the opposite side of the amphitheatre.  High up in the upper tier, there was a round-shouldered, dark-haired boy, lost in a mopey scowl.  There were many empty marble seats around him.  Oleon.



Dardy and Evandros snickered.  Aerander cracked a grin, but he noticed Oleon pass a severe look over his friends.  He turned back to the instructor.  The old man was up to “honor in marriage.”  Something about faithfulness and not striking one’s wife excessively.  Was this number seven or number eight?


“Dardy’s got another campaign going,” Evandros said.



His brother’s face flushed.



“He wants to be set up with Pyrrah from House of Mestor on Courtship Day.”


Aerander sorted through his head to place the girl.  All of the registrants’ sisters and female cousins had come along to watch the games, and there had been daily feasts with all of the families in the palace’s Grand Pavilion.  Later in the festival, the parents would negotiate the boys’ marriages.


“She’s totally ideal,” Dardy confided. 



“But he can’t ever talk to her.  He gets all nervy,” Evandros said.



Aerander remembered.  The House of Mestor girls were a pretty bunch, drifting through the hallways with their plaited hair and drapey gowns.  Pyrrah was the one that caught most of the boys’ attention.



“Why don’t you introduce yourself?” Aerander asked.



“Nah,” Dardy sighed.  “She’d never go for me.  She’s probably after someone more like Calyiches.”



Calyiches’ eyes danced away.  Evandros let out snorting laugh.  The amphitheatre went dead still.  Heads turned.  The philosophy instructor’s robed arm pointed straight at Aerander’s group.



“Might I have a little more attention from the ‘Friendly Four’ in the back?” the instructor said.



The four boys’ faces turned crimson.  A few chuckles around the stadium broke the tension.  Aerander set his eyes straight ahead at the instructor.  One turn to the left or right and the sight of one of his friend’s puffed up faces was sure to make him break out in laughter.  
“Honor in war…,” the instructor went on.  
How many more to go? Aerander bristled.  
***
Midday


After the philosophy lecture, the boys filed out of the amphitheatre en route to the Citadel Palace.  Dardy and Evandros shot off, explaining that their grandfather Governor Hesperus was bringing in a troupe of dancing courtesans to entertain the House of Gadir at their family compound.  Aerander walked the shaded pathway to the Palace with Calyiches.  Most of the other boys had rushed ahead with plans for games of skittles or field hockey and family parties that would go on late into the night.  Aerander would be stuck inside his family’s apartment with his stepmother and younger sisters.  His father said that he should spend Registration Eve with his family, even though Pylartes likely would not return from his ministerial chambers until everyone had turned in for the night.  Aerander slackened his pace.  Calyiches didn’t seem to mind.  


Boys go into the Registration, and they come out men.  Maybe it was an exaggeration, but tomorrow, everything was going to change.  It was supposed to be the most exciting time of his life, but Aerander felt out of sorts.  He had qualified to compete in the wrestling and sprinting contests and was one of the favored recitalists in the poetry competition.  Calyiches was entered in all six of the Registration’s athletic events.  They’d be ushered from one venue to another, and then Calyiches would be returning to his father’s colony in Lemuria. 


“Good luck with the House vote tomorrow,” Aerander said.


Calyiches nodded.  He was kicking up pebbles from the pathway with his sandaled feet.  Aerander joined him.  They made a contest out of seeing who could kick a stone the furthest.  Calyiches sent one flying so far Aerander could not make out where it had landed.  


Aerander stopped in his place.  Calyiches halted after a few paces and turned to Aerander.  Calyiches’ nose twitched.  He was the only person that Aerander had ever met who shrugged his nose when taken by surprise.



“Let’s swap rings,” Aerander said.



Aerander pulled off the signet band from his ring finger.  It was molded with the trident House of Atlas crest.  All of the registrants had gotten House rings at the start of practices.  They were supposed to wear them until the end of the festival, but other boys had swapped them.  For some, to show off their friendship.  For others, to signify something else.  Aerander held the ring out in his open palm.



“Maybe it’ll bring you luck,” he said.



Calyiches scoffed, but he took off his hawk-head House of Mneseus band and they exchanged their rings.  Calyiches smiled and brushed his shoulder against Aerander’s.   Aerander’s face lit up.



Calyiches stepped along the path, and Aerander caught up to him.  They didn’t say a single word on their way back to the palace, but somehow it didn’t matter.  
Day One 
Kindling
The night sky is divided into twelve constellations:  one for Poseidon, one for his wife Cleito, and one for each of their sons.  Aerander gazed at the dawning sky from the terrace of his father’s corner megaron.  It was late summer, and the House of Atlas and part of Gadir’s were faint pinpoints in a brightening canvas.  Aerander looked to the western horizon and picked out his favorite cluster of stars:  the Pleiades.  They were Atlas’ virgin daughters, placed in the heavens by their father to remind his descendants to rule with justice and morality.  Aerander’s childhood tutor Alatheon had taught him to recognize each of them by name.  He could spot Alcyone first, since she shined the brightest, then her five sisters arced around her to the right:  Asterope, Maia, Taygete, Electra, and Merope.   

Atlas had a seventh daughter, but she was lost, it was said.  Alatheon had told Aerander an old rhyme:  
“Find the Seventh Sister, and the girl shall be, 

“Your spiritual guardian for all eternity.”

Supposedly, anyone who saw the Seventh Pleiade star and spoke her secret would release her from her exile and receive a great reward.  Aerander brought out his bronze monocular and scanned around the sparkling cluster.  There was nothing there.  It was probably just a folktale to entertain little kids.  
Four flights above the Citadel grounds, Aerander’s terrace was the second highest overlook in the palace, just below the southwest watchtower.  Aerander gazed onto the city, lit up in the early morning sun.  The landscape was a gilded labyrinth of canals, many angled boulevards and pinnacled bridges.  Aerander looked beyond the terracotta rooftops, cistern towers and glistening domes and all the way to the Great Harbor with its colossal statue of Poseidon standing guard with his forked spear.  There was a group of sailed galleys drifting toward the harbor.  Thousands of men and women from all over the kingdom were coming to watch the Registration games.  Despite the House of Amphisus boy’s story of violent protests yesterday, everything looked peaceful.
Aerander stepped through the columned entrance to his bedchamber.  His valet Punamun, a tan-faced immigrant from Lemuria with a bowl-shaped head of hair, was slumped over at a gypsum bench by the curtained doorway to the megaron’s interior landing.   Aerander passed by Punamun, heavy footed, and onward to his bedchamber’s recess.  It was a place for prayers and remembrances, and on the center of its curved mantle, there was a white clam shell painted with a miniature relief in shades of blue.  
It was the only image Aerander had of his birth mother Sibyllia.  She had died when Aerander was three, and his father had remarried a few months later.  Aerander didn’t remember anything about his mother, but he lit a tallow by the clam shell on every one of his birthdays and on the anniversary of Sibyllia’s death.  The last candle that Aerander had lit, three months past for his birthday, had melted down into its brass holder.  
He should remember his mother on Registration Day, Aerander decided.  Aerander found his pocket knife, carved the wax out of the holder, and retrieved a fresh tallow from his pinewood chest.  He trimmed the wick and lit it.  Aerander stared at the image of his mother cast in flickering light.   

Sibyllia had only been a few years older than Aerander when the artist painted her.  Years ago, whenever Aerander’s aunts came by to visit, they would go on about how Sibyllia had passed along to Aerander his slate blue eyes and singular name.   Aerander – it should have been Aeran-dros like all the other Atlantean boys’ names, but Aunt Guercia said Sibyllia wanted his name to be exotic, like the men from the wintry continent of Azilia.  According to his aunt, Aerander’s mother picked up the strange idea the Atlantean race had descended from the northern peoples, apparently from spending too much time with foreign scholars.  His father never spoke of Sibyllia.  He had once overheard his aunts gossiping about a stormy relationship between the two and whispers that Sibyllia committed suicide.  

 
The sound of footsteps carried from the landing.  Aerander turned to the door.  His stepmother Thessala broke through the curtain.  Punamun shifted, started, and then took to his feet.

“I didn’t think you’d be awake,” Thessala said.  She looked from Aerander to the candle and breezed past Punamun to take a seat on the bed.  She was holding a sallow wood box tied up with a garland of carnations. 
Aerander drew up beside her.  Thessala nudged the box toward him.  “Your first gift for the Registration.  From your father and me.”

It was more from Thessala than his father, Aerander figured, but he smiled, pulled off the garland and opened the box.  Inside, there was a leather belt with a molded silver buckle.  He took it out and ran his hand down the cool strap.

“A man needs a belt,” Thessala said.
“Shall I get a new necklace?” Aerander asked.

“What for?”

“This one gives me bad dreams.”  Aerander took out an amulet from under his sleeping tunic.  Its simple copper links were tarnished, and it held an unusual ornament – a three pronged fork, springy and translucent like a fish bone.  Aerander’s father had given it to him at the start of the Registration practices.  Pylartes said it was supposed to bring good luck, but the fish bone was creepy.  Last night, Aerander had shook from his sleep with the image of a red, glowing skull and two giant snakes, curled back to strike.
Thessala smoothed out Aerander’s wavy hair.  “There are memories held in old things.  Like a conch shell washed up from the island’s shoals.  When you hold it up to your ear, you can hear its story in the language of the sea.”

Aerander spun the fishbone pendant with a flick of his finger.  

“It’s a great honor to wear that amulet,” Thessala said.  “It was worn by Poseidon himself.  He gave it to Atlas before his death, then Atlas to his own son and so on.”

Aerander screwed up one corner of his mouth.  Old and haunted, he didn’t care; he didn’t like the necklace.

“You’re just worried about the Registration games,” Thessala said.  “As well you should be.”



She faced him with a smirk.  Thessala was really somewhere between a mother and an older sister.  Aerander was already taller than her, but he leaned his head against her shoulder.  Thessala’s dark hair was loose since she had just gotten out of bed, but it still smelled like the lavender oil that she used for washing.
“Your father didn’t sleep well either,” Thessala said.  “He tossed and turned and was already off to his chambers by the time I woke.  He’ll never admit it, but he’s a wreck over the festival.  Which leaves the rest of us to suffer along with him.”
Aerander laced his hands together at his knee.  Thessala’s gaze delayed over the hawk-head signet band on his ring finger.

“House of Mneseus?  Have you pawned your House ring?  Worried that one of your sisters shall take your inheritance?”

Aerander blushed.  She knew who it was from and what it meant.  He and Calyiches had spent every afternoon together since the start of practices, and Calyiches had been over to the family compound a ton of times. 
“It’s good to have a boyhood friend,” Thessala said.

“We’re teaming up for the boat race,” Aerander said.

Thessala nodded.  Hesitantly.
“May the ancestors carry you to victory,” Thessala said.  “But don’t let your father see that you’ve exchanged bands.  It’s all tradition with him.”

She climbed down from the bed and stepped toward the door.  “Now enough brooding.  There’s much awaiting you today.  You’ll only go through the Registration once.  You should enjoy it.”

***
Rearing
Aerander stepped through the archway to the Palace Courtyard.  All the registrants were gathered there before the Opening Day parade.  Aerander’s father had told Punamun to delay his son’s journey from the compound so that Aerander would be the one to make his entrance last.  It was a dull formality, Aerander felt.  At every other event leading up to the Registration, he had been able to come and go with his friends.  
There were carriages and chariots lined up to take the boys and their families into town.  Leaving Punamun by a shade tree with some other servants, Aerander circulated the grounds.  The place was full of boys in older and younger cliques spread around the reflecting pool, cistus gardens and statuaries.  They were biding their time until the Registration Master called them into procession.  
Per his father’s instructions, Aerander was to make greetings with the other first-borns.  It was protocol for being the Consul’s son, Pylartes had explained, and a gesture of deference to his colleagues in the Governors’ Council.  Though they shared a common ancestry, the House Governors were fiercely independent and always out to gain an advantage over one another.  The House of Gadir’s Governor Hesperus wanted the kingdom’s bread production standardized so that every bread maker would have to import barley from his colony in Azilia.  The House of Mestor’s Governor Basilides was trying to get more laborers assigned to work his family’s silver mines in Mauritania.  Pylartes, for his part, needed the Council’s support to refortify his legions overseas to finish off a campaign Aerander’s grandfather started in Pelasgia.  With all the Houses gathered in the capital, the Registration was as much about politics as it was about national celebration.  
Aerander picked out Governor Ephegene’s son first:  Radamanthes from the House of Autochthonus.  Square-jawed with a quiet physicality, Radamanthes was the hands down favorite to win the most championship medallions that week.  He was chewing on a grape stem when Aerander approached.  Radamanthes gripped Aerander’s hand with a wink, and they wished each other good luck.

Next, Aerander found Perdikkas from the House of Mestor.  He was set up by the dolphin fountain with a cadre of silver caped boys.  Perdikkas was Governor Basilides’ nephew but considered a first-born since Basilides had adopted him after Perdikkas’ parents died in a ship wreck two winter’s past.  From some steps away, Aerander tried out a smile.  Perdikkas returned a smirk, tipped his hand and went back to talking with his cousins.  Everyone knew that his family’s wealth had gone to his head.  

Aerander had to sidestep Governor Amphigoron’s son Mesokantes from the House of Azaes who shoved his way through a group of younger boys leading a pack of his broad-shouldered cousins.  With a tic of recognition, Mesokantes stopped and passed Aerander a jaggy-toothed grin.  Then he strutted along to claim a spot beneath the cypress tree at the far end of the courtyard.  

Aerander looked to Oleon, sitting off by himself on a dusty, pebbled trail.  He gave himself a moment to reconsider then heaved a sigh and made his way over.  But then, he heard the voices of Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros.  They were huddled by the reflecting pool with Corydallus and Corythyles, the red-haired twins from the House of Eudemon, and a slight, spectacled boy, Dardy and Evandros’ cousin Telechimedes, who liked to brag about his chances at the Poetry Recital.  Dardy pointed to Aerander, and he, Calyiches and Evandros traipsed over.  
“It’s official.  We’re now the ‘Friendly Four,’” Dardy said.

Aerander snorted.  He and Calyiches exchanged a glance.  Aerander saw his House ring on Calyiches’ finger.  He wondered if Dardy and Evandros had noticed they swapped rings.  
“Cory One and Cory Two thought it was hilarious yesterday at the amphitheatre,” Dardy said.  “Calyiches isn’t the only one sweating it out before the boat race nominations.  The two Cory’s are both up for House of Eudemon’s vote.  Funny since most people can’t tell the two apart.” 

“Cory One’s got more freckles,” Evandros said.

“And Cory Two’s got a nick on his chin,” Dardy said.

Aerander’s attention drifted back to Oleon.  Anyone could tell Oleon and Calyiches apart.  They seemed to have fallen from different trees.  Aerander and Calyiches had once joked that Oleon was adopted.  It had started a fight between the two brothers though Oleon had slunk away after the first thrown punch.  Aerander shifted his glance when Oleon’s eyes set on him.    
“You and Aerander were out on the water more than anyone else in the entire Registration,” Dardy told Calyiches.  “So it only stands to reason that the two of you should be nominated.”
“Well, our grandfather made sure that Dardy gets House of Gadir’s vote!” Evandros called out with a bit of flip. 



Dardy eyed his brother, rankled.

“He told us over supper that all the grandsons and grandnephews were obliged to vote for Dardy since he’s the eldest.”


“As long as I don’t get stuck teaming up with that snob Perdikkas from the House of Mestor, or even worse, one of the H.A.G.’s,” Dardy said.



Aerander narrowed his eyebrows.  Evandros helped out.  “Dardy’s decided that Mesokantes’ gang deserves a name.  House of Azaes Goons!”

Aerander snickered.  The four boys slyly checked out the infamous group.  They had spread out under the cypress tree, brought out some dice and were bantering over wagers. 
The Registration Master called for the boys to line up with their Houses.  
Dardy eyed Aerander tentatively.  “So what do you say, Aerander?  If for some reason Calyiches doesn’t get his House’s nomination…well, of course, it would be a travesty…but…if it’s you and me nominated…how ‘bout the two of us teaming up together?”

Aerander glanced at Calyiches, and Calyiches looked away unfazed. 
“Sure.”
Dardy beamed.

The four boys gripped hands and hurried off to join their House groups.  Aerander looked around for Oleon, but he must’ve already mounted the House of Mneseus’ carriage.
***
It was a whole different thing being in the Registration parade than being at the parade.  Aerander had watched the procession twice before from a sidelined grandstand with his stepmother and sisters.  It had been fun for a little while, and then the heat and all the noise had given him a headache.  But traveling down the city’s Boulevard of Heroes, cutting a broad path through a sea of people undulating with cheers and projectiles of crepey flower buds, Aerander’s face stretched into an enormous smile.  
His carriage was near the start of the procession, just behind the House of Atlas banner held on wooden posters by two sentinels in round bronze caps, spiked leather harnesses, and long metal greaves.  Pylartes was a tall, broad frame beside Aerander.  His father’s bearded face was cast as always solemn and inscrutable.  But there were much more interesting things to look at.  
At the front of the parade, the military contingent wore towering helmets shaped like stallion heads and drew feverish applause.  The townspeople were calling out to support Pylartes’ campaign in Pelasgia.  Every able-bodied man in the kingdom had been consigned to fight the barbarians, so it was all veterans who had fulfilled their ten year commitment in the parade.  Some were mounted on horses.  The officers led chariots, and two of the men were saddled on elephants.  There were idol-bearers covered with giant plaster heads.  Aerander recognized two of the idols:  the first, his father’s military commander and older cousin Imperator Philacastes and the other, the great hero Valoratron Nikomachos.  Nikomachos was Radamanthes’ uncle, and thirteen years ago, he won four Registration medallions for the House of Autochthonus.    
Aerander tried to put to memory every image from the parade.  A clear blue sky filled with brightly colored hot air balloons.  Clusters of yellow and purple sword flowers, the kingdom’s symbol of eternal power, strung from every archway, apartment window and poplar tree along the boulevard.  The white stone monoliths on either side of the street – they had just been unveiled that day to depict a charging army making its way from the Citadel to the Great Harbor and onward to conquer the world.  Aerander’s father was the epitome of reserve with his family and his public, but he knew how to dress things up for a celebration.  So people barely noticed that most of the iron streetlamps and bronze plates on the city’s halls and monuments had been ripped down by the military for scrap.  Pylartes had thrown some extra swagger into the Opening Day parade since the Registration coincided with Atlantis’ millennium celebration that year.  
A commotion carried from the street side up ahead.  It was difficult for Aerander to decipher at first, but the closer that he got to the hollers, they sounded less and less like they were part of the celebration.  Glancing around the crowd, Aerander spotted a tightly packed group of men and women drawing hisses and jeers from everyone around them.  There was a pock-faced man around his father’s age pressing toward the edge of the street and straining to be heard.  

“Ban the Registration!  Let the people rise up with the Law of One!”

Another angry voice broke out, this time from a gray-haired woman in a shapeless apron.

“Let the people guide their own fate!  No more Law for Ten.  One Law for One!”

Aerander’s eyes widened.  The commoners in town were always complaining about something – higher wages, lower tariffs, the consignment of their sons to the military, but they usually aired their grievances through painting slogans on the city’s monuments and organizing strikes at the orichalcum mines.  As one of the men in the group raised his fist, Aerander noticed a strange mark in the space between the man’s thumb and forefinger – a henna tattoo in the shape of a pyramid.  He turned to his father.  Pylartes’ face was hard.  Then a line of sentinels pushed the agitators back into the crowd with their tower shields.  There was a lot of shouting back and forth, but eventually the demonstrators dispersed.  The crowd responded by redoubling their cheers and hollers for the boys in the parade.     

***
The parade reached its end at a broad cobbled square in the city’s Agora District.  It was the intersection of the Boulevard of Heroes and a knot of grand, tree-lined avenues.  The centerpiece of the crossroads was the Temple of Poseidon.  
The military cavalcade dispersed.  Aerander disembarked from his carriage and followed a pair of House guards to the foot of the temple stoop where there were eight other boys with indigo capes and sashes.  Slump shouldered from the blazing sun, they were all trying not to scratch their heads beneath their gilded coronets.  They had to wait for the rest of the registrants to make their way before going into the temple for Noontide service.  
Aerander’s companions were all second or third cousins who he did not know very well.  There was Artemon, his stepmother’s sister’s husband’s nephew who visited the palace some summers, but he was always pale and sniffly and forever complaining about something.  That day, Artemon was sighing over the heat.  There wasn’t much to talk about anyway.  The parade had been exciting, but after six weeks of getting trounced at just about every event in the Registration’s preliminary competitions, the group’s expectations for the rest of the festival hung rather low.  Compared to the other Houses, Atlas had a sparse turnout of registrants.  Aerander’s father was an only child.  There was also the family curse.  No one liked to talk about it, but the line of Atlas had problems producing male children.  Still-born births and anemia went back for generations. 

Aerander turned his attention to the temple.  As many times as he had visited the place, it was always too much to take in.  Six elephants high, the temple’s walls were made of enormous stone bricks that had been blackened over centuries by the dusty streets.  Ten pinnacles stabbed up to the sky on its roof, and it had an enormous bronze dome, flashing in the late morning sun.  Its towering façade bore a sculpted scene of windswept Poseidon riding a bull in victorious procession.  
Pylartes had stepped away with one of his sentinels, probably to discuss the street side demonstration.  The other house guards were talking among themselves now that the parade crowd had thinned out.  Aerander decided to wander up the marble stoop to check out the temple’s columned threshold.  
Five pairs of pillars buttressed the threshold eave, one for each of Poseidon’s sons.  They were arranged by order of birth and decorated with sculpted capitals.  Aerander stepped around the pillar of Atlas.  At its height, there was a rendering of his celebrated ancestor, youthful and wild-eyed carrying his father’s three-pronged spear.  Covering the column from top to bottom, there were engravings of the names of all of the House patriarchs since Great Atlas’ day, from Atlas II high up at the top, to Pylartes, etched into the stone five years ago after Aerander’s grandfather’s death.    
Aerander thought about what his stepmother had said about his House amulet.  It was a crazy idea that it held memories from the past, but if it did, there was some story behind the skull and the giant snakes in his dream.  He scanned the column, fixing on the names that were the most familiar.  There were certainly many exciting memories from the Great Atlas’ life.  He had conquered Minotaurs and Gorgons and liberated the kingdom from the Amazons.  Atlas II had died before his father and only had a place in the House’s history since he was Atlas’ sole male heir.  Aerander’s knowledge of the other House monarchs was spotty.  He preferred history from the kingdom’s Founding Age.  His eyes fell down to his grandfather’s name.  Glaukius had been one of the kingdom’s most celebrated Governors, seven times elected Consul.  He had reigned for over fifty years, but he had been infirm for all of Aerander’s recollection and died three years ago.  Right below Glaukius’ name was Pylartes.  Accessing his father’s memories was too bizarre and embarrassing to think about.  Besides, Aerander had never seen his father wearing the amulet.   
The boys and their fathers were coming up the stair.  Aerander saw Pylartes’ eyes set squarely on him.  Aerander traveled to the head of the line and stood in front of the temple’s iron doors.  
***



Noontide
The temple doors eased open, their metal slats scraping against the granite floor.  Two clerics, shorn and tanned, stood at either side of the entryway, and they beckoned the visitors inside.     

Coming from the sun-blanched streets, Aerander’s eyes slowly adjusted.  There were no windows in the single abundant chamber, just weakly burning chandeliers hanging down on chain links from a staggering ceiling.  But visiting the temple was more about sounds than sights.  The floor was scattered with sand crystals that cracked against Aerander’s feet.  Distant sounds echoed around the room while nearby voices and movements were muffled, as though they had been swallowed up by the cool, ancient air.  It was kind of like being under water.  Then, as Aerander stepped further into the temple, he could hear a brazier pit, spitting, hissing, and crackling in the dim light.  

While the fathers took seats at the rear of the temple, a line of clerics directed Aerander and his cousins to a marble bench nearest to the altar and its brazier pit.  Some of the priests worked a pulley mechanism along the temple’s wall, and the lid of the ceiling cupola grated open, casting a perfect sunlit circle on the slate pedestal altar.  Aerander’s eyes drifted to a vaulted door closed off with gates behind the altar.  It was the passageway to the sacred recesses of the priests.  

The High Priest stepped to the altar.  Zazamoukh.  He presided over High Holiday services and had been the leader of the priesthood for more years than Aerander could guess.  Once you made the mistake of looking at him, there was no turning back.  His eyebrows were bare, his eyelashes had been plucked off, and his head was shaved except for two long braids sprouting from his temples like nappy horns.  For the Registration service, he wore a yellowed bull’s horn around his neck.

But the worst thing about Zazamoukh was his face.  Though creased with age, Zazamoukh’s face somehow looked boyish.  Was it the roundness? Aerander wondered.  Or the simple, vacuous smile that he always had?  In any case, it was eerie.  He was eerie.  He had no right to look so youthful and unburdened when everyone knew that he was well advanced in years.  How old was he anyway?  Aerander had once asked his father the question, but Pylartes just shifted grumpily in response.  

A pair of priests brought over a bundle of hairy branches, and Zazamoukh fed them into the brazier.  It filled the chamber with a musky perfume.   Aerander took a cue from the boys around him and bowed his head and closed his eyes in meditation.  He was never quite sure what he should be thinking during these solemn moments.  All he could do was wonder what lay ahead.  There had been rumors of secret rituals being revealed at the Registration temple service.  Aerander tried to keep his eyes shut though he was eager to gaze around the temple for a clue.

Zazamoukh delivered an incantation.   He led the boys in a rote creed of supplication to Holy Father Poseidon.  Then, he raised his arms and stared up to the dome’s opening to invoke some sort of prayer.  All the while, Aerander’s eyes skittered away. 
“Great Powerful Poseidon, we thank you for receiving our prayers.  These young men before me bring you their first sacrifice in tribute to your magnificence...”

This much Aerander caught of the priest’s liturgy, and he remembered the temple offering.  All of the registrants had their hair trimmed before the parade, and their wayward locks had been collected by the palace barbers and placed in pouches that were strung around the boys’ necks.  Now each registrant, starting with the House of Atlas group, would be called up to the brazier pit.  
Aerander was happy to be the first to go.  He stood as soon as Zazamoukh read his name and stepped over to the flaming pit.  He brought out his pouch from beneath his tunic, opened up the leather fastening and released his dark locks into the fire.  They singed with a bitter stench.  Aerander bowed his head and made a pro forma prayer to Poseidon and his patron ancestor Atlas.  He had been through years of religious lessons, but how his ancestors actually lived interested Aerander far more than the creeds he had to memorize in their honor.  His childhood tutor Alatheon used to tell him curious details, like Poseidon’s infidelities and Atlas’ friendship with a Minotaur warrior.  But Pylartes had dismissed Alatheon complaining that his teachings were heretical. 
For all of the build up to the temple ceremony, it was dull to sit in the first row of benches waiting for two hundred or so boys to make their offerings.  Besides, the smell of burning hair was disgusting.  Once every registrant had been up to the brazier, all of the priests except Zazamoukh disappeared into their recess and closed the metal gate.  Aerander hoped that meant that the temple service was over.  But Zazamoukh was still poised sublimely on the sun-drenched altar.  The metal gates clanked open.  
Aerander turned to the doorway, heard a bestial grunting and stared wide-eyed at a line of priests dragging a massive bull into the chamber.  The animal was yoked with ropes and chains and thrashed its horns dangerously close to the men who were leading it.  They managed to pull it onto the altar, and an arc of priests stood around it with lowered heads and mumbled incantations.    

Priest Zazamoukh spoke out over the noise.  “O Great Poseidon, now we present to you our most sacred offering as you have commanded since the beginning.”

The priests clapped their hands in a gradual, quickening rhythm.  One of the priests brought out a long silver blade and handed it to Zazamoukh.  Zazamoukh raised the blade high into the air.  
“Let the spilling of this animal’s blood bring glory to you, Father Poseidon.   Give these children your favor.  Extend to them your generous gifts.”

The priests’ clapping was louder and faster paced.  Their chants came out in shouts and squeals.  Some of the boys were beaming with excitement, and Aerander would not have been surprised to hear a bloodthirsty cheer, particularly from the House of Azaes clan that was known to delight in all things punishing and gory.  

Aerander watched the bull, expecting some kind of final struggle for life, but it barely stirred, even as Zazamoukh’s blade pierced its skin and ripped open its side.  The animal stood dazed for a moment, and then its head fell lifeless.  A group of priests steadied it on the platform.

Maybe it was not as awful as he had anticipated, Aerander thought.  There was no bloodcurdling howl or frenzied fight.  He glanced back at the altar, and, in the stark daylight flooding down from the copula, he saw a pool collecting around the animal.   So much blood.  Aerander turned blankly nauseous.  The priests were gathering it in buckets as it seeped out of the animal and still it drenched the altar threatening to spill onto Aerander’s feet in the front row of the benches.  

The gate clanked open again.  The priests dragged another bull into the temple.  Ten times, Aerander watched the sacrifice repeated, with one bull donated by each of the ten royal Houses. 
With the corpses of the bulls heaped on the altar, the priests brought out many bundles of dried tree branches and ignited a great bonfire.  The temple filled with a foul smoke that drew up through the opening in the temple’s dome, clogging out the light.  The priests circled the blaze with wild, delighted expressions.   

Zazamoukh gathered the hollow bull’s horn from his neck and submerged it in one of the buckets.  He raised the vessel in the air, pressed his lips against it, and tipped it toward him to drink the blood.  For a moment, Aerander thought that he would have to do the same.  From the looks of blanched disbelief on every boy around him, he could guess that they were thinking the same thing.  But the priest merely spilled out some of the blood to wet his hand.  He stepped toward Aerander with an enraptured smile.

Aerander felt a tickle against his chest, like a jumping bean caught inside his tunic.  He thought it was his heart at first.  Then, he realized that the pendant of his amulet was twitching.  Aerander flattened it with his hand, red in the face, as though he had let out a squeaky fart.  The priest was an arm’s length away.     

“Son of Poseidon,” Zazamoukh spoke.  He drew a bloody line across Aerander’s forehead.         
The pendant stopped trembling.  It was such a relief, Aerander shrugged off the queer moment with his amulet.  Zazamoukh went from boy to boy giving out the bloody smears.  By the end, it looked as though they had all participated in a brawl, though most of them were grinning from ear to ear.  Dardy got shushed for talking.  Aerander gazed over at Calyiches.  Calyiches was never off balance, but his face was tight.  Aerander smiled.  They would have a lot to talk about later.  
***

Midday
After the service at the Temple of Poseidon, the registrants returned to the palace for a feast in the Grand Pavilion.  It was broad, columned space surrounded by a terrace that overlooked the courtyard gardens.  There were shallow tables with cushioned seats set up in nine long rows, each festooned with a House crest, and a head table for the Aerander’s family at the far end of the room.  The boys, cheery-faced beneath their benediction bloodstains, poured into the hall and found places with their families. 
Aerander took a seat at the center of the head table with Pylartes, Thessala and his half-sisters Alixa and Danae.  The girls were dark and long haired like their mother.  Alixa, at twelve, was Aerander’s close companion while Danae, at five, looked up to him like a god.  

Since the smoky scene at temple, Aerander’s appetite had returned mightily.  His face broadened as he watched the trays of meats, fishes, corn, potatoes and coconuts brought in by the servants.  He attacked the platter set before him.  
A troupe of entertainers came in to perform in front of the Consul’s table.  They were dressed in raggedy aprons and delirious painted faces and performed a bumbling routine while carrying placards that read:  “The Law of None.”   The dining hall pealed with laughter.  

Pylartes stepped away from the table to talk to one of his advisors.  Aerander overheard that a military envoy had returned from overseas with news that the campaign in Pelasgia was not going well. Aerander gazed across the room at the purple pennant House of Mneseus table.  Calyiches was seated with his father Governor Kondrian and his mother Elanandra.  Aerander leaned over Pylartes’ empty seat to speak to his stepmother.

“Can Calyiches join us?”

Thessala had a wary look.  “The boys are to be seated with their families.  It’s part of Registration tradition.”
“But that’s stupid really.  You mean I have to sit here the entire afternoon just staring out at everyone?”

“Get used to proper etiquette for a Prince.  You’re no longer a boy who can play with his friends at any time that he chooses.”    



Aerander screwed up his face.  Thessala liked Calyiches and had never put restrictions on their spending time together.  Then he remembered his amulet vibrating at the Temple of Poseidon.  He pulled it out from under his collar.


“Did father wear this before me?”



Thessala shook her head.  “It sat in a jewelry box in your father’s dressing room until you came of age.”



“Why?”



“I suppose because he was saving it for you.  Your grandfather wore it.  Then your father received it as a Registration present.  He gave it to your mother during their engagement.  That should count as the first and last unconventional thing your father ever did.”

Aerander sat back in his chair, spooked.  It took him a moment to notice the young man approaching his table.  It was Oleon, fitted with a moody look.  He made greetings with Thessala, Alixa and Danae and stepped in front of Aerander.  
“I’ve been anxious to have a word with you.” 
Aerander managed a friendly grin.  “Benedictions Oleon.” 



“The pairs are being selected for the Inter-House rowing competition, and I’ve decided to team up with you.”



Aerander frowned.  “The competitors haven’t even been nominated yet!  Besides, I’ve already promised to row with your brother if we’re both selected.”  His eyes shifted across the room to Calyiches who was watching with a dubious expression.

 

“But I shall surely receive the House of Mneseus’ nomination,” Oleon said.  “And I am stronger than Calyiches.  Would you not agree that the two of us would make a better team?”

It was quite a stretch, and Aerander let it show on his face.  “I’m sorry Oleon.  But me and Calyiches already decided to team up.  And if Calyiches doesn’t get nominated, I made an agreement with Dardy from the House of Gadir…” 

“Why?” Oleon interrupted.  “You and I are first-borns and should row together.”


Aerander caught Thessala and sisters looking on.  Oleon’s raised voice had also drawn the attention of several other guests at nearby tables.  Aerander composed himself decisively.  

“I’m not rowing with you, Oleon.”



Oleon’s face trembled.  Aerander had seen the look before, once when Oleon had tried to break into a game of dice that he and Calyiches were playing.  Oleon had grabbed all of the pieces and flung them out the window.  Another time he pelted the two of them with stones while they were swimming in the Citadel spring because they hadn’t woken him from his afternoon nap to join them.  None-the-less, Aerander returned Oleon’s glare.   He was not relenting.  



“It is only right that first-born sons should compete together,” Oleon said.  “Is that not so?”  He turned to Thessala.



Thessala provoked a light-hearted grin.  “You’re correct.  It would be most fitting for the Regent Prince of Atlas and the Regent Prince of Mneseus to compete together.”

Aerander fumed.  “Fitting or not, I’ve already promised to team up with one of my friends.”  He crossed his arms in front of him.

“You would do well to listen to your mother,” Oleon snorted.  

The stand-off silenced the better half of the pavilion, and even Oleon was not immune to the tense gazes fixed on the two boys.  He shot Aerander an angry glare and stormed away.



Aerander felt his father’s hands on his shoulders.  His stomach dropped.  Pylartes must have overheard the conversation from his place some steps away.  

“You’re not a House Governor yet,” Pylartes spoke quietly into Aerander’s ear.  “You’ll break your promise to Calyiches and row with his brother.”

Aerander took a long swallow of pear nectar from his goblet, waiting for the burning feelings inside him to pass.  He hated everyone:  Oleon, his father, Thessala and all the snooping faces staring at him throughout the room.  Even a concerned look from his sister Alixa provoked a sting of irritation, and he turned away tight shouldered, thinking what a very stupid occasion the first feast of the Registration was.    

***


Glowering


That evening, the feast spread out to the Palace Courtyard where the citrus trees were strung with oil lamps and the pebbled grounds were staked with torches.  There were lamb roasts and cooked pheasants.  The guests were entertained by mandolin and flute-players.  But it was of little distraction to Aerander who thought that despite the many hundreds of people around him, not one could possibly understand how he felt.  He asked his father repeatedly if he could retire early, and Pylartes finally relented when some of the younger children were being put to bed.  



Back in his bedchamber, Aerander thought that he would feel better, but he actually felt worse.  Sitting on his bed, he hugged his knees to his chest.  Sounds from the party carried up the many tiers of colonnades and terraces all the way to the landing at his room.  Drunken goodbyes.  Young men hollering and screeching.  Platters and goblets clanking together as they were cleared by the servants.   

Aerander eyed his clam shell with the tiny relief of his mother Sibyllia.  She had been wild and unconventional, his Aunt Guercia had told him many years ago.  Aunt Guercia said the words lightly, almost trivially, but it made Aerander like his mother a whole lot more than his father and step-mother.  She would have understood that he and Calyiches had a pact.  
Aerander took out his amulet.  What if the gruesome thing held memories of his mother from the time she had worn it?  He turned it, shook it, and held it up to his ear, wondering how he could get the memories out.  It hadn’t buzzed since temple service.  Maybe there would be something else in his dreams that night.  

 
But there was too much noise to sleep.  Aerander tried to pick out Calyiches’ voice amidst the commotion.   Was he enjoying himself?  Maybe he did not even care about what had happened at the midday feast.  Aerander pulled a pillow over his ears to try to drown out the awful party.


Aerander heard footsteps coming up the stairway to his bedchamber.  The House Porter’s steady gait and someone else.  Aerander looked to Punamun.  His valet was snoozing on his bench.  Punamun shook awake at the sound of the House Porter’s voice.  

Punamun drew open the bedroom curtain, and Calyiches stepped through, his blond hair back in his leather headband.



“You’re not much fun,” Calyiches said.  “We were all getting ready to play a game of field hockey.”



It was one of Aerander’s favorite games.  But Aerander answered him heavy with disinterest.  “Go ahead and play without me.” 



“Nah,” Calyiches said, wandering into the room.  “A bunch of H.A.G.’s took the field over anyway.  They wanted to fix a bet against the younger boys, but we lost our team when Governor Hesperus sent Dardy and Evandros off to bed.  Nothing left to do but mope around here with you.”    



Calyiches took a seat on the bed.  He brought out an apple from his hand hidden behind his back and gave it to Aerander.  Aerander took a big, grouchy bite of it.  It was crunchy and a little sour – just how he liked it.  Calyiches grabbed it back from him to eat some himself, and the two alternated bites as they settled at the head of the bed.



“Oleon wants me to row with him,” Aerander said.



Calyiches’ nose twitched.



“My father says I have to,” Aerander said.



Calyiches rolled his eyes.



“What do you think I should do?” Aerander asked.



Calyiches flashed a grin.  “With Oleon as a teammate, you’ll probably capsize the boat.”   



“But the two of us were supposed to row together!” 



Calyiches shrugged his shoulders.  He grabbed the apple core from Aerander and took a small bite of its meat.
“You take it too seriously.” 



“And you don’t seem to care about it at all.” 



“That’s not true.” 



They squared off with angry looks.


“You can’t fight tradition, stupid as it may be,” Calyiches said.  “I wanted us to team up as much as you did.”



“It doesn’t sound like it.”


“What do you want me to say?  Should I kill my brother so you don’t have to row with him?”



Aerander turned away, his stomach burning.  He thought about telling Calyiches to leave his room.


“Does it matter so much anyway?” Calyiches said.



He put his hand on Aerander’s neck.  Aerander felt the cool metal of his ring against his skin.  His body eased.  Calyiches drew up beside him, his arm draped over Aerander’s shoulder.  Aerander took Calyiches’ hand and twisted around the trident ring on his finger.     


“Guess not,” he said.



Calyiches had once stayed over for an afternoon nap after practices.  Lying in the bed side-by-side, their arms had touched, and Aerander had not been able to sleep.  He suspected that Calyiches had the same problem, wide-eyed as he was when they climbed out of bed.  Now, they were closer than they had ever been.  Aerander leaned against Calyiches and squeezed his hand.  They sat like that until the House Porter came through the door with Calyiches’ valet.



Calyiches sat up.  “I have to go.  Father wants everyone in the family to gather round first thing in the morning to hear Oleon practice his poetry recitation.”



They exchanged gruesome faces and said good night.  Aerander flopped back in his bed.  He felt warm and heavy, like when his father let him drink a cup of fermented cider on his fifteenth birthday.  

It’s good to have a boyhood friend, Thessala had said.  Boyhood friends were forever loyal.  They teamed up at athletic practices, shared confidences and stood up for one another.  Growing up as the only boy in the palace, Aerander had never had such a bond.  

But something much more monumental was happening with Calyiches.  And if Calyiches had not been called away, it would have been something even more.  It was enough that it had almost happened.  At least for now.   
***
Night

That night, Aerander saw his mother.  It was a dream that started as a replay of Registration parade.  He was looking out from his chariot at the cheering crowd, and Sibyllia was smiling in his family’s tented grandstand.  It was as though she had always been there.  Never died that was.  She waved to him.  Aerander climbed down from the chariot and approached her.  The scene washed away.

Aerander was looking down at the Citadel wood from a great height.  It was nighttime.  He spotted a female figure traveling alone at a brisk pace.  Aerander’s eyes zoomed in, like looking through a monocular.  It was Sibyllia.  She walked a minor trail through narrow passages of bay leaf trees and pines.  Aerander traced her path.  As his mother neared a clearing, she took careful steps and looked around as though she worried she had been followed.  She drew up behind a thicket of trees on the edge of the moonlit glade.  

Aerander recognized the place.  It was an abandoned shrine:  the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  It had been built in ancient times as a sanctuary for the Emperor and Empress’ sons after their parents’ deaths.  No one ever visited the shrine since there were many grander places of worship in town.  Aerander had been there before on excursions through the Citadel woods, but never at nighttime.  The inside glowed with red light.  Sibyllia left the thicket and crept toward the temple.    

Sibyllia settled behind one of the temple pillars, peeking inside.  Aerander’s vision followed.  Through the pulsing redness, everything was in silhouette.  There was a pair of cloaked figures with their backs to him and, on the other side of a platform altar, two others – priests perhaps?   It looked like there was some sort of offering going on.  

Aerander focused on the pair behind the altar.  They were one and a half times the size of normal men and slump-shouldered – they might have been a good foot taller if they straightened up.  They had billowy cowls that obscured their faces.  The pair swayed in place, like old men under duress.  One of them held the source of the red light – a stone, three fists long, vaguely skull-shaped, the thing from his dream.  It looked hot, molten even, like something shot out of a volcano.  

Aerander turned back to his mother.  She was edging around the pillar to get a better view.  Aerander tried to follow her gaze.  He wanted to see what was on the altar between the men.  But from Aerander’s angle, he couldn’t make it out.  Sibyllia was inching closer inside the shrine. Aerander’s heart sped up.  He didn’t want her to go inside.  But there was nothing that Aerander could do.  Sibyllia stepped fully around the pillar so that he couldn’t see her.  



Aerander opened his eyes to the darkness of his bedchamber.  He felt a tickle on the pit of his chest.  The amulet.  He grasped it.  Had it been vibrating?  Aerander sat up in his bed, wide awake and restless.  He retraced the dream in his head, trying to hold onto every detail.  Then Aerander looked over to the relief of his mother.  It was too dark to make out her image, but he could see the outline of the tallow he had set up for the morning.  Tomorrow was the anniversary of his mother’s death. 

Day Two


Rearing
The Lemurians believe that there are three races of men:  those that live above the earth, those that live on the earth, and those that live below the earth.  The existence of those on the earth is transitory; they will one day be conquered by the heavens or by forces deep beneath the ground.  For this reason, the Lemurians live in fear of thunderstorms and earthquakes.
It was written in a section of Aerander’s lessons book.  Aerander was sprawled across a pile of cushions in the family parlor built off the atrium that separated the men’s and women’s sides of the compound.  It was an hour or so before the day’s archery contest at the Hippodrome.  Thessala, Alixa and Danae were still up in the women’s megaron getting ready.  After lying awake in his bed for many hours, trying to make sense of his dream, Aerander had given up and taken his bath and grooming early.  With the exception of Punamun, the house set in motion before dawn anyway – servants sweeping out the tree pods from the stairwells, maids pounding out the bread dough for mid-morning meal, and Pylartes, stomping off to his ministerial chambers before the rest of the family got out of their beds.  Aerander had met his father in the men’s bath that morning.  Pylartes told him that he was convening the governors in the statehouse before the games in order to discuss new strategies for the Pelasgian campaign.

Aerander flipped through his book.  He wondered:  if there were people living in the sky, how come you could only see them at night?  The priests taught that the souls of the departed resided in the heavens, but only those of great renown shone bright enough for everyone to see.  As for those beneath the earth, Aerander had never heard anyone mention them.  
Aerander tossed his lessons book aside.  He eyed Punamun who looked as though he was drifting off even in his standing position at the doorway of the parlor.  Punamun had never learned to speak Atlantean.  Aerander spoke to him in Lemurian.
“What do you know about people living below the earth?”

Punamun’s eyes shot open.  Aerander stared at him expectantly.

“They’re not to spoken of, Master Aerander.”

Aerander rolled his eyes.  “C’mon, you must know something.  I command for you to tell me.”
Punamun stepped closer and spoke in a hush.  “It’s a sacred legend that is not to be repeated in my country.”

“Well we’re not in Lemuria, are we?  This is Atlantis.  You can tell me here.”

Punamun’s eyes shifted, sorting the matter out.  In the end, Aerander’s logic did the trick.

“They are the ancient ones.  When the Great Creator God made earth, they lived above the surface.  But the Creator became angry and destroyed the world with fire.  Some men escaped and hid in holes within the earth.”

“They still live down there?”

Punamun nodded.  “They created a great kingdom that lasted for centuries.  The original members of their society were known as the Old Ones.  For many years, they lived in peace.  But some of them became jealous when they learned that the Creator God had made a new race of men to live above the earth.  They wanted to return to the surface.  Their envy made them ugly, and they grew snake heads.  We call them the New Ones.”

A fragment from the snake dream flashed in Aerander’s head.  “How come they never come above the ground?” he asked.
“The shamans say that they’ve lived so long in darkness that they fear daylight and are weak above the surface.”

Aerander heard Alixa and Danae bounding down the stairwell.  He turned to the parlor door, and his sisters walked into the parlor with Thessala, all done up in layered dresses and pinned hair.  Alixa made a beeline for Aerander.  
“You left the feast last night before they announced the votes for the Inter-House boat race!”

Aerander had forgotten all about it.  His chest tightened.

“You’ve won!  You’re going to compete in the race,” Alixa cried.

Danae drew up beside Aerander with a bashful grin.  Thessala came over and took a seat next to him on the cushions.

“What about House of Mneseus?” Aerander asked Alixa.

Alixa’s glum look said everything that he needed to know.

“Oleon!  Damn!” Aerander cursed.

Thessala reached over to rub of his shoulders, but Aerander broke away from her with a snort.

***



A team of priests dragged a wheeled wooden cage to the center of the Hippodrome.  They opened the hatch, and a swarm of pure white fantail pigeons soared high into the air, took a long sweep of the stadium and flew off into the distance.  The stands broke out in echoing applause for the benediction.  
Despite another street protest by the Law of One, many thousands of people had turned out for the Registration’s first sporting event:  the archery contest.  Aerander sat with his father, stepmother and sisters in his family’s grandstand, centered in the middle of the arena’s lower tier of private boxes.  The sky was filled with clouds, and the grandstands for the royalty were covered with canopies decorated with their House colors and crests.  The commoners had staked out virtually every inch of space in the higher reaches; some resorted to seating their sons and daughters on their laps.  
Archery was Aerander’s weakest sport, but all three of his best friends had qualified.  He was anxious for things to get started.  But then Priest Zazamoukh came out on the field and stepped up on a platform.  Zazamoukh brought out his horn from around his neck and called up a group of peasant boys to receive bull’s blood smears.  There were sighs and groans from the grandstands.  The blessings were supposed to be just for boys of royal birth, but the priesthood was breaking with tradition to appease the commoners the Law of One had riled up.  Once he was finished with the sacrament, Priest Zazamoukh announced that, by lottery, some families in town would receive private visits so that he could bless their first-born sons.  The upper stands cheered wildly.  



The competitors entered the field, and Alixa and Danae drew up to Aerander’s side expectantly.  The sentinels quickly arranged the center of the stadium as an archery range, and the contestants paraded around the oval track in their House masks, kilts and bright capes.

Aerander picked out Dardy and Evandros walking shoulder to shoulder on the track in their snarling bear masks.  Twenty-seven registrants had made it through the preliminary competitions.  Dardy and his brother were long shots to win.  It was the House of Elassippus that held the last Registration’s title in the sport, and they had a strong crop of tall, blond-haired boys entered this year.  Aerander spotted Calyiches on the track in his purple chlamys and hawk head.  Alixa and Danae burst out at the sight of him.

Aerander’s eyes followed Calyiches as he made his way to the arena’s pit. Calyiches had turned up second after the archery qualifying rounds had finished.  He stood a good chance that day.    

There would be three initial rounds with nine archers each.  However many made their mark would advance to the final round.  Dardy and Evandros drew the first heat and lined up with their competitors in the center of the field.  From the green-trimmed canopy nearby, Aerander heard Governor Hesperus’ voice.  
“Four entrants from Gadir this year!  The most of any of the Houses!  That is a first in the history of the Registration!”

Aerander noticed his father’s face shift sourly.  Hesperus was part of the Governors’ Council’s old regime, and he took any opportunity to show up his junior colleagues, especially Pylartes now that he was Consul.  But the rift put both men at a disadvantage since the Governors tended to ally based on their heritage as ancestral twins:  Amphisus with Eudemon, Mneseus with Autochthonus, Elassippus with Mestor, and Diaprepus with Azaes, and it only took a set of three to carry a vote.   

Aerander turned his attention back to the field.  At the far end of the archery range, there was a row of fleshy gourds placed on wooden canisters.  The targets would decrease in size as the contest proceeded.  For the first heats, the competitors needed to make a clean strike of the gourd to advance to the final round.

The Registration Master stood on a pedestal near the archers and called out the names of the entrants through his megaphone.  Besides Dardy and Evandros, there was another bear-faced House of Gadir boy, two stork-headed youths from House of Elassippus, Calyiches’ cousin Horace, a pair of fit House of Autochthonus boys in stallion masks and, tipping back his lion’s head to take in the stadium’s applause:  Perdikkas from the House of Mestor.   Alixa scooted to the edge of her bench.  Aerander stared at her, galled.  If his sister was to root for anyone, it should be Dardy, Evandros and above all Calyiches.         

The first horn sounded to advise the archers to take their positions.  The boys composed themselves along the range in balanced stances.  

A second horn came signaling for the competitors to take their aim.  Aerander fixed on Dardy and Evandros.  The last horn blew.  The archers released their arrows.  There was a collective gasp in the stands as everyone tried to decipher which of the competitors had made their marks.

They did not have to wait for long to tell that Perdikkas had been successful.  He raised his hand into the air, and the House of Mestor grandstand roared triumphantly.  Dardy’s arrow had also struck, and he stepped toward Perdikkas to shake hands.  But Perdikkas turned away from Dardy to wave to the other side of stadium.  So disgustingly typical, Aerander brooded.

“Go Dardy!” he cried out.  

He stood and beat his hands together.  Pylartes eyed Aerander irritably, but, correcting his grousing look, he turned to Governor Hesperus and tipped his hand.  The House of Gadir entourage clamored gleefully.   

Only one other boy had advanced:  Didophyles, the first-born from the House of Elassippus.  Evandros and the other unsuccessful competitors slunk away to polite applause.

Calyiches’ heat was next.  Alixa and Danae pointed him out on the field to Thessala.  Thessala gave him a cheer.  Maybe she was trying to redeem herself after the incident with Oleon, but Aerander was not in the mood for forgiveness. 

There were three more Elassippus boys in the heat and Radamanthes from the House of Autochthonus.  Rad was the one to beat, placed in the middle line of archers, still chewing on his grape stem.  He had finished in the top three of every preliminary competition that summer.  Aerander zoned in on Calyiches.  He was composed easily amidst the Elassippus trio.

“He’s going to do it.  I know he is,” Alixa said.

“Go Calyiches!” Danae shouted.

Aerander grinned.  It was funny that Calyiches had as much support in the House of Atlas grandstand as he did far across the stadium beneath the purple House of Mneseus banner.  Governor Kondrian looked huffy as always.  Then, there was Oleon, taking in his brother’s important moment with a peevish yawn.  The first horn sounded.  Aerander joined his sisters at the edge of the stand.    

The boys fitted their bows and fell into position.

The second horn signaled.  

Aerander set his eyes on Calyiches.  He looked unburdened as he stretched his bowstring and calculated his shot.  

The final horn came.

The boys released their arrows.  

Immediately, the stadium boomed in celebration for Radamanthes who had struck his target.  It took a moment for Aerander to figure it out, but Calyiches’ arrow had hit as well.  Alixa and Danae clutched their mother excitedly.  Aerander leaned over the edge of the stands and let out a victorious howl.  His father looked on dully.  

“I would hope that if the House of Atlas had an entrant in the competition you’d all be carrying on with as much enthusiasm.” 

Indeed, the indigo capes of Pylartes’ House were absent from the playing field, but his commentary did little to dampen his children’s spirits.  Radamanthes and Calyiches were the only ones to make their marks.  A few boxes away, hefty Governor Amphigoron was complaining noisily since the House of Azaes’ hopes had been crushed with their two tiger-faced competitors firing narrow misses.  Aerander waved down to Calyiches who was standing beside Radamanthes in the center of the field.  Calyiches bowed toward the House of Mneseus stand, but as he turned to the other side, he passed a grin in Aerander’s direction.  

“Go Calyiches!” Aerander called out.

The two finalists were ushered from the field.  Alixa hugged her little sister while Aerander sized up the archers lining up for the third heat of the introductory round.  

Two challengers stood out:  the badger-masked twins from the House of Eudemon, Corydallus and Corythyles.  They were both known to be skilled marksmen and all around fine athletes.  There was another pair of Elassipus boys, and Radamanthes’ younger brother Rubicon.  But otherwise the group was an unremarkable assortment of registrants from Mneseus, Gadir, and Amphisus.  

Aerander glanced toward the arena pit where the finalists were waiting.  Calyiches and Dardy had found each other and were gripping hands in congratulations.   They drew up to the rim of the pit to watch the action of the final opening round.    

It was a more auspicious heat than Aerander had expected.  Four of the nine made their marks:  Cory One and Cory Two, Rubicon and another golden caped boy from Elassippus named Endymion.  The Houses of Autochthonus and Elassippus roared in the stands; they would each have two competitors in the final round.  The House of Eudemon had also secured a good chance with the success of their twin boys.  The other finalists were Dardy from Gadir, Perdikkas from Mestor, and Calyiches from Mneseus. 
“Go Calyiches!” screeched Danae.

Pylartes passed her a reproachful glare.  Aerander knew that it would have been more appropriate for him and his sisters to remain neutral during the contest, but he was peeved at his father’s constant obsession with diplomacy.  

“Aye, Calyiches is a good archer,” Pylartes said.  “But my bet is on Radamanthes.  He’s a superior athlete.  If he puts on a strong showing here, he’ll be unbeatable in the other contests.”

Aerander sneered.  Calyiches had come in second in the preliminary archery contests, admittedly behind Radamanthes, but today was a different day.  He exchanged an eye roll with Alixa.

“Don’t forget that your son is entered in three of the competitions,” Thessala said to her husband with a rub of his back.

“Aye, ‘tis true.  The foot races – that’s your best sport, Aerander.  But for wrestling, you’ll need a little luck to skirt draws with Radamanthes or Governor Amphigoron’s son.  What’s his name?  Mesokantes, is it?  He’s the size of two normal boys!  There’s been a rumor spoken that he’s really twenty years old.  Blasted Amphigoron and his tricks.”

Aerander turned moodily away.

“It’s not fair anyway,” Pylartes went on.  “Those other boys are older than you.  A few more years of growth and practice, and you’d be a strong competitor.  I made a motion to the Council to move the Registration to next year, but none of them would have it.  All too concerned with the chances of their own sons and nephews.”

If his father continued talking, Aerander was certain that he would snap.  Pylartes had never earned a medallion at his own Registration so Aerander thought he might be a bit more supportive of his son’s chances.  Pylartes told him that he had been overshadowed at the competition by his older cousin Philacastes.  Maybe his father still stung from the defeat and figured he would take out his misery on him.  Aerander wondered what it might be like to have a father who took his side and actually believed in him.  Governor Hesperus, smug as he was, at least rooted on his family. 

A sentinel’s horn blasted.  The final round was getting underway.  The entrants lined up in the center of the field.  The range was set with a single target:  a pineapple-sized gourd that was barely visible from the arena’s stands.  From this point on, the boys would compete one by one, and as many as who could hit the mark would advance to another round.  They would continue competing in turns with gourds of progressively smaller size until only one archer succeeded.  The volume of the arena grew considerably.
The finalists drew for their shooting order, and Corythyles from Eudemon went first.  The red-haired spectators roared excitedly the moment his name was called, but once he took his shot, flying over the gourd by a good foot, their cheers turned to groans.

Next was Didophyles from Elassippus, golden haired and fit.  His supporters were buoyed by the House of Eudemon’s miss, but once Didophyles released his bow, their cheers fizzled.  His arrow swept past one side of the target.  

Aerander brightened.  Then he considered that perhaps no one could make such a difficult mark.

Perdikkas took his place.  He made a confident stance, and even without daring to look, Aerander could visualize his sister watching Perdikkas doe-eyed.  

“Miss!” Aerander meditated.  

But his shot was too good.  It landed squarely in the center of the gourd, and Governor Basilides’ blithe hurrah carried through the stands.  Alixa hopped excitedly in her place.  Besides Zazamoukh, Basilides was the only man that Aerander tried not to look at directly, though for entirely different reasons.  If he looked too long, he found himself caught between a gape and a swoon.  It was a horrible circumstance considering how stuck up the House of Mestor was.
 “Another fine contender,” Pylartes said.  He passed a congratulatory wave to Governor Basilides.  
“Look!  Calyiches’ turn is next!” Thessala said.

Aerander’s stomach lurched.  The noise of the arena was deafening.  But if there was anyone who could handle the pressure, it was Calyiches, Aerander thought.  He was poised, almost serene as he took his aiming posture.  The crowd’s applause died down.  Calyiches stretched his bow back.  Aerander could not look.  He closed his eyes and heard the whooshing arrow.  Then, a wild roar.

“He’s done it!” Alixa cried.

 Aerander leapt to the edge of the stands and glimpsed Calyiches’ arrow stuck in the gourd.   “Hurrah!” he shouted.  
“A good shot,” Pylartes said quietly.  He tipped his hand to Governor Kondrian whose clenched fists were raised high in the air.

It was a disappointing day for the House of Eudemon as their other twin Corydallus erred as well.  Radamanthes’ brother Rubicon could not make his target either, and the men and women sheltered beneath the golden Elassippus canopy stood in silent shock as the last of their competitors failed to strike the gourd. 
Radamanthes garnered the biggest applause as the Registration Master bellowed out his name.  It was not just the baritone hollers beneath the tan Autochthonus pennant.  The upper stands were rowdy with support.  While Perdikkas had many scores of female admirers, Radamanthes was a champion that the common man could get behind.  He carried himself graciously every time the championship fillet had been placed around his curly head.  

“Now we’ll see how this contest is truly shaping up,” Pylartes said.

“Who cares how he does?” Aerander said.  “He’s just another competitor!”  
The words burst out of him before he thought about their ramifications.  Aerander braced himself against his father’s indignant glare.  A quiet, tense moment passed.  Aerander looked down to the field, but it was hard for him to focus on the competition.

Radamanthes made his mark.  

Dardy was the last to go.  Aerander wanted to cheer him on, but with a glance toward Pylartes’ tight face, he held back.  The House of Gadir was applauding loudly, but the rest of the arena had mellowed as no one expected much from the unlikely qualifier.  

Dardy took his stance.  He carefully lined up his arrow.  He took a moment to aim.  He released.  The arrow pierced the gourd.

“Go Dardy!” Aerander called out.  He couldn’t contain himself.  Dardy was jumping up and down the field.  Calyiches ran over to celebrate with him.  

It was unbelievable.  Both Dardy and Calyiches had advanced.  They still would have to beat out Perdikkas and Radamanthes, but Aerander started to believe that it was possible.  

“Four boys left.  Calyiches has a real chance,” Alixa said.

“Thought you were rooting for Perdikkas,” Aerander said.

Alixa blushed then flashed a scowl.

“This is most exciting!” Thessala said.

Pylartes said nothing.  Aerander noticed him glancing toward the crowing House of Gadir camp.

“No medallion for Elassippus this year,” Alixa said.

“C’mon Calyiches!” Danae cried out.

The supporters of the four final archers competed to be heard, and any sense of decorum in the arena deteriorated.  Noblemen and peasants alike hollered wildly, clapped their hands, and stomped their feet.  Aerander brightened at the sound of the House of Mneseus’ chant.  

“Calyiches!  Calyiches!”

Aerander looked to Calyiches, pacing the sidelines.  He was called out with the four remaining boys to the middle of the field.  The sentinels set up smaller gourds, now barely the size of a coconut.  The competitors drew their lots.  Dardy would go first, then Perdikkas, Radamanthes and finally Calyiches.  

Dardy stepped to his mark.  Glancing over to the House of Gadir’s grandstand, Aerander saw Governor Hesperus watching breathlessly with his gray-haired sons crowded around him.    

Dardy arranged his bow.  He looked unmoved by the moment.  He sent his arrow zipping through the air, and it struck his target cleanly.

The folks under the green canopy jumped in their places.  Aerander’s mouth hung open.  He had always known Dardy to be a good archer, but his show today was utterly amazing.  “Go Dardy!” Aerander shouted.

Pylartes held himself quietly, his posture stiff and his complexion darkening.  He managed to bring forth a smiling wave to Governor Hesperus who still looked frozen from his grandson’s showing.

“Aerander’s friends do well today,” Thessala said.  She gazed warmly at Aerander.
“Let’s hope that Alixa’s lover does not follow suit,” Aerander said.

His sister hurled him a forbidding look.

Perdikkas took his position, and as the House of Gadir’s vociferous display trailed off, the House of Mestor thundered with support for their contender.  Beyond the silver grandstand’s commotion, there were high-pitched vows of adoration cried out from many parts of the arena.  Perdikkas took it in with many waves and bows.

Perdikkas selected an arrow from his quiver.  He seemed fully knowing that all eyes were rapt on his every motion, and he took his time accordingly.  He fixed the arrow in his bow, adjusting it this way and that.  He took his stance a shoulder’s length apart and positioned his fingers on the bowstring.  He raised his arm and locked it and faced the target with a determined stare.  He pulled back the bowstring, keeping it tense for some moments as he gauged his aim.  He released the string.  He slipped off his mask and gazed forward expectantly.  It looked like it was going to hit, but it only grazed one side of the gourd.

Aerander felt like cheering, but he kept his mouth shut as a quiet murmur of disappointment traveled around the arena.  There were some spotty claps from the Gadir boys in the stands, but for the most part everyone was respectful.  They even gave Perdikkas a round of cheers as he stepped away from the field, still emoting with a gracious wave to his fans.  


Aerander turned to Alixa with a conciliatory shrug of his shoulders.  He wondered if his father had secretly hoped for Perdikkas to succeed as he looked on blankly.  Anyone but a registrant from Gadir would be an acceptable champion to him.  But once Radamanthes name was called, Pylartes’ countenance brightened.  It was more unnerving than Alixa’s dreamy gaze at Perdikkas.  Aerander questioned how he had ended up in this strange family.   They seemed to have so pathetically little in common.

It took awhile for the arena to quiet once Radamanthes strode up to his place.  The rowdy throngs around the slope would not let up, even as the nobles called out and hissed for them to quiet.  The noise tapered off, and Radamanthes composed himself to take his turn.  

“Steady boy,” Pylartes muttered.  “Take your time and find your target.”

Aerander bristled.  But if his father’s coaching had somehow succeeded in reaching the young archer, it hardly did him well.  Aerander detected a hint of unsteadiness.  Radamanthes was grinding his grape stem, and his movements were rushed.  When he let go of his string, the arrow careened well off to the side.

Disbelieving cries echoed through the stands.  For a moment, Aerander felt sorry for Radamanthes until he realized what it meant.  Dardy was the only boy left standing.  Calyiches had one chance to make his mark and force another round.  The crowd clapped Radamanthes off the field.  
The Registration Master announced Calyiches name.  The House of Mneseus’ applause was measured after the two previous boys’ stunning misfires.  Governor Kondrian had turned a worried shade of purple while his brothers and nephews huddled around quietly.  Oleon was off by himself in a sunken pose.  Aerander’s mouth was dry, but he managed to cry out hoarsely.  

“Go Calyiches!”

He stood at the edge of the stand and gazed out at Calyiches.  There were uneasy sounds swirling around the stadium.  Everyone was fixed on the last archer, some with their greatest hopes pinned on him and others willing him to fail.    

Calyiches sent his arrow forward, and it pierced the gourd with a pop.

Aerander’s sisters leapt to either side of him.  “Hurrah!” they screamed.  It was so loud that Aerander had to cover his ears. He was momentarily speechless, but then he leaned over the stands and threw out a spirited cheer.

The House of Mneseus boomed.  Calyiches tossed off his mask and hopped around the field.  Dardy rushed out to embrace him.  

There was a lot of chatter at the contest’s unlikely finish then a growing roar as men and women quickly took their sides.  The House of Atlas joined Mneseus in rooting on Calyiches to spite their rivals at the House of Gadir.  Gadir for its part found support among the emerald-bannered Azaes clan and their close cousins beneath the House of Diaprepus canopy.   For the rest, it was a free for all.  Calyiches was the more well-known athlete, and with his crown of blond hair and modest smile, he was an instant favorite for spectators less concerned with the actual sport.  But Dardy inspired those who liked a stalking horse.  None had expected him to do so well.  

For Aerander, it would have been a fitting end to proclaim them both champions, and he stirred with conflicted loyalties.  Should he cheer Calyiches, Dardy would think of him as a traitor.  Aerander kept himself together quietly while his father’s grandstand bellowed with support for their newfound House of Mneseus hero.

“Calyiches’ll finish this off,” Pylartes spoke.  “He’s always shown better than the Gadir boy.”

It was hypocritical for his father to change allegiances so quickly, but Aerander was too excited to dwell on the fault that day.  In fact, his father spoke the truth.  He, Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros had spent many hours together at the archery range, and Calyiches was consistently the best aim.  

The next round of targets were gourds the size of pears.  Aerander recalled that both of his friends had made such marks in practice, but only rarely.  Alixa and Danae were hanging on him.  Below, the Registration Master announced that Dardy would take his turn first.  

The stadium fell into rapt silence.  Aerander smirked as he caught a glimpse of Governor Hesperus steadying himself against one of his sons.  Dardy took his time.  The pressure must have been getting to him for he fidgeted on his feet to find a balanced stance.  Dardy loaded his arrow.  He waited out a gust of wind.  He eyed his target.  He pulled his bowstring back.  The arrow shot out.  It was a hit.

Half of the Hippodrome sprang to their feet with astounded cries.  Aerander smiled as he watched Dardy throw his fist into the air.  The House of Gadir grandstand looked ready to declare victory as they gripped hands and hugged each other. 

But Calyiches still had a chance.  He could push the contest to another round with a winning turn.  Dardy cleared the field, and the chants from the House of Mneseus started again.  His family shouted along.  Aerander mouthed the words.   

“Calyiches!  Calyiches!”

Calyiches stepped to the firing end of the range.  He composed himself and fitted an arrow into his bow.  

“By Great Poseidon, let him make this mark,” Pylartes muttered.

Calyiches carefully measured his shot.  It could not have been easy with frenzied cries punctuating the arena’s heavy silence.  He locked his arms with his bowstring pulled back.   Aerander felt a shiver of dread, but he willed himself to watch.  Calyiches released his arrow.  With all of his concentration, Aerander prayed for it to fly true.  It would occur to him later that it was a bad omen that he and his father were of the same mind in that moment.  Calyiches’ arrow whizzed just over the top of the gourd.  

Muted jeers warbled through the arena.  Aerander could feel his sisters deflate against him.  He hung his head.  

“Blast it all,” Pylartes said quietly.

Pylartes gathered himself and passed a smiling look to Governor Hesperus who stood silent amidst his clan’s exuberant celebration.

Aerander gazed down to the field.  Dardy was beaming with pride and a horde of his brothers, uncles and cousins burst out from the stands to embrace him and lift him onto their shoulders.  Of course, Aerander was happy for him.  His friend had outperformed everyone’s expectations and won over the crowd’s support.  But there was Calyiches standing over to the side, watching on politely but no doubt stewing with regret.  Aerander tried to capture his attention with an encouraging look and a wave, but Calyiches would not look up. 

“I hereby proclaim Dardanus of the House of Gadir the champion of the contest, and henceforth ‘Archer Valorous!’” the Registration Master bellowed from his pedestal.

The stadium responded with deafening cheers.

***
After the championship ceremony for Dardy, the Hippodrome slowly emptied.  City folks flooded the boulevard that led back to their homes, and the noble men and women descended the stands to their horse-drawn carriages for rides back to the palace where another feast awaited them.  Aerander, his sisters and Thessala had to wait for Pylartes to congratulate Dardy and his family.  Aerander took the opportunity to find Calyiches on the field.

Some yards beyond the throng of well-wishers arced around Dardy, Calyiches had retrieved his bow and quiver and was sending arrows down the range at a pile of gourds left over from the tournament.  He concentrated mightily, and no sooner had he missed one shot than he loaded another arrow into his bow.  

Aerander approached him cautiously.  At ten paces away, he wasn’t even sure that Calyiches had noticed him.  But he caught Calyiches glance his way, and Aerander’s face brightened.  He stepped to Calyiches’ side.

“Tough break,” Aerander said.  He reached to clasp Calyiches’ shoulder, but by his friend’s stiff pose, he reconsidered.

“Not so much for Dardy,” Calyiches said.  He pulled back his bowstring and released an arrow, puncturing one of the fleshy fruits.

“You did quite well,” Aerander tried.

Calyiches frowned.

“But there can be only one winner,” he said.  “Shouldn’t you be off with the rest of his admirers?”  He gestured toward Dardy who was receiving a line of governors bloated with praise.

“C’mon Calyiches,” Aerander said.  “You can’t be cross at Dardy.”  It was unlike Calyiches to be so moody.  He had an uncanny way of shrugging off any sort of misfortune.  Like when their makeshift field hockey team had challenged Radamanthes and the House of Autochthonus boys and gotten trounced on the palace lawn.  Aerander had been upset for days while Calyiches seemed to barely register the defeat.  But after coming so close to winning, Calyiches must have felt left out.  There was something enticing about seeing Calyiches off balance.    

“I suppose I shouldn’t be,” Calyiches said.  He put his bow down and faced Aerander with a shrug.  But then Calyiches’ eyes narrowed at the sight of something beyond Aerander’s shoulder.  Aerander turned.  Oleon was walking toward them.

“Benedictions, Aerander, Calyiches,” Oleon greeted.  
Aerander and Calyiches eyed him warily and returned lukewarm salutations.

“Not your day, now was it, Calyiches?” Oleon said. “Which of our ancestors did you affront to bring about such eternal misfortune?  Forever a close second to the champion.  Not much satisfaction in that, is there?”

“And who are you to talk?” Aerander said.  “You didn’t even qualify for the contest!”

“I never was much of a marksman,” Oleon said.  “We have that in common, Aerander, don’t we?  But I promise we’ll do much better in the boat race.  Or are you still dishonoring your parents by refusing to team up with me?”

Aerander stared back at Oleon coolly.  “I’m only rowing with you because I have to.”

“So you’d rather team up with a loser?” Oleon scoffed.  “How pathetic for you!”  
Calyiches stepped toward him with his hand raised threateningly.  “If you were not my brother I would pound this fist so hard into your face that it would turn your ugly nose inward.” 

“Try it, worm,” Oleon taunted.  “And see how quickly I call for the governors and have you expelled from the Registration.”  He stood boldly before him.  Then he gave Calyiches a forceful shove.  

“Stop it!” Aerander cried out.

But the fight had already begun.  Calyiches reached for Oleon and locked his arms around his brother’s shoulders, trying to toss him over.  Oleon was bigger but far less agile than his younger brother.  He wrangled wildly and managed to get one hand free to try to scratch Calyiches in the face.  Calyiches dodged the attack and threw his fist into Oleon’s face with all of his pent up ferocity.

Oleon doubled backward and held his nose with one hand.  When he removed the hand, Aerander could see that his nose was bloodied and red.

Calyiches held a defensive stance, expecting a rebuke.  But the fight was over.  Oleon turned away and covered up his nose.  Groups of curious boys abandoned Dardy’s admiring cluster and quickly assembled around the three of them.  

Oleon shifted back to face his brother.  “Thank you for providing a righteous cause for my hatred of you,” he said.  He looked out at his growing audience. “I have been insulted by my younger brother!  Just because he did not get our House’s nomination for the boat race.”

Aerander was ready to take at swing at Oleon himself.  But he looked over to Calyiches first.  Calyiches was pale.

“The ancestors frown on you, Calyiches,” Oleon went on.  “You have disrespected me, our father, and all of the fathers and sons of Atlantis.  But I shall be vindicated!”

Governor Kondrian rushed over, and Aerander saw his father watching the scene.  There were mutterings among the boys, mostly in defense of Calyiches by those who had witnessed the entire exchange.  Few were impressed by Oleon’s dramatic antics, but Aerander knew it easily could be a different story with Calyiches’ ill-tempered father and the other governors who looked chagrined by such a pedestrian disturbance to the archery event.

***
Midday
After the archery contest, the feast at the Grand Pavilion was subdued.  Everyone was surely thinking about the fight between the House of Mneseus brothers, but none of the well-dressed celebrants were bold enough to talk about the matter publicly.  Except for Aerander.  He had his father captive at the head table, and he could not help himself from launching into the subject.  It was a chance to appeal Pylartes’ ridiculous command that he had to compete with Oleon in the boat race.  

Aerander explained how Oleon had baited Calyiches.  He provided many examples of Oleon’s strange behavior over the past two weeks.  Aerander made the point that he and Calyiches had been practicing for the boat race since the start of practices, and Oleon only wanted to team up with him to spite Calyiches.  He recalled one afternoon when he and Calyiches found a feral kitten in the Citadel forest and Oleon smashed a rock over the little animal’s head.  Aerander figured that the gruesome story couldn’t hurt. 
Though Aerander argued intelligently and with much earnestness, a more experienced orator would have detected that his audience was not in the mood to be persuaded.  Pylartes sat quietly while Aerander went on, an occasional cheering toast from the House of Gadir table setting off a twitch to his face.  The plate before him was uneaten, and Pylartes gazed around the pavilion distractedly.  When Aerander finally finished speaking, Pylartes remained silent for a moment while Aerander stared at him hopefully.  Then Pylartes’ face turned hard, and he addressed Aerander in a tense, low voice.  

“My word is final:  first-borns compete together.  If I hear one more word about this, I’ll strike you with this hand.” 

Aerander brooded throughout the meal hurling unspoken profanities at his father.  It did not help that people were staring at him throughout the hall.  Word had circulated that he had been mixed up in the fight between the two Mneseus boys, and the noblemen and women passed curious glances at the head table throughout the meal.

Over at the House of Mneseus table, Aerander could see that things were not going any better for Calyiches.  Governor Kondrian was a blotchy combination of embarrassment and rage.  Calyiches slumped over his meal trying to avoid the nosy stares throughout the dining hall.  His mother Elanandra, who always looked worried and pale beneath her long blond sweep of hair, appeared especially tense.  Oleon, on the other hand, wore his purple, swollen nose as though it were a badge of honor.  He chatted loudly throughout the feast with words that Aerander tried not to overhear.

There were speeches in praise of Dardy’s triumph from several of the governors and even a conciliatory remark or two about Calyiches’ performance.  When Governor Hesperus rose to speak, he still seemed strangely amiss from the tournament and delivered a particularly dull and meandering victory speech.   The head table was silent throughout the meal while Aerander stewed; Pylartes sat with forced affability, and Thessala flashed nervous smiles in search of some reconciliation.  
There was some commotion when a herald entered the pavilion and traveled to the House of Amphisus table.  The plume-helmeted man had a quiet exchange with Governor Deuterion, and then the whole table stirred uncomfortably.  A young woman in the group burst into tears.  Pylartes and the other governors went over to Deuterion to find out what was going on.   When Pylartes returned to the head table, he shared the news.  An outpost in the House of Amphisus’ island colony of Bimini had been washed over by a sea storm.  
“A spot of bad luck.  They’ll rebuild next season,” Pylartes said.

Aerander watched as the guests from House of Amphisus excused themselves from the hall to make prayers at the Palace Sanctuary.  The party slowly began breaking up.  Normally, Aerander would have free time after the meal to go swimming or play games with his friends.  But with the opportunity to make a quiet exit, Governor Kondrian quickly ushered his family back to their guest house.  Governor Hesperus invited everyone back to the House of Gadir’s quarters for a big celebration for Dardy, but for Aerander to request Pylartes’ permission to attend would have truly pushed the envelope.  Instead, Aerander asked his father if he could go back to his room.  Pylartes shrugged his shoulders.  

“Go, but I forbid you from seeing Calyiches.  The two of you have stirred up enough trouble.”
Tight-shouldered, Aerander left the table.

***


Blenching
The rest of the afternoon felt like an eternity to Aerander.  He tried to take a nap in his bedchamber, but his mind was racing.  He had to know what was going on with Calyiches and Oleon.  Could Oleon have succeeded in getting Calyiches expelled?  Were the two fighting once again in their family’s apartment?  Was Calyiches mad at him for provoking the fight?  

Aerander stepped out of his bed.  He was too keyed up to read one of his books but settled on doing some drawing.  Punamun fetched him a wax tablet and stylus.  Aerander sat at a stool in his bedchamber recess and studied the clam shell relief of his mother.


He started a sketch from the relief and filled in some details from his dream last night.  His mother’s hair had been thick and wavy, like his, and she wore it loose.  There was embroidery and strings on the sleeves of her tunic.  He searched his head to recall every little thing.  How far up her ankle she laced her sandals.  Did she wear any bracelets or rings?  He couldn’t be sure if he had it perfect in his sketch, but he smiled at the picture he had drawn.


His amulet vibrated against his chest.  Aerander took it in his hand and stared.  He looked over to Punamun as though the servant might have taken account of the strange disturbance.  But Punamun just stared back at him, hanging on some forthcoming request.  Aerander tucked the pendant beneath his collar.  That was how the magic worked, wasn’t it?  The fish bone was trembling, like a goose egg ready to hatch.  Aerander closed his eyes as he sat on the stool.  He tried to clear his head of any thoughts.  His hand was resting against the wax tablet, still holding his stylus.  He felt his hand move.  He hadn’t done it.  It was as though his hand was being pulled.  It was pressing the stylus into the wax.  Aerander opened his eyes and looked down at the tablet.  There was a single word printed below the sketch of his mother.


“Tonight.”

***


After the magical message that appeared on his tablet, there was truly nothing that could distract Aerander.  The fish bone on his amulet stopped vibrating, but he kept looking at it from time to time, waiting for something to happen.  Punamun’s eyes followed Aerander as he shifted around his bed, rubbing and shaking the pendant.  He probably thought that his young charge had lost his mind.  Aerander worried about the same thing.  But the dream with his mother had seemed so real.  It had to have been one of Sibyllia’s memories.  And now she had sent him a message through some strange force contained in the amulet.  It was exciting and creepy at the same time.  


It was only late afternoon – a long time to wait until nightfall when his mother had said that he would see her again.  Aerander wished he could talk to Calyiches about everything that had happened, but there was his father’s unbending decree.  Alixa and Danae bounded into his room to invite him to play a game of Azilian tops.  It was a good enough excuse to get out of his room for awhile.    

They set themselves up in the family parlor.  There were friezes in rich tones of red and blue along its tall, paneled walls.  The murals chronicled the life of the Great Atlas:  first, as a child looking up to his venerated father Poseidon, then as a young man leading the Atlantean armada to attack the Fortunate Isles, then looming large with a wreath of gilded seashells on his blond head at his coronation, and finally beside his wife cradling their son Atlas II.  

Aerander arranged himself on the floor with his sisters.  A cool breeze swept past the indigo curtains that covered the parlor balcony.   Rain fell lightly outside.  

One of the house servants brought in an ebony box that held the game, and the children settled around it on the center of the floor.  There were three wooden tops for the game:  one four-sided, one six-sided, and one eight-sided.  Each face of the tops was painted with a character from Azilian hieroglyph – primitive pictures of animals native to the wintry continent like the owl, the dire wolf, the stag, the mammoth and the long-fanged tiger, which was the side players were hoping to roll the most.   Alixa opened up the box and spilled out a pile of polished marble tokens that they would use to keep score.

Since Danae was too young to understand the rules, she sat between Aerander’s legs on the floor, and he let her spin the tops for his turn.  Alixa faced him with a look of determination.  It was quiet in the apartment.  Pylartes was out.  Thessala was taking a nap.

Alixa spun a tiger and two hawks, and she happily grabbed four tokens from a mound in the center of the floor. 

“Danae, stop fussing with the tops and spin them!” she chastised her sister.  The girl was pressing the pointy ends of the toy into her nose and ears.
“Let’s roll,” Aerander said to her.

With a clumsy effort, Danae rolled two tigers and a rabbit.  “Good luck charm, you are,” Aerander praised Danae.  He gathered eight tokens to his side.

“Mother can’t stop talking about you getting married,” Alixa said.  She frowned as she rolled a snake, which meant no pebbles could be taken.  

“I think she has you figured for Governor Basilides’ daughter Pyrrah,” Alixa said.  “She’s pretty, don’t you think?”

Aerander rolled his eyes.  Danae was now trying to chew the eight-sided top, and he gently redirected her to the game.

“Well you have to marry someone, don’t you?” said Alixa.  “Who do you fancy?”

Aerander thought about telling her about Calyiches, but he was grumpy and then Danae burst into the conversation.

“Aerander is going to marry me!”

Aerander smiled.  “Brothers cannot marry sisters, Danae.  But if they could, you would be my first choice.”  He kissed her on the top of her head.  Danae giggled in delight.

“Who do you think I’ll marry?” asked Alixa, selecting six tokens from the pile.

“I don’t know,” Aerander sighed.  He had given up trying to rein Danae into the game as she was balancing the marble pieces on the tips of her fingers like fancy fingernails.

“I just hope he’s handsome…and kind,” Alixa went on.  “Who do you think is the best looking boy in the Registration?  Some of the girls say Perdikkas and some say Radamanthes.  What do you think?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re so dull today!” Alixa complained.  “Where’s Calyiches?  Why haven’t you invited him over?”

Aerander shrugged.  It was too complicated to explain.  
“Well, I’m going to find him,” Alixa said.  She stood up from the floor.



“I’ll go with you,” Aerander said.  He quickly decided that he could chance his father finding out about the visit since he could fall back on the excuse that it had been his sister’s idea.   


“I want to go too!  I want to go too!” cried Danae.



Aerander hoisted Danae over his shoulders, and the three of them abandoned their game to make their way to the House of Mneseus apartment.

***


The palace corridors were empty that late afternoon.  Everyone was at the House of Gadir’s apartment in the northwest corner of the estate; the party’s commotion carried through the estate.  Aerander, Alixa and Danae descended from their family’s compound to the Upper Tier Colonnade that traversed the palace above the south side of the courtyard.  The House of Mneseus had guest quarters in one of the two story apartments built up above the Grand Pavilion on the palace’s western side.  


It was a high ceilinged path that kept the three children protected from the afternoon drizzle.  There were a few maids and porters about en route to Dardy’s party with cushions and urns of wine, and they bowed as the royal children approached.  But with Alixa leading the way at a determined pace, the threesome swept past their subjects with little ceremony.  



They reached the stooped portico of the House of Mneseus’ apartment.  The lofty threshold had been installed with a grand purple banner embroidered with the family crest.  A visored guard stood before the curtained door.  



“We’re here to see Calyiches,” Alixa told him.



The man nodded and stepped inside to find the House Porter.  A few moments later, he returned with a white-haired man who bid them to enter the apartment.  



Aerander and his sisters stepped into an anteroom with a single curtained doorway leading to the interior of the apartment.  The Porter asked for them to wait while he announced them.  Aerander and Alixa exchanged an expectant smile while the man swept through doorway.  They could hear him softly speaking, and then a great shout blasted from the room.

“Get out!  We do not wish to be disturbed!” 
It was Governor Kondrian’s voice, and Aerander thought that he heard the sound of a slap.  The Porter came cringing back through the curtain.  When he looked up, Aerander could see that one side of his face was flushed red.



“I am sorry, your highnesses, but Governor Kondrian shall not receive…”  But the servant’s stammering speech was drowned out by the conversation in the other room.



“Your impertinence is a shame on all of us!  Mneseus is a noble house, and we shall tolerate no more of your reckless antics!”


Aerander could visualize Governor Kondrian’s cruel, puffy face.  He heard muffled muttering on the other side of the conversation, and it sounded like someone was crying.  He imagined Kondrian towering over Calyiches, and his heart sank.  Danae turned fidgety, and he helped her climb off of his shoulders.



“You are pathetic!” 

Aerander drifted toward the doorway and heard the sound of another powerful slap.  



“I beg you, Master Aerander, Governor Kondrian has asked not be interrupted,” the Porter said.  

But Aerander barely heard him as he stared at the curtained entrance.



“Cry there like the coward  you are.  The ancestors cursed your mother with your birth!”  

There was another slap, though this time much too sharp to merely be a hand against the flesh.  The Governor was hitting the boy with a belt.  Aerander lurched forward automatically.  The Porter went to block the door, and Aerander collided with him.  He had to get in there.  Aerander pressed against the Porter with all his might.  But just before he was about to wrench himself past the servant, Aerander heard a familiar voice that stopped him cold.  



“Please father, it is not right.  It is not I who has shamed our House.  Am I not your rightful heir?”



“You idiot!  Do you think there is anyone in all of the kingdom who does not see that Calyiches would make a better heir for me?  You’ll have your privileges as my first-born son since tradition requires it, and I’ll make you into an honorable successor if I have to mold you with my own hands!”



Aerander stepped back.  His sisters retreated to the entrance of the anteroom.  Aerander walked over to join them.  He took Danae’s clammy hand in his, and they stepped back out to the palace corridor.    

***

Dirging
Aerander stood on his bedchamber terrace gazing blankly onto the darkened cityscape.  His family had turned in to their beds, but there was no way that he could sleep.  He had his amulet tucked inside his sleeping tunic, waiting for the familiar vibration.  But his mind kept traveling to other places.  The scene at the House of Mneseus’ apartment.  The wrestling competition the next day.  His father had no faith in him, and Pylartes was right that there were many other boys better at the sport than he.  Then, there was the strange story that Aerander had overheard his stepmother recalling to her attendants before he retired to his room.  



Aerander had been lying around in the family parlor, and he did not know at what point he had caught the conversation.  But his ears perked up when Thessala mentioned a boy from the city who died that day.  He was the son of a well-known moneylender, and Thessala said that he was about the same age as Aerander.  The father was insisting that the governors investigate the matter.  The boy had been perfectly healthy when he had gone to bed, but the parents woke up the next morning to find him dead.    

According to Thessala, there were other unexplained deaths of children in the city over the past few days.  Aerander wondered why he had not heard about it, and he nearly broke into the conversation to ask some questions.  But he stopped himself, remembering that he was still annoyed with Thessala over the boat race, and he excused himself to his bedroom.



Aerander looked up to the night sky.  The rain clouds had passed, and the moon and stars stood out crisply.  Aerander stepped to the far corner of the terrace and looked to the southeastern horizon to find the Pleiades.  He could see one half of the bright cluster peeking out above the shadowy sea; the sculpted balustrade that divided his terrace from his father’s cut off his view.  Aerander stretched over the terrace ledge to get a better look.  His jaw dropped as he noticed a strange sparkling light.      



Aerander ran into his bedchamber, retrieved his bronze monocular and rushed back to the terrace.  He sat up on the ledge and angled the eyepiece toward the star.  It was just to the right of Maia and right above Electra:  a pinpoint of illumination that Aerander had never noticed in all of his nights of stargazing.  He recalled his tutor Alatheon’s rhyme.

“Find the Seventh Sister, and the girl shall be,

Your spiritual guardian for eternity.”


Aerander sorted through his head.  He had to guess the lost girl’s secret in order to release her from her spell.  She could have been banished for any number of things.  Defying her father.  Committing some sort of crime.  Aerander felt suddenly squirmy.  He only half believed the legend to begin with.  It was pretty strange to start babbling out some possibility alone on his terrace late at night with no one around.  

Aerander thought about finding a better way to see the star and confirm its position.  It could be just a light from another constellation.  The angle from his window was hard to manage.  From his father’s terrace he’d have a clean view, but waking Pylartes up was hardly an option.  Neither was the Citadel observatory.  His father did not want him out of the family compound after Moonrise, and even if he could sneak past the house guards at the portico, it was too likely that he would be seen by someone at the observatory who could report back to Pylartes that he had left the palace.  The Pleiades would be traveling east to west across the southern sky overnight, but the thought of waiting all that time was ridiculous.  Aerander clicked with an idea.  If he could get down to the Citadel grounds, he knew a place with an unobstructed view.  The plan could earn him a very stern punishment, but Aerander was willing to take the risk.



Fortunately, his valet Punamun was not the most vigilant of caretakers.  When Aerander went into his room, Punamun was already sloughed over at his bench with a wheezy snore.  Aerander carefully gathered a cloak from his wardrobe and strung his monocular around his neck.  He stepped to his chamber door imagining that he was walking over a pond covered with a supremely thin layer of ice.  



Aerander broke through his bedroom’s curtain.  The landing along his father’s side of the compound was dim and still.  Aerander had imagined this late night plan many times before, but he had never actually tried it.  Clutching his monocular against his chest, he carefully made his way down the stairway to the atrium gallery and then into the family parlor.  

The room was empty.  Aerander let out a breath.  He walked quickly through to the terrace that overlooked the palace’s central courtyard.  

There were strumming mandolins, clapping and rowdy voices coming from the west side of the palace where the House of Gadir was still celebrating Dardy’s archery win.  That was a spot of luck.  On the other side of the terrace wall, there would be two guards standing at the apartment portico, but any noise Aerander made would be drowned out by the party.  Delicately, Aerander climbed over the terrace’s row of shallow pillars.  He gripped the ledge and dangled his feet.  Then, he bounded onto the acanthus garden below.

Aerander crouched in place for a moment, heart thumping.  He didn’t hear the guards stirring.  He ventured a peek toward the portico.  The two men stood at blank attention.  Just one last jump from the rooftop garden to the courtyard esplanade, and he’d be on the ground floor.  But it was a blind descent.  Plus he was in full view of the sentries at the palace’s East Watchtower a few flights up if they chose to look his way.  Aerander carefully positioned himself over the edge of the roof, hung by his hands, released and landed in a squat.  He slipped over to the shadowy side of the esplanade.   So far, it had been easy, but on the palace’s ground floor, he’d be in plain view.


Aerander crept slowly along the columned walkway, eying all around him, ready to duck away if anyone came in sight.  He made it to the olive press room.  There was an alley just beyond the workshop, the servant’s path that cut through the ground floor storehouses and workshops.  As Aerander knew the palace layout, he traveled through the darkened corridor to the south end of the estate.  The domestics had a private entrance to the palace from their dormitories on the Citadel grounds.  Aerander spotted the arched doorway.  It was unguarded and unlocked.  Aerander sprung for it.  

Aerander burst out into the darkened meadow behind the palace.  He nearly cried out in celebration of his magnificent escape.  The day’s rain had left the meadow damp and earthy, and he rushed through the cool night air.  When Aerander he tried to slow down, he skidded on the wet grass for several yards.  He tumbled onto all fours and laughed out loud at his wipe out.    

Aerander recalled the Seventh Pleiade and looked southward.  The palace blocked the view completely.  But there was a place that gave a broad sweep of the city all the way to the ocean.  It was on the eastside of the Citadel where he and Calyiches had gone every morning to make their way down to the practice docks.  The trick was how to get there.  A direct route would be along the meadow path traversing the Citadel grounds.  But it was too open.  Aerander looked to the woods beyond the meadow.  It would be safer to cut through the forest and travel back along the eastern perimeter of the island.    

Aerander skulked into the forest.  Once beneath the cover of the trees, there were many pathways, but they were difficult to discern in the darkness.  By daylight, Aerander could have found his way easily.  The woods had been his playground when he was a child.  He knew the winding trail to the Citadel spring, the spots where the best climbing trees grew, and the many scattered sunny glades for picnicking.  But that night Aerander could barely see his arms at his sides.  There were locusts buzzing.  Shaggy willows rattling in the wind.  He heard the sound of birds scattering above him.  But they could not be birds at the late hour.  Bats.

As Aerander made his way deeper into the wood, he started to doubt his bearings.  He had entered heading north, so east was right.  But it was hard to keep to a straight path through the brush and tangles of trees.  Aerander tightened up, wondering if this late night venture was such a good idea.
He had wandered off the main paths, leaving Aerander to judge a route along a sparsely trodden trail.  It weaved through narrow passes of bay leaf trees and pines.  A few yards along the way, Aerander realized that something about the journey was familiar.  Aerander stopped in place.  This was the route that his mother had taken in his dream.  Tonight, the wax tablet had said.  Aerander’s chest felt frozen over, like ice ready to crack.  The amulet vibrated.  Aerander glanced back the way he had come.  He drew a breath and pushed on, eyes and ears sharpened, ready to make a break for it if he should encounter some sort of apparition.  The clearing was just up ahead.    

Aerander broke through the forest cover and saw the shadowy shrine.  The Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  It was not lit up with red light as it had been in his dream.  Something about that was a relief.  He stepped toward the temple.   

One thought stuck in Aerander’s head as he approached:  his mother had sent for him to meet her there.  Whether she would be a glowing spirit or reincarnated somehow, he didn’t know, but he was sure of her message.  Aerander stood in front of the temple threshold.  There were two spare columns and a primitive etching of Poseidon and his wife on the slate eave.  Aerander couldn’t see anything inside.  It would be easier if his mother would just come out. 
Aerander heard a rustling.  It was coming from inside the shrine.  He put one half of his foot onto the foundation.  Moss and weeds had grown into the crevices.  Aerander stared into temple.  It was too dim to make out anything.  He heard more rustling.  Scratching?  He strained his eyes to look inside.

Something scampered just by Aerander’s foot.  He jumped to the other side.  Then, he swung around to catch a glimpse of it.  
It was a hedgehog waddling back into the woods.  Aerander stepped away from the temple.  His heart pounded.  This was much too crazy.  There was nothing in the shrine.  He wasn’t going in there.  It had been a bad idea in his dream, and it was a bad idea now.  Aerander wandered through the clearing and looked up to the sky to find the Pleiade star.  He couldn’t make out anything on the southern horizon through the treetops.  He circled the temple, trying out a different angle.  Aerander tripped.  Everything went pitch black.  When he could discern his surroundings once again, he realized that he was no longer outside the temple.  
***
Moontide
Aerander crouched on his hands and feet.  The ground beneath him was cold and rough like granite. He must have fallen down a hole into some sort of cavern.  That was all that Aerander could reason.  Aerander had heard of sinkholes:  soft patches in the ground that swallowed up unwary travelers.   He sprung up on his feet and called out for help.  Aerander stopped himself.  There was no one out in the forest to hear him.  He would have to wait for daylight and hope that someone would pass by the spot where he had fallen.   That would not do.  His father would be incredibly angry in the morning when he discovered that he had snuck out of his bedchamber.  

Fumbling around, Aerander felt an earthen wall and positioned himself against it.  He tried to some footing so that he could make the climb back to the top.  It was too dark to make out a workable route, and it seemed to be a vertical passage.  Aerander lifted himself a few steps up, and then he slipped back down and landed bottom first on the floor.      
He was breathless, and his hands were damp.  Shuffling around on his hand and knees, he felt around on all sides of him:  one wall, two walls, three walls then an opening in the space before him.  How he had landed there without breaking a leg, Aerander couldn’t say.  He felt shivery, as though he had drifted into a cold spot while wading in the ocean.  He crawled forward, and it felt warmer.  Aerander noticed a faint red glow coming from some distance away.   He must be at the dead end of a corridor.  That meant there very well could be another way out.  Aerander righted himself and stepped down the cavern tunnel, eyes shifting, hands as cold as ice.  

Maybe this was the place where his mother was to meet him.  A secret tunnel beneath the Citadel?  It was a better thought than having fallen into a sinkhole.  Somewhere further inward there was a light, and he could orient himself once he found it.  

After twenty or so paces, the tunnel took a sharp turn and the red glow strengthened.  Aerander drew his cloak around him.  He wondered just how far he had fallen beneath the ground.  Aerander squinted down the tunnel.  If this was where his mother wanted to meet him, he wished that she would just come out.  

Aerander walked along and found a vaulted door on one side of the tunnel.  It was twice the height of a normal door, more like the threshold of a statehouse or a temple.   At its apex, there were strange engravings.  If they were letters, they were not of the Atlantean or Lemurian varieties that Aerander had studied.  Maybe it was some sort of shrine.  He wondered why his mother would have led him there.   

But there was no knob or handle for the door.  Aerander pushed on it.  It was heavy.  He pressed all of his weight against it, and still the door would not budge.  He felt all along the surface for some mechanism to open it.  The door scraped forward.  It was either magic or he had triggered some device.  Aerander looked all around him.  The glowing light cast shifting shadows against the tunnel walls, but after a moment, he assured himself that it was just the flickering light.  Nothing was there.  He stepped around the door and entered the chamber.    

It was the tall, hollow chamber with unfinished stone walls, and it was filled with more than three dozen platforms, each one the size of a cot.  Some were bare but others held what Aerander could only imagine were crude sculptures of men.  Each sculpture was illuminated by a single light, but not by any candle or oil lantern.  Besides the platforms, the room was bare.  It was as though many sprays of daylight had poked through the chamber’s ceiling to catch each sculpture perfectly.  But Aerander could not even glimpse a ceiling, and he tried not to remind himself that it was night outside.  

Aerander peeked back to the door, still open, his way out if he should have to make a quick escape.  No sounds coming from the tunnel.  He stepped over to one of the platforms.  The stone pedestal looked like it had been designed especially for holding its strange statue.  Aerander stared at the sculpture.  Not bronze or stone but some kind of cloth.  Actually, it looked as though someone had taken many long, thin cloths and wrapped them over and over again finally depicting the shape of a young man.  Aerander touched it.  Scratchy like burlap but tepid like a fruit left out in the sun.

Aerander’s stomach twisted up.  He backed away from the pedestal.  The room and its strange statues were terribly unnatural, and he wished that he had never gone through its vaulted door.  Aerander slipped back into the hallway and walked briskly down the tunnel toward the glowing light.  There had to be some way out of the awful place.  He didn’t care if he found his mother or not.  
A little further down the hall, the corridor took another sharp turn, and Aerander faced a broader tunnel glowing even brighter with red illumination.   Some yards away, it opened up into a rotunda, and at its center there was a broad, stone well.   That hole was the source of the tunnel’s glow.  Aerander made his way toward it.  
Aerander found himself at the intersection of four paths set at square angles.  It was hard to see what lay ahead of any of them since the only illumination was the glow of the well.  He kept his eyes on the well, brow damp, praying that nothing would pop out of it, like when he was a child and climbed down from his bed to use the washroom in the middle of the night.  The light throbbed.  There was a rhythm to it.  As Aerander drew nearer, the red glow seemed to pulse through his body.  A warm, calming sensation.  Aerander thought about the skull-shaped stone that the tall stranger had been holding in his dreams.  He edged forward, placed his hands on the side of the well and gazed into it.

Aerander expected to find a pit, but the opening did not go straight down.  It was another tunnel leading steeply underground, so deep he could not make out the bottom, like a passageway to the center of the earth.  The skull stone was down there for sure.  It reflected off the rounded walls in rhythmic waves of light, but by the angle of the slope, Aerander could not see very far within.  Maybe his mother was down there?   His amulet vibrated, a hummingbird trapped beneath his tunic.  Aerander lifted one leg over the side of the well.  

Then, Aerander noticed a disturbance in the flashing redness.  There were two dark figures outlined by the red light.  They were many yards away, but they were making their way up the tunnel in a distinctive serpentine motion.  

Aerander skittered away from the well and tripped over his feet.  He righted himself and looked quickly in all directions.  Aerander had choices how to get away, but, in his panic, he turned back the way that he had come.   
Aerander rushed down the hallway as fast as he could and flew around the first bend.  He reached the vaulted door.  That chamber was no place to hide, he decided quickly, and he moved along.  He was headed to a dead end, but he had to believe there would be some way for him to escape.  He could try scaling the wall again.  Maybe there was some other doorway that he had not noticed the first time around.  Aerander would even scream out as loudly as he could to summon help once he had reached the end.  He just had to get away from the two snake creatures.  The path before him was getting darker and darker.  He kept going. 

Aerander ran past the second bend.  The image of the frightening pair flashed in his head.  Did he hear them behind him?  He ran blindly through the darkness.  He could not judge how close he was to the end.  He was going to crash into the wall.  Aerander gritted his teeth.  It must be coming soon.  He felt the damp chill from when he had first entered the place.  But then nothing happened, or rather, something quite miraculous.  

Aerander found himself on the muddy ground some paces away from the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  

***



Night

Rain poured down.  Aerander looked up to the sky.  It was clouded over, and the stars were gone.  Aerander leapt to his feet and broke into a run.  He was happy to have escaped from the tunnel, but he did not care to wait to see if the two slithering beasts were still looking for him.  

Aerander tore through the forest.  Rain teamed down through the wood’s uncovered spaces, and his cloak was soon muddy and drenched.  Aerander could not move fast enough to get back to the palace and burrow inside the dry warmth of his bed not to reemerge until the skies were bright once again.

Somewhere along the way, however, Aerander considered:  what a story to tell Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros!  

Aerander did not bother to make a stealthy entrance back into the palace.  He dashed back through the servant’s gate, onward to the ground floor hallway and stopped for just a moment to catch his breath once beneath the cover of the courtyard esplanade.  He walked briskly toward his apartment, and fortunately the courtyard was quiet.  He was too tired to worry about dodging servants.  

As it turned out, Aerander encountered only one: a young woman with her arms piled high with freshly laundered cushions to deliver to her mistress.  She promptly dropped her load and ran off in the other direction as Aerander met her.  He was dripping wet from the storm and smeared with mud.   

Aerander seized on the opportunity.  He threw off his cloak, gathered his tunic around his waist like a servant’s wrap and lifted the mound of cushions in front of his face.  He found the porter’s flight to his father’s megaron.  He strolled through the threshold with no more than a cursory look from the house guard.  Once inside the apartment, Aerander tossed off the load on the floor and rushed up the stairway to his bedchamber.    

When he broke through the curtain, Punamun was awake and pacing the room.  His eyes set on Aerander, and he muffled a gasp with his hand.  Aerander gathered his breath.

“You can tell my father, and we’ll both receive a thrashing.  Or you can keep this between the two of us, and that’s two thrashings saved.”

It took a moment to sink in, and then Punamun helped Aerander out of his wet clothes.   

Day Four


Rearing


Aerander gazed out to the Hippodrome from the sunken shelter for the contenders.  The field was blurred with rain, and around the stadium, servants struggled to steady the House canopies against gusts of wind.  No one looked particularly excited to be there.  The little commotion from the crowd was some heckling of the Registration Master to get things started.  He must’ve been holding off in hopes of a break in the storm.  
Dardy and Evandros nudged their way to Aerander’s side through the crowded pit.
“Too bad you couldn’t make it to my party last night,” Dardy said.

He and his brother still looked high from the celebration.  Aerander’s eyes shifted around the pit.  Calyiches wasn’t anywhere to be found.  He had so much to say to him.  He thought of telling Dardy about his adventure last night, but it didn’t seem right not to share it with Calyiches first. 
“My grandfather brought in performers from Tamana,” Dardy went on.  “Bloody good ones too.  There was a contortionist who could pull his head all the way backwards and between his legs…”

“And dancing girls!” Evandros added.

Aerander nodded.  There was still no sign of Calyiches.  Where could he be?  Aerander was relieved that no one had taken notice of his disappearance from his bedchamber the prior evening.  That morning, Aerander slyly searched his father’s face for signs of suspicion, but Pylartes looked preoccupied as always.  His father didn’t say a word all the while they traveled to the arena, and he sent Aerander off to the pit with a brief encouraging nod.
“Everyone was there,” Dardy said.  “Even the snotty H.A.G.’s showed up since Governor Amphigoron is friends with my Grandfather.  They showed us how to shoot dice, and I won fifty galleons!  We played games all night long.  Didn’t get to bed until well after Moontide…”  

Aerander wondered if his father knew about the secret tunnel beneath the Citadel.  But he vowed to himself that he would not ask him.  It was one of many topics that would surely be off limits for conversation with Pylartes.  Along with his mother.   
“And Grandfather let us drink too!” Dardy said.

“Dardy got soused,” Evandros said.

“No I didn’t!”

Evandros acted out a bleary imitation of his brother stumbling around in circles.

Aerander smirked.  But his head was still bursting with questions from last night.  Why had his amulet led him to the forest shrine and that underground vault?  If it was somehow his mother’s doing, it seemed like a very dangerous place to take him.  Then again, maybe he shouldn’t have been so scared.  His mother might have wanted him to help her.  He might have figured out what had happened after the first memory of her stepping into the shrine.  It had all started with seeing the Seventh Pleiade in the sky last night.  It would seem to be a newsworthy event, but he hadn’t heard a single person talking about it.  They had all probably been too absorbed with the House of Gadir’s celebration.
“There’s Calyiches.  Was wondering where he was,” Dardy said.  “He didn’t show up last night either.”

Aerander spotted Calyiches.  He was with Oleon and Governor Kondrian.  Aerander sighed.  There was no way he could talk to him with those two around.  Oleon was outfitted with his superior mug, and Calyiches’ father looked as red-faced as ever.  Aerander caught Calyiches’ attention from across the pit.  He hoped that his serious look conveyed how urgent it was that they should talk.  



The trumpets sounded to announce the first round of the tournament, and the stands cheered gratefully.  The boys would be called onto the field in pairs and take their places in the circle drawn out by a long hemp cord in the middle of the arena.  The first one to force the other out of the circle or pin him to the ground would win.  The tournament proceeded in a series of elimination rounds until only two contestants remained.



Luck was sparing for Aerander that day.  The Registration Master announced that Aerander and Mesokantes from the House of Azaes were the first draw.  Aerander strapped on his warrior mask and followed Mesokantes onto the field.  Anyone could see that it was a lopsided contest.  Mesokantes was nearly a whole person broader than Aerander.  

The emerald Azaes grandstand hooted and hollered.  The House of Atlas did its best to keep up.  Aerander watched Alixa, Danae and Thessala cheering from beneath their blue canopy.  It was hard to read his father’s face from so far away, but Aerander could guess that it was pessimistic.  

The two boys stood on opposite sides of the circle, and servants removed their capes.  Rain poured down.  Aerander eyed his competitor guardedly.  Bare shouldered with his flame-feathered tiger mask, Mesokantes looked even more intimidating than when Aerander had seen him swaggering through the palace with his cousins.  Aerander had watched him compete in the preliminary wrestling rounds and knew that he was undefeated.  Mesokantes was not the most strategic of competitors, but his unsurpassed brawn led him to victory every time.  Aerander would have to use his speed to make it through the match.  He had to find some way to set Mesokantes off balance and shove him down.  Or maybe he could lure him out of the circle.



The Registration Master trudged over through the muddy ground.   He gave the signal to begin.  The stands roared, and the contestants took their places in the center of the circle one arm’s length away from one another.

Aerander faked an approach then drew back.  He wanted to catch Mesokantes in an awkward position, and after several bluffing gestures, his tactics worked.  Mesokantes lunged at him, nostrils flared and eyes squinted from the rain.  Aerander sidestepped the attack, and Mesokantes took a muddy dive.  Mesokantes quickly righted himself and glared at him.



Boos and jeers burst out from the stands.  Aerander bowed his head.  Everyone thought he was being cowardly.  



Mesokantes took another predictable lunge at him, and Aerander stood solidly and their arms made contact.  Mesokantes’ strength surprised Aerander, and his feet slid back in the soggy grass.  Rowdy shouts from the stands filled his ears.  Aerander could feel Mesokantes’ snorting breath through his tiger’s mask as he gained a closer hold on him.  Aerander struggled mightily to toss off his advance, but Mesokantes was like a crushing wall.  Aerander was weakening, and if he tried to wrench himself away, he wasn’t sure if he could move fast enough to avoid Mesokantes’ arms clamping down on him again.  



Mesokantes’ hands slipped further up Aerander’s arms, threatening to reach around his shoulders and throw him down.  Aerander twisted his body and broke free.  He retreated several paces away from his challenger.



Mesokantes grunted, and the spectators joined him in his complaint.  They were taunting Aerander for prolonging the match.  Aerander’s stomach knotted up in shame.  



Staring back at Mesokantes, Aerander recalled the advice of his strident wrestling instructor:


“Imagine that your opponent is your worst enemy.  He has just defiled your mother and your sisters and taken a shit on your bed.”

It was not difficult to imagine Mesokantes being such a villain.  Aerander stormed at him, and he toppled his competitor.  Aerander spread out on top of Mesokantes, hands pressed against his shoulders and knees pressing into his thighs.  For a moment, Aerander thought the bout was over.  



But Mesokantes’ strength returned.   His meaty hands reached up to wrest Aerander’s arms from the pin.  Mesokantes threw him over.  Aerander fell flat into the swampy grass, and Mesokantes pounced on top of him.  The boys’ arms were like spikes pinning him to the ground, and Aerander’s strength drained out of him.   With all his will, Aerander struggled to break free but could not eke out an advantage.  It was over in an instant.  The Registration Master came over and proclaimed Mesokantes the winner.



Aerander had lost wrestling contests before, but to lose so decisively, in front of so many people, he just wanted to disappear.  He stayed on the muddy ground, imagining that it might swallow him up so that he would never have to face the spectators in the stadium.  
While the Registration Master lifted Mesokantes’ arm into the air, Aerander slowly righted himself on the field.  He bowed his head and stole glimpses of the proceedings.  Mesokantes was strutting around and howling in celebration to spur on the emerald pennant spectators.  Meanwhile, the pelting rain cast the House of Atlas stands in a dreary shade of defeat.    

Aerander slunk back to the stadium pit and stood for a toweling off by Punamun.  Aerander looked out to the field.  His only hope was that Mesokantes would win the competition.  That would show everyone he had been defeated by an unstoppable champion.  He broke away from Punamun and walked over to Mesokantes to bid congratulations.  

Mesokantes was surrounded by his broad-shouldered cousins, and his father Governor Amphigoron had come down from the stands to congratulate his son.  

“Good match,” Aerander said.  He offered his hand, and Mesokantes gripped it with a smirk.

Mesokantes’ burly entourage looked on with chuckling expressions.  Aerander recognized Tyranus and Clymnus who were the Mesokantes’ scowling protégés.  Governor Amphigoron passed a halting look over the group.  

“House of Atlas can’t win them all,” Amphigoron said.  “That should be a good lesson for your father.”

Under different circumstances, the words might have earned a stormier reaction, but Aerander was quite convinced of his inadequacy that day.  He nodded humbly then stepped to a spare section of the pit to watch the rest of the tournament.



Calyiches drew a boy from the House of Amphisus who moved poorly in the waterlogged circle, and he breezed through his first round.  As Aerander gazed glumly to the field, Calyiches’ smiling, mud-smeared face provoked a grin.  He cast off a dark thought that Calyiches might join him in grumbling over a first round loss.  



As it turned out, Calyiches did not join him at all.  He was called over by his father to watch Oleon’s second round draw.   In his sullen daze, Aerander had not noticed that Oleon had advanced.  

It struck him as unlikely.  Oleon was bulky but not a very agile competitor.  Unfortunately for him, he had drawn Mesokantes in the second round.  That brought back inspiration to Aerander’s jaundiced hopes.  Dardy and Evandros found him in the pit.

“There’s no way Oleon’s making it through this,” Evandros said.

Aerander grinned.  Evandros had also been eliminated in his first round, and Dardy’s outlook was gloomy since he had drawn Radamanthes for his second match.    

Out in the wrestling circle, Oleon threw off his cape, revealing a lumpy, pale torso.  When he turned in place, Aerander could see dark blemishes across his back.      

Oleon looked grim and undaunted though the response from the House of Mneseus’ grandstand was restrained.  Aerander peered over to Calyiches and Governor Kondrian.  Calyiches’ father was tense and stern, and Calyiches was blank.  The rest of the arena was pouring it on for Mesokantes, their presumed champion.  In an instant, Aerander’s allegiances switched.



The Registration Master called the start.  Mesokantes gave Oleon a series of powerful shoves to force him out of the circle.  Oleon stumbled backwards, but he recovered.  He sidestepped Mesokantes, and the two retook their places in the center of the circle.    

Mesokantes lunged at Oleon and caught him by the shoulders.  Oleon maneuvered his body away.  He was slick from the rain, and Mesokantes couldn’t hold onto him.   

The two boys stared each other down, and Mesokantes caught Oleon in a tight grip.  He twisted one arm behind Oleon.  Oleon let out a moan of pain.   Mesokantes shoved Oleon onto the ground and worked his way on top of him.  

Aerander perched on the tips of his feet to see what was happening from his low vantage point.  Mesokantes took a dominant position, but then Oleon bucked and rolled away on the muddy field.  Mesokantes went after him on his hands and knees.  The spectators stood and cheered for Mesokantes to put an end to the match.   Mesokantes grabbed Oleon by the waist, threw him over and rolled on top of him with his feet dug into the mud.      

Oleon’s arms and legs writhed.  Then, Aerander saw Oleon’s hand claw against Mesokantes’ side.  
“What the heck is he doing?” Dardy said.

Everyone knew that it was against the rules to use such tactics in the wrestling circle.  

Mesokantes pinned one of Oleon’s clawing hands to the ground above his head.  He maneuvered his legs over Oleon’s knees and a forearm across his chest.  Oleon shoved his free arm against Mesokantes’ upper body.  But he couldn’t gain any advantage.  Oleon thrashed his head, and his hawk mask slipped off.   The Registration Master stepped over to call the match.

Then something strange happened.  It looked as though Mesokantes’ forearm slipped, and he was struggling to pull it back.  He let out a piercing scream that went on for much too long.  The arena fell silent.  Mesokantes jerked his hand away and sloughed onto his back.  The Registration Master stood over the competitors trying to figure out what had happened.  He waved over a group of sentinels.  The other competitors sprang out to the field from the pit.  Aerander, Dardy and Evandros ran along with them.  

Mesokantes clutched his hand and tucked his knees into his stomach.  There was so much mud covering him, it was hard to tell what was the matter.  Aerander stared at the boy’s injured hand, and he saw it was more than mud seeping down onto his forearms.   

Governor Amphigoron rushed over to his son’s side and unfastened his mask.  Mesokantes looked wildly frightened.  He released his bloody hand revealing a tiny stump where his thumb should have been.
“Holy cripes,” Dardy said.

He nudged Aerander and pointed him in the direction of Oleon.  Oleon was flushed and panting at the other side of the wrestling circle.  His mouth was bloody.  It was suddenly apparent:  Oleon had bit off Mesokantes’ thumb.

***


Blenching
The entrance to Aerander’s terrace was boarded up, but he could hear the wind tossing sheets of rain against the palace.  He lay on his bed staring at the molded ceiling.  For a festival that was supposed to be the most exciting time of his life, the Registration was turning out to be exceptionally dull.    

The wrestling competition and its celebratory feast had been abruptly cancelled.  All of the Governors’ families were holed up in their private quarters.  There was nothing to do but sit around with his sisters and stepmother.  He was too old to spend all day with his family.  After his fight earlier in the afternoon with Thessala, even that option had worn thin.  

It had started when he was sitting in the family parlor drying off from the rain in front of the hearth.  Danae was asking Thessala why the wrestling match had been cancelled, and Thessala was deflecting her questions.  She didn’t want to talk about what really happened in the arena, and Aerander considered breaking into the conversation with a gory telling of what he had seen.   But he monitored himself, warming his feet against the fire, until he heard his stepmother make an infuriating statement. 

“I never trusted Oleon.  He has an unsettled look in his eye.  This violence proves what I’ve always suspected.”

“Then why did you say that I should row with him?” Aerander said.

“Please don’t dwell on the past, Aerander.  These are much too serious of times.” 

Aerander scowled.   
“What’s going to happen to Oleon?” Alixa asked.

“That’s a matter for your father and the governors to decide when they meet for their annual convention after the Poetry Recital,” Thessala said.  “But I can only imagine that Oleon will be expelled from the Registration.”

“Then I won’t have to row with him after all,” Aerander said.

Thessala placed a hand on her hip.  “Aerander, one would think that the heavens revolved around you solely the way  you talk.”

“And what of your selfishness?” Aerander sneered.  “Every decision you and father make is just to impress other people.  I can’t see why it should be so important, since everyone worships the two of you so.  Though perhaps not so much behind your back.”  He was thinking about Governor Amphigoron’s smug remark in the Hippodrome pit.  
Thessala glared at him.  “I’ll forgive that comment since you’ve had a disappointing day.  But I’ll make a special prayer tonight that the ancestors might inspire you with some deference toward your parents.”

Aerander grasped a poker from beside the hearth and made a surly shuffling of the logs.  He could hear Thessala stepping toward him and sense her conciliatory mood.  He did not want any part of it.  

“When you’re married and have your own family, you’ll understand,” she said.

“Aerander is going to marry me!” Danae cried out.

Thessala looked to her daughter fondly.  “I don’t think your brother has the maturity for such a match.  But when you’re older, you’ll marry the most handsome and decorated prince in all the kingdom.”

Aerander stared into the hearth.  He wondered how he could be so close to the fire yet feel so cold.  Thessala was now just overhead smiling down at him.

“Besides, Aerander already has his intended.” 

Aerander’s shoulders tightened.  For a moment he thought that Thessala had read his thoughts about Calyiches.  He was not sure how he felt about discussing it with her.  But then Thessala continued. 

“For Aerander, there shall be the beautiful Pyrrah from the House of Mestor.”

“What?” 
“Pyrrah.  You know her.  She’s only the most desirable governor’s daughter in all the ten Houses!  You’ll be the envy of every boy in the kingdom.” 

Aerander knew who his stepmother was talking about.  Pyrrah was blond and pretty and glided through the hallways of the palace with a coterie of House of Mestor girls.  Dardy was stuck on her.  But the betrayal of his friend was only one dimension of the disaster.  

“I told you!” Alixa said.  She took to her brother’s side and nudged him in the shoulder.  

Aerander stood and left the room without the faintest gaze at anyone.  

“There’s no need to be embarrassed!” Thessala called after him.  “You’ll have time to meet with her on Courtship Day.  By Poseidon, let’s hope this annoying mood of yours passes by then.”

Aerander had been brooding in his bedroom ever since.  Things were happening so quickly, and he didn’t have the chance to talk it over with Calyiches.  And what if Oleon was thrown out of the Registration?  Boys had been expelled before for fights or cheating, but it had never happened to a governor’s son.  With that kind of humiliation, Governor Kondrian might decide to return home to Lemuria with his family immediately.  The Governors’ convention wasn’t until the next night after the poetry recital.    

Aerander’s foot was twittering.  There was a secret vault with wrapped up bodies beneath the Citadel.  Fathers were beating up their sons.  The Seventh Pleiade star had shown up in the sky.  No one cared about any of it.   Aerander beat his fist into a cushion.  Then, he seized on an idea.     

“Bring me parchment and a pen,” he told Punamun.

The servant returned with a coarse piece of paper and a wooden quill with ink.  Aerander quickly brought them over to his bed and began to write.

Meet me at the Observatory.
Yours, A.

Aerander handed the note to Punamun.  “Take this to Master Calyiches, House of Mneseus.” 

***
Aerander climbed the winding stair of the observatory tower.  With the rain still pouring down, the place was vacant.  Thessala and the girls were taking their naps, and Aerander had made his exit from his apartment without running into his father.  

Aerander took the steps two at a time, counting them as he always did.  When he reached number eighty, his legs were wobbly and he had to slow his climb.  One day he would be able to run up all one hundred and twelve.  He had once raced Calyiches to the top.  It was the one sport Aerander held over him.  

Aerander reached the upper platform.  His cloak flapped against a gust of wind.  It was a square terrace with parapet walls.  Aerander caught his breath.  Then, he took the tower’s last wooden staircase.  It led to an arched gallery at the tower’s pinnacle.  There was a telescope installed in the center.

He was higher than even the palace watchtowers.  Aerander gazed beyond the estate toward the city.  On clear days, he could see all the way to the ocean, but the gray sky hung so low that day, he could barely make out the middle island’s fortification wall.  He could see the Hippodrome and the dome of the Temple of Poseidon with its ten turrets.  Aerander traveled to the other side of the gallery to look down on the Citadel wood.  He found the little clearing and the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  It was further north in the woods than he had figured.  He had taken quite a detour last night, almost all the way to the north end of the Citadel.  There had been no message from his amulet that day. 

Aerander heard footsteps coming from the creaky wooden stair.  He swung around.  A cloaked figure hunched from his climb emerged from the staircase.  Aerander froze for a moment thinking that it might be a stranger.  The figure raised his head at the landing, and Aerander saw a sprig of blond hair beneath his hood.

“Did you have much trouble coming here?” Aerander said.
“I told my mother I was going down to the scullery to get something to eat,” Calyiches said.  “Everyone’s on edge since Oleon screwed everything up.  I can’t be away too long.”   

He brushed past Aerander and pulled back his hood to check out the view.
“How’s Oleon?” Aerander asked.  

“Dunno.  He’s quarantined in a stockroom.  Quite a trick he did to Mesokantes, huh?”

“What’s going to happen to him?”

“My father’s got the ridiculous idea that Mesokantes provoked him into it somehow.  I can’t imagine too many of the governors will believe that, particularly Amphigoron.”

“My stepmother said he’d be expelled.”

“Would serve him right.  He’ll probably get both of us expelled.”

The registrants had been lectured about sportsmanship.  Honor in competition – a fragment from the philosophy instructor, repeated in Aerander’s head.  Cheating and foul play brought shame on one’s family and could get an entire House disqualified.  It seemed hypocritical since the fathers put so much pressure on their sons to win.  

Aerander drew up next to Calyiches on the platform ledge, and they leaned over to look onto the rainy Citadel grounds.  Aerander thought about telling Calyiches that he had eavesdropped on Kondrian and Oleon the previous day.  But Calyiches might be angry.  There was also the matter of Courtship Day.  As much as he had been dying to talk to Calyiches, Aerander was at a loss for words.  He seized on the first thing that came to mind.  

“Last night, I snuck out of the palace.” 

Calyiches’ nose twitched curiously.

Aerander blurted out the story of spotting the Seventh Pleiade which led him to the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  He explained about the strange tunnel he had fallen into, the sculptures illuminated in the vault, the red glowing well, and his flight from the snake creatures.  Aerander didn’t mention his amulet or the dream about his mother.  He didn’t want Calyiches to think he had lost his mind.  By the end of his story, Calyiches looked impressed.

“My father said there are secrets in the Citadel only the governors know about.  This must be one of them,” Calyiches said.

“Let’s go there tonight!” 

“How’ll we get away?”

“When the servants turn down the lamps at Moonrise, tell your mother you’re going to make your prayers at the Sanctuary.  We’ll meet there and sneak out of the palace and back to the temple.” 

A smile of conspiracy curled up on Calyiches’ face.  “Let’s do it.” 

“Everyone will be busy with their prayers and turning in for the night.  We’ll have plenty of time to go exploring.”

“Brilliant!” Calyiches said.  “Too bad you didn’t call for me to join you last night.  I would’ve loved to have gotten out of the palace.  We’re under lock and key ever since the Registration started.”

They eased up beside one another, shoulder to shoulder. 

“The Lemurians believe in an underground world, don’t they?” Aerander said.

Calyiches nodded.  “Their priests call it Agartha.  They say that’s where the snake gods live.  But the Lemurians believe a lot of crazy things.  They worship a woman who committed suicide.  They carry idols of her with a rope around her neck.”

The tower trembled.  Calyiches fastened his hands to the ledge, and his face went stark white.  Aerander heard some commotion from the sentinels in the palace’s Northwest Watchtower.  The trembling stopped.

“A tremor,” Aerander said.

They looked at each other and laughed.  Aerander drew up closer to Calyiches.  They faced each other.  Aerander leaned in.  Their lips met.  Then open-mouthed.  Like when you really meant it.  Aerander closed his eyes.  
When Aerander opened his eyes, it was like waking up to warm sunlight.  Calyiches had funny red blotches on his cheeks.  Aerander wondered if he looked the same by the tingling warmth all over his face.  
“I should get back now,” Calyiches said.

It was too early for Calyiches to leave, but Aerander understood.  They couldn’t be away from their families too long.  Calyiches headed down the staircase.
“Moonrise at the Sanctuary!  Don’t forget!” Aerander called out after Calyiches.  
***



Moonrise
Aerander stepped quietly through the marble threshold of the Palace Sanctuary.   The candlelit white-tiled chamber was full of guests making offerings of coins and muttered prayers for the storm to end.  Not such a bad thing, Aerander considered.  If he and Calyiches met someone familiar, they’d have an alibi for their late night escape.    

Aerander had made an easy getaway from his parents’ apartment.  His father was in his chambers meeting with his advisors, and Thessala was only slightly curious when he approached her with a pouch of coins and a request to go downstairs to make his prayers that night.  She must have given him the benefit of the doubt that his intentions were earnest, even though he had never before gone down to the Sanctuary on his own.

Aerander scanned the glowing altars around the room’s circular periphery.  Visitors filled the dozens of recessed spots to kneel before a white stone idol of the patron ancestor Atlas.  Calyiches was nowhere to be found.   Aerander strolled through the rows of statues in the center of the chamber with the pretense of deliberation.

They were effigies of the estate’s most honorable departed:  here, a broad faced, long bearded man that Aerander recognized as his great grandfather Abdorotis, there, young Atlas II who had died soon after he was married.    

Aerander stopped to look at the teenage prince.  There were very few renderings of Atlas’ sole son.  Atlas II hadn’t lived long enough to succeed his father.  They said that he was born with thin blood.  In the sculpture, Atlas II wore a voluminous robe and pleated vest, as though to add some bulk to his thin frame.  He had fine features in his face and a sense of modesty about him, no hardened physicality like so many of the other House monarchs.  Aerander stepped distractedly around the sculpture and nearly collided with an old woman covered up with a scarf.

“By Heavenly Poseidon, you frightened me!” the woman said.  Her short, frail body was covered up in a bunchy robe that she smoothed out to make a show of collecting herself.  She glared at him.  She had disturbingly cloudy eyes.  Aerander was equally put off by their sudden meeting, but he flashed a polite smile.  It earned him a fond look.

“Quite a popular night for prayers, isn’t it?” the woman said.  “I would have waited until Kindling if it were not for the family gamekeeper’s son.”

Aerander tried to remove any hint of curiosity from his face.

“The poor boy died in his sleep!” she said.  “The day before yesterday.  His father and mother are an absolute wreck.  I suppose that some in the palace would say that it is below me to concern myself with the affairs of the service class.  But they are a good family.  Solid stock.  And I shall make my prayers to Atlas that their boy is well protected.”

Aerander nodded reassuringly and hoped that she had reached the end of her prattle.  Then, she leaned her heavily perfumed head toward him with a confidential look.

“And there are others,” she whispered.  “They do not want us to know that, but boys are dying every night.  You should be careful traveling on your own outside the palace gates.”

A chill passed through Aerander.  Whether it was from her speaking some profound revelation or the fact that he was a nudge away from a woman who was a lunatic he could not be sure.  Meanwhile, Ornithena looked delighted by his frightened face.  Then she cocked her head curiously.

“Should I know you?”
Aerander shrugged.

“With so many guests in the palace for the Registration, I could not be sure.  But I see that you are one of us.”

She was looking at the rich blue pattern on the lining of his cloak.  It was the same House of Atlas embroidery as her head scarf.  Aerander forced a grin.
“And is that the seal of our Governor?” she said, fixing on the imprint on his shoulder clasp.   “But of course!  You are Pylartes son.  You shall have to excuse these old eyes.  It has been quite a long time since we have seen each other, Aerander.  Your father’s wedding.  You were all of three years old so I should not expect you would remember me.”

Aerander spotted Calyiches’ head poking out between the legs of a stiffly composed House of Atlas patriarch some steps behind the woman.  Aerander shifted anxiously.  

“I am from your mother’s side,” the woman went on.  “Sibyllia, not Thessala.   We are cousins, once or twice removed.  I do not recall.  But your mother used to call me Aunty, and I should prefer that you refer to me as Aunty as well.”

Calyiches was waving his arms around the statue to elicit a laugh, and Aerander tried to hold himself together.  There was some intrigue to the woman’s relation to his mother, but he had so many aunts and cousins, Aerander hardly felt a connection to her.  He barely recognized half of the men and women with the indigo Atlas crest who had installed themselves in the palace that summer.
“Ornithena,” she said.

Aerander looked at her blankly.

“That is my name!”  

She was staring at him curiously, but Aerander’s eye was drawn to Calyiches who was now puffing up his face in an imitation of a blowfish.

“I have to go,” Aerander blurted out.

“Of course, it is late,” she said.  “Benedictions to your father and Thessala.  And good luck at the Registration Games.”

Aerander nodded and swept past her toward the statue where Calyiches was hiding.  He seized Calyiches by the shoulders, and they crouched down behind the sculpture’s base.  Aerander passed Calyiches a reproachful look.  

They watched Ornithena settle down by one of the altars.  

“Come on, let’s go,” Aerander said quietly.

He took Calyiches’ hand, tossed his coin purse on an altar ledge, and the two sprinted through the Sanctuary portico.

***
Dirging
How long had they been laying there? Aerander wondered.  Bodies entwined, mouths sealed over one another - it could have been half the night or only moments.  Aerander had thought life’s greatest thrill was diving from the cliffs into the deep lagoon on the island’s western shore.  But he would trade every afternoon he spent cliff diving for this one night with Calyiches when even to graze his hand over Calyiches’ woolen cloak made his whole body seize up warmly.    

This was not the plan.  They had snuck out of the palace through the servants’ entrance and run across the meadow on the way to the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  The rain stopped, but the sky was still clouded over.  Aerander was disappointed that he couldn’t show the Seventh Pleiade star to Calyiches.  Then somewhere in the forest, when they stopped to catch a breath, Calyiches pressed against him, and the thought of finding the Citadel’s secret tunnel was cast aside.

It started against a laurel tree, Calyiches’ body flush against his and their open mouths exploring one another.  Then they lay down on a bed of soft needles beneath a pine.  Aerander tried to move the two of them along the wooded path.  But every twenty paces or so, one of them turned inspired again, and their original pursuit was lost.  Once behind a gnarly dragon tree.  Another time nestled together on a mossy patch by the Citadel spring.  There were many other detours on their route, but Aerander would never be able to completely reconstruct that night in his head.  

Somehow they managed to make it to the clearing.  But once they reached the misty temple, it seemed a fitting enough location to try again.  They held each other against a threshold pillar, lips locked tight, and descended onto the dewy grass.  For all the times that Aerander scoffed at the treacly love poems his tutor Alatheon forced him to read, being with Calyiches like this felt like the most natural thing in the world.  They were like the famous couples that he had read about:  Atlas and his Queen Pleione, the valiant ranger Andromtones and the wood nymph Pharo, or more aptly the great adventurer Prince Neiron and his concubine solider Maddox.  

Aerander had discovered the latter story the previous summer in an old lessons book, and he read it over wide-eyed.  It was in a collection of arcane tales Alatheon left behind before his dismissal.  Prince Neiron led the Atlantean armada against a horde of raiders threatening port villages in the Fortunate Isles.  All of his prisoners were put to death, but Neiron spared Maddox because he was exceptionally handsome.  Maddox later saved the prince’s life when his countrymen came to seek their vengeance.  They pledged to be forever by each other’s side both in and out of combat.  It seemed like an entirely likely story to Aerander now.   

It must have been getting on Moontide.  Pylartes would be returning from his chambers.  Thessala thankfully was headed up to the women’s megaron when he left, but the House Guards would be wondering what was taking him so long at the Sanctuary.  Calyiches’ family would be wondering the same thing.  And they were supposed to be looking for the tunnel, the strange vault, and the well glowing with red light.

None of it mattered, Aerander decided, tightening his arms around Calyiches’ shoulders.  The tunnel could wait, and who cared if he got into a bit of trouble that night?

Aerander’s head went blissfully blank.  He nuzzled against Calyiches.  It might have brought the two further encouragement, but neither one noticed as a cool breeze parted the clouds above them and the sparkling light of the Seventh Pleiade shone in the sky.    

***
Night   
 Aerander felt a nudge, and then he heard a chuckling voice.

“Wake up, lazy.”

He opened his eyes.  Calyiches was smiling at him with his head rested on one elbow and his cloak drawn over the two of them like a blanket.  Aerander thought they had floated back to his bed, but then a damp breeze brushed by.  They were still lying in the forest clearing by the temple.  Aerander sat up.  

“How long have we been here?”

“Dunno.”

“We’re going to be skinned!”

“Probably.”

The sky was still dark, but it felt as though many hours had passed since they left the palace.  Aerander’s heart thumped in his chest.  But Calyiches looked on the verge of breaking into laughter.
“We never found the tunnel,” Aerander said.

“We could look for it now.”

“It’s much too late!”

Aerander thought about what his father’s face would look like when he returned to the compound.  He had never been caught disobeying him.  

“C’mon.  Let’s have a look,” Calyiches said.

Calyiches rose to his feet and held out a hand to lift Aerander from the ground.  He re-fixed his kilt around his waist, not bothering with his chlamys, and started wandering through the meadow.   

“Aren’t you worried about your parents?” Aerander called after him.  He fumbled to straighten out his kilt.

“What’s the point?” Calyiches said.  “We’ve already gone this far.”

There may have been some wisdom to his words, but Aerander suddenly couldn’t get enough breath into his lungs.  Stealing out from the palace all night long.  He might be beaten or locked up in his room or even expelled from the Registration.  Aerander remembered the Seventh Pleiade and looked skyward.  There was nothing to see with all the clouds overhead.

“The star’s not even here,” he said.  “We should look for the tunnel some other time.”

There was no response.  Calyiches must have strayed far away.  

Aerander stepped around the meadow to look for him.  It was dark and misty, and he couldn’t see Calyiches anywhere.  He headed in the direction in which Calyiches had gone.  How could he have disappeared? Aerander wondered.  Maybe he was playing a trick.  Aerander wished he wouldn’t.  

“Calyiches!”
Not a sound from any direction.

This whole thing was very stupid, Aerander thought as he paced around the clearing.  They should have turned back as soon as they woke up.  Now they were separated and would waste more time searching for one another.  

Aerander finished a full turn of the temple and still Calyiches was nowhere to be found.  

“Calyiches!”

Maybe he had run back into the forest, Aerander worried.  Leaving him here?!  Or had he stumbled into the tunnel himself?  Aerander’s head was getting blurry.  Then he heard a voice.  He rushed toward it.  It was coming from a copse of willows at the north end of the clearing.  Just beyond trees, Aerander could see the Citadel wall that lined the escarpment.  There was an open gate, and someone was standing there.
“It’s not over here.  It’s more toward the temple,” Aerander sputtered through breaths.

Calyiches was staring down the cliff.  “I heard something down there.  Let’s have a look.”  He took Aerander’s hand and started down the rocky slope.

“Really, we shouldn’t,” Aerander said.  But they were soon bounding down the escarpment together.  

They were headed to the shore of the Citadel channel.  It was damp and foggy.  Aerander couldn’t make out anything below.  He tried to take careful steps, but the craggy path was steep and slippery.  Aerander lost his balance and went sliding down a muddy patch.  He couldn’t stop himself and fell all the way to the bottom.  Calyiches came tumbling after him.  They landed in a muddy tangle some steps from the water’s edge.     

Calyiches laughed riotously.  But Aerander’s eyes were drawn to a sobering sight.  A short distance from their landing, there was a hooded figure steadying a rowboat.  Aerander grasped Calyiches to show him, and the boys sat up paralyzed.

The stranger beached his boat on the rocky shore and went back into the vessel to retrieve a large sack.  It must have been heavy; the man struggled to drag it from the boat.  He did not seem to notice Aerander and Calyiches splayed out on the ground just a few paces away.      

Then the figure gripped the sack with more determination and heaved it on the shore.  Aerander stifled a gasp.  The top of the bag had opened and a lifeless hand stuck out as though reaching for its last grasp for freedom.  

“What should bring two princes so far from the palace at this dark hour?”  

It was a familiar airy voice. Aerander did not have to look to recognize its speaker.  But he couldn’t help himself.  He looked up at the stranger and saw two nappy braids protruding from the corners of his hood. 

Calyiches yanked Aerander to his feet, and they scrambled up the slope.  

“Fly away to your fathers!  They’ll make their reckoning with you,” Priest Zazamoukh snarled.  

The boys sped up the cliff without looking back.  There were many things to think about, but Aerander seized on the image of the rag-clothed statues in the underground vault that he had visited the prior night.  

PART TWO

Day Four


Glowering
Aerander lay across a settee in the parlor with his lessons book propped up against his knees.  Stuck inside the family compound on another rainy day, he was re-reading his notes on the history of the Citadel from an old Cultural Studies lecture by his childhood tutor Alatheon.  

The Temple of Cleito and Poseidon was commissioned by their first-born sons Atlas and Gadir.  Pre-dated by the grander Temple of Poseidon in the city centre, the shrine was constructed in the Citadel’s sacred wood to create a private place of remembrance and contemplation for the royal family.  The temple holds the tombs of the Emperor and Empress.  After his untimely passing, Atlas II was interred beside his grandparents beneath the temple.   
There was nothing about a secret tunnel, an underground vault or a well glowing with red light.  Aerander closed the book and looked to the parlor balcony.  The curtains billowed from the gusty afternoon storm.  After all of the excitement last night, Aerander had not even once left the compound - his father’s decree that he should spend the day practicing for the poetry recital later that night.  Dardy and Evandros had come by, and Aerander had to turn down their invitation to play field hockey in the muddy meadow.   But Aerander couldn’t be too sore at his father.  He was lucky to have made it back to his room unnoticed before Kindling.  Aerander had waited patiently for the house guards to change shifts, and the new pair at the compound portico seemed fully believing of his story that he had just stepped out for his exercises. 
Retrieving a different book, Aerander half-heartedly read his poem for the zillionth time.  He had long ago committed it to memory.  Pylartes went on about the importance of gaining an advantage over his competitors through one last day’s practice, but his father couldn’t be bothered to hear it; he was down in his ministerial chambers as usual that day.  Thessala had taken the girls to watch the field hockey game.  Aerander’s only companion was Punamun who was leaning against the wall, heavy-lidded.  Aerander addressed him loudly in Lemurian.
“Can you think of any reason for a priest to bring a corpse to the Citadel?”
Punamun jerked awake.  He looked at Aerander fuzzily.  Aerander repeated his question.
Punamun’s mouth hung open.


“Do the priests wrap up corpses in cloths before they’re cremated?” Aerander asked.  “Doesn’t a body belong in a Necropolis before temple service?”



Punamun shook his head helplessly.  Aerander sighed.  He tried to remember the only funeral he ever attended.  It was for his grandfather Glaukius.  He hadn’t been wrapped up.  He was laid out in his diplomatic robes on the altar at the Temple of Poseidon.  There were lots of speeches in tribute to his grandfather.  Aerander knew that he should’ve felt something, but his only contact with Glaukius had been a cold hand reaching to pat his cheek when he visited the bedridden old man on weekly visits.  At the funeral, Aerander sat next to Pylartes on a front row bench, and his father didn’t shed a tear either.    



  The House Porter came into the room.  It was time to get ready.  The Poetry Recital was the only Registration event that took place at night, and it required formal dress.  Aerander felt suddenly floaty.  He followed Punamun out to the stairwells to the men’s megaron.
***



Moonrise


It poured all the way to the Hall of Atlas where the poetry recital was to take place.  Aerander trudged along the white brick Citadel path with the nine other boys who had qualified for the contest.  They were all covered in hooded cloaks and sheltered by a canopy of palm fronds held up by their sentinel escorts.  Normally, the families and the other registrants would have been gathered along the path to cheer the group on.  But everyone had taken cover in the statehouse due to the storm.  


Telechimedes from the House of Gadir tried to make eye contact with Aerander, but Aerander ignored him.  Telechimedes was always trying to impress the other boys, dropping literary quips into conversation, and with his cousin Dardy’s win at the archery contest, Aerander figured that Telechimedes was feeling pluckier than ever.  Horabar from the House of Amphisus mouthed the lines from his poem along the way.  He and Telechimedes had swapped poetry prizes in the last two Children’s Festivals.  Aerander was the only qualifier from his family.  It was stiff competition, but besides the foot race, everyone was saying that the poetry contest was the House of Atlas’ best chance at earning a Registration medallion.  Aerander tried not to think about it.


The procession edged along the marble statehouse lit up with four flaming pinnacles.  The roof had molded tiers of trumpeting elephants, wild horses, winged nymphs, and glittering arched canopies.  But Aerander had always liked best the decorated panels on its walls.  He eyed the molded squares interspersed with the military themed mural.  They were six portraits of Atlas’ daughters the Pleiades.  It made Aerander think about the lost sister rhyme.  He looked skyward, but there were no stars to see with all the clouds.  He wished he could figure out what terrible thing the Seventh Pleiade had done to be obliterated from history.    

The group stepped up the portico and through the hall’s bronze-plated doors.  Aerander’s eyes set on the vaulted entrance to the amphitheatre beyond the vestibule.  He felt all floaty again.  There was a lot of noise coming from the room.  Every guest from the palace was there along with court officials and wealthy families from town.  The place erupted with cheers when the recitalists entered.  The House of Gadir, House of Amphisus, and House of Spinther put on the loudest display since they all had contenders.  From their private box, the House of Atlas riled up a good response for Aerander as well.  Aerander couldn’t look directly at Thessala and his sisters.  Calyiches was somewhere up in the stands too.  But every time he raised his head, it seemed like the whole room was spinning. 
Aerander took a seat in line with the other contestants on the wing of the theatre’s first tier.   The center seats were reserved for the Governors who would be the judges of the night’s contest.  They were taking their time getting to their places.  
Ruddy-faced Governor Kondrian quieted the room with his entrance.  Everyone was thinking about the fate of his son; the Governors’ Council was to decide his punishment for attacking Mesokantes after the poetry recital.  Then Governor Hesperus broke the tension shuffling into the chamber with his walking stick.  He was beloved by the House of Gadir clan and knew how to win over the room with his grandfatherly grin.  The rest of the governors entered, passing waves around the amphitheatre to partisan cheers.   Pylartes came in last to take a place in the middle of the group.  He held the ceremonial title of Consul, but there was no throne for him.  The Governors ruled by vote and only one for each.     



As the crowd settled, Priest Zazamoukh stepped into the room carrying his usual moony smile.  Aerander’s eyes shot down to the floor.  After last night, he didn’t know what to expect from the priest.  With a side glance, Aerander watched Zazamoukh light the braziers on either side of the stage and lead a convocation prayer.  Then he took a place at the opposite wing of the theatre without a look at Aerander.

The Registration Master called the recitalists to the stage to draw lots for the order of their performances.  Aerander pulled a token with the number ten from the Registration Master’s satchel.  That meant he was reciting last.  Telechimedes drew the first stone.  He showed it off to all sides of the theatre as though it was some prediction of his finish in the contest.  The other competitors returned to their seats.  Telechimedes stood at the center of the stage awaiting his grandfather’s introduction.    

Governor Hesperus pushed himself up with his walking stick.  “Countrymen, I present to you my grandson Telechimedes.  The first-born of my fifth-born son, the excellent Tabicanestros, who himself was a champion of poetry recital in his time after a long line of superior orators.  Telechimedes’ two older brothers champions as well and of course their grandfather the unanimous winner of the competition in his youth.  Yet Telechimedes needs none of his family’s honors to authenticate his merits, himself already the prizewinner at three Children’s Festivals as well as the House of Gadir’s annual Springtide Contest.  Let us all listen with an unbiased ear to the talented Telechimedes.” 

The green-robed House of Gadir boys broke out with claps and hollers.  Telechimedes waited for the applause to die down.

 “I shall be reading ‘Birth of Atlantis’ from Dithydoros’ Histories from the Old Age.”
It was an obvious choice for the millennium theme that year yet always a crowd pleaser, Aerander thought.  He watched Governor Hesperus’ eyes twinkle dreamily.  Telechimedes began his reading.

“Hear of the time when no Earth stood strong, Sea rushed free, Sky hung nor Sun shone, 

When the world bowed to one Lord Balor, dread master, black night infinite,

He had all, but nothing ‘midst his dark, barren realm and turned lonely,

Hence he raised his mighty spear and, sprung from its prongs, came three children,   

Balor forged an orb of land left starkly plain,

Where he could stay his kin ever standing reign.  

“Earth he gave to his first son Kronus, a titan powerful and feared,

Who fashioned great expanses of land, jagged mount, vast trees,

Thereupon he set the fur-born beasts: the wooly sheep, mammoth and dire wolf, 

Bringing forth to the world all creatures that could endure the wintry lands,  

Last was Man, taught to abide its icy dearth,

Through fire, hunting and to sow the stingy Earth.  

“Then to the Sky, dread Lord gave his one daughter, kind Theia, 

Where it is for her grace that we owe birth of Sun who bathes the land with light,

Goddess ancient made the rain clouds to coax her brothers’ Earth to grow,

Then for her inspiration did merest of beasts take to her Sky, 

Soaring, winged, her heralds witness from their height,

Perils ‘neath, and sound auguries of man’s plight.  

“Least of all, Balor assigned the Sea, but boldest yet: Poseidon, 

Striking faults in the Earth, then he seized Cloud from Sky to bear water,

Thus he furnished rivers and oceans and ponds, the domain for fishes,

Deemed the most sacred by Poseidon: the blue finned beasts we call dolphin,

Who he chose to swim the depths of the oceans,

Making currents which compel ships to motion.  

“Void were the Heavens which Balor clung to greedily for himself, 

High above, he shook the world with his fearsome pronouncement:

Let no child of his nor any man nor creature set foot there,  

Else he should meet his death at Balor’s great forked spear,

Ever watched his gruesome eye once Sky turned gloom, 

That great, white orb that we come to call the moon.

“Looked around, Poseidon wept for the paucity of Earth,

Seas frozen over, every man and beast chilled and wanting,

Thus he spoke to Theia: summon your Sun to one island, 

Thawing ice, turning land green, seas blue, then he told Kronus:

Sculpt this isle with fertile hill and mountainside,

Loamy plains and valleys where man shall abide.  

“So it was that in this place the most adept of men came forth, 

Nurtured by Theia’s rich Sun, flourishing, hale and knowing,

Generous master Poseidon showed them how to use their fertile land, 

Reaping the better profits thereupon and building ships to ford his seas, 

They mined ore and learned to work wood in their glen,

And all the skills we know are useful to men.”

“Red cast the Heavens when Balor learned what bold Poseidon had done, 

He raised his trident spear to destroy what his son had created,

Loosing storm and tremors, burning floes and shattering lightning,

Every creature cowering ‘neath dread Lord’s rage, thus Poseidon, 

With his brother, sister, united to pray,

Help him cast the evil sovereign away.  

“Forward Poseidon’s army, Earths’ courageous reprise,

Gathered from Theia’s Sky, a swarming offense of winged beasts,

Hail of arrow and spear a-launch from Kronus’ legion grim earthbound,  

Taking command of the Sun, Poseidon scorched the Heavens,  

Then he wrested Balor’s trident ere he fled,

And he deemed Lord Balor forever banished.

“Thus Poseidon took a home on this our most favored isle,

Marrying a native, he made a clan of sons: heritors of his wealth,

First to be born was Atlas, golden-haired, thus came Atlantis,

Land of the ancients, standing strong amidst the unfinished world,

Hail Poseidon, Sing our reverent refrain, 

He released Atlantis from dread tyrant’s reign!”


As soon as Telechimedes finished, the House of Gadir clan shot up to their feet with cheers.


“A most inspired reading!” Governor Hesperus said.
Aerander would admit that the boy did well, and he scanned the line of governors to gauge their reaction.  Some, like his father, kept their responses muted, but Hesperus’ older contemporary, white-headed Governor Spinther from the House of Diaprepus nodded along with the theater’s applause.  Telechimedes gave a great dramatic bow to the governors.

“Young Telechimedes, perhaps you can educate us to the year of Dithydoros’ treatise?” Governor Eulian from the House of Eudemon asked.  He had a great shock of fiery copper hair like so many of his clansmen.

“It was the reign of Consul Atlas, seventeenth year, your Lordship,” Telechimedes said.

“And how many chapters in total comprise Dithydoros’ Histories?” 
The query came from Governor Deuterion from the House of Amphisus, a dreary man with a long black mane of hair and an oversized necklace of lacquered beads.  

“Forty-four, your Lordship,” Telechimedes answered.
It was customary for each recitation to be followed by a period of questioning by the governors.  Supposedly, it was to evaluate the registrant’s historical and cultural knowledge, but the governor’s queries veered toward the obscure and were often delivered with such smugness that it seemed to Aerander that the main competition was going on around the governors’ table.  His father told him that Governor Eulian and Governor Hesperus were the worst of the lot.  They posed long, convoluted questions that made one forget their intention completely by the time they finished speaking, and they were merciless in quizzing the boys who were not from their own Houses.  But Telechimedes got off easy.  Only two questions and he was sent back to his seat.

The rest of the competition proceeded laggardly, and it sank in for Aerander just how excruciating it would be to wait his turn.  In terms of the readings, there were all of the predictable themes:  odes to Atlantis’ founders, a recounting of the Gorgon wars, and many tales of military heroes from the kingdom’s early history.  

One of the more showy registrants from the House of Gadir stepped to the fore of the room for his performance.  The boy enlisted his brother to play the lute while he recited the tragic story of a sailor who fell in love with a water nymph, but none of the governors seemed too impressed by his maudlin performance.  

Horabar’s reading was tragic for all the wrong reasons.  He stuttered through his tale of how his celebrated ancestor Amphisus had tamed a wild rhinoceros, lost his meter completely, and forgot several of the key lines from the poem.  Aerander watched Horabar slink back to his seat with a twinge of sympathy.  The boy had been practicing his reading every day that Aerander had seen him the past two weeks.
Finally, it was Aerander’s turn.  The Registration Master called him onto the stage, and Aerander stepped forward on legs that seemed suddenly feeble and unfamiliar.  At three yards distance, the Governors were all fixed on him.  Aerander imagined himself shrinking.  Then, even worse, he caught a glimpse of Priest Zazamoukh with a tight smirk from the far wing.  Aerander drew a breath and conjured a faraway gaze that his tutor Alatheon had taught him for presentation.   



Pylartes announced his son to the group:  “I, Pylartes, Consul of Atlantis, and Governor of the House of Atlas, our country’s oldest and most celebrated clan, do present my first-born son.  Whose wisdom, athleticism, and strength of character knows no parallel; who, born on the most auspicious of nights when the great constellation of Poseidon shines brightest, in the month of Azaeles when all things become fertile and grow strong; skilled in all arts and military conventions; a superior scholar of history and culture; decorated in medals from numerous Children’s Festivals; and destined to inspire the writers of our eternal Kingdom for many generations.  I do present for our amusement…Aerander, Regent Prince of the House of Atlas.”



The small indigo-caped contingent poured it on after the introduction.  Aerander locked eyes with Calyiches, high up in the House of Mneseus’ tier.  Calyiches passed a nose twitch and a smile that put Aerander immediately at ease.  Dardy and Evandros let out hoots of support, but they were quickly silenced by forbidding glares from their companions.  


Aerander waited for a nod from his father.  It came; there was no turning back.  


“My reading is from Priest Weremat on the subject of the snout-nosed beast,” Aerander began.  

“Harsh is the Wind from the East, her trilling voice bearing the grave tale, 

From far a-sea where once kept a sole shepherd, brave Lukahedron, 

Sing ye Zephyrs of shepherd’s hoary fate, he who smote Gorgons,

But retired of adventure, he left Atlantis to start new,

Settling range and kin along a coastal band,

In that place Azilia once called the Lost Lands.”

“Staunch Lukahedron who dared to live beyond our city’s walls, 

There he took a wife Sarene, who bore him a son,

With age, the boy Chrysimeon grew skillful and strong like his father,

Then he took to the shepherd’s side keeping watch o’er their trade,  

Son and father stayed the predators at dark,

Ten years passing, losing not one of their flock.
“Cold night it was when Lukahedron slept while his son kept watch,

Keen-eyed Chrysimeon looked the field from atop their hill,

There he spotted something coming by way of the gnarly wood,

Shadowy image, too large to depict a dire wolf, it walked on two feet,

Three arrows he sent, struck its belly and head,

He saw the beast writhe, then it seemed to fall dead.

“Kindled by his luck, Chrysimeon took down to locate his quarry,

Left his father blanketed on the hill for he knew the shepherd was spent, 

Moon shone full that night thus the boy did quickly spot the beast,

Eyes fixed with disbelief, gasping when he saw its ugly bareness:

Jutting forehead, sunken eyes, and fur throughout,

Mouth and nose deformed into a vicious snout.

“Moan softly, Winds of the East for the plight of the ill-timed shepherd’s son,

Left a-stare, he did not notice the ambush that he had entered,

For emerged from the wood were six other snout-nosed creatures,

Thrashing with snort and growl, the wretched beasts made brutal attack,

Shepherd’s boy was helpless to overcome the strife,

So on that dire eve, the villains took his life. 

“Rise now, star-crossed Lukahedron and hark to your son’s cry, 
Took his spear in hand and he ran down to the carnage,

Flailing his weapon, he quickly cut down five of the six beasts, 

Yet his righteous reprisal came too late for the band’s prey,

Crouching o’er his son, so bloodied and curled,

Shepherd heaved a scream that carried ‘cross the world.
“Shriek the seaborne Gusts with the story of grieved father’s vengeance, 

Grim-faced while he eyed the last of beasts cravenly retreat,

Blade at hand, he easily could have finished the wretch creature, 

But instead, he stalked it to learn from whence the thing had come,

Crossed the forest more deep than any man had gone,

With the theft of his son compelling him on,

“When the sky had turned pale by the faint horizon’s glow,

Snout beast came to a cave secluded amidst the wicked wood,

Trail of smoldering fire foretold of its slumbering dwellers,

Thus Lukahedron slyly made his way inside the den,

Soon as finding savage creatures’ bodies near,

Did he smite one to the next with iron spear.

“Travel then Wind of the East with your call to the shores of Atlantis,  

Sentries blare and soldiers take arms to aid your lost hero, 

For when father grieves do not his brothers shed sorrow aside him?

To the monsters’ lair, you shall find him there, wrecked from their crime,

Let this verse recall the horror of it all, 

Shepherd’s cause be won for his martyred son.” 
Aerander bowed, and his father stood to lead a round of applause.  Aerander heard Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros hollering out over the commotion.

“A fine reading, Aerander,” Pylartes said.  “The oration was unsurpassed, and he has made a most apt choice for the occasion.”

“Yes, yes, yes…all very good,” Governor Hesperus said.  “Could you tell us Aerander, in what year did Weremat live?”

“Your Lordship, Weremat was born 1,041 years ago and wrote the story when he was 68 years old in the reign of Atlas, third year,” Aerander replied.

“And if I may ask a question, what moral do you take from Weremat’s story?”

It came from slippery Governor Eulian, but it was an easy one.  Aerander faced him confidently.

“It is a story of the eternal love between father and son, which is a pillar of our great Atlantean society and its patriarchal tradition, your Lordship.” 

Eulian shook his red head.  “That is the obvious interpretation, young Aerander, but not the correct one, I’m afraid.  Priest Weremat was a most undependable historian, though quite a fanciful dramatist.  We have no evidence that the shepherd Lukahedron or his son Chrysimeon even existed!  The tale is told as an allegory to recall Poseidon’s commandment that his kin should keep together, thus the grave consequences for venturing out on one’s own.  There is safety in our unity.  For sharing with us that theme, I should agree with our Consul that your subject was well selected for our celebration.  But regrettably, your judgment of the verse was off the mark.”

Pylartes stood to defend his son, but Governor Deuterion’s gloomy stammer beat him to it.

“There can be no denying that the interpretation is off, but not in the direction that you argue, Cousin Eulian.  This story is a warning, not a call to celebration!  The poet Kasperus tells us that the snout-nosed creatures were the children of the Azilian god Ilyapatrus and in due time he shall take his vengeance against Atlantis for their genocide.”

In a moment, all ten men were noisily offering their opinions.  Square-bearded Governor Trachmenes complained that Weremat’s ode was an admonition against livestock traders who defied the kingdom’s tax system.   Bald-headed Governor Ephegene from the House of Autochthonus, with his many military broaches on his tan robe, said that Weremat’s account was a slanted critique of the kingdom’s armed forces due to the priesthood’s historic bias.  Diminutive, white-haired Governor Spinther from the House of Diaprepus questioned all of the men’s sensibilities by insisting that Weremat had disguised the fact that Lukahedron and Chrysimeon were not father and son but lovers, and it was a story of romantic love.  

Aerander watched the fray unsure if he should be worried or relieved that all of the attention had fallen away from him.  He stole a look at Zazamoukh.  The priest was molded in a diplomatic pose, but catching Aerander’s gaze, his eyes narrowed and flashed.  Aerander turned quickly away. 

Pylartes raised his voice to silence his colleagues.  “Cousins, we could well argue about Priest Weremat’s poem until Kindling.  But we must surely agree that the worth of a poetry recitation lies in its ability to provoke many points of view.  For that, I do not think it can be debated that Aerander has provided us with the most satisfying and most memorable tale of the evening.  I motion that he receive the prize for tonight’s competition.”

There were startled looks and muffled grumblings around the bench.  Aerander himself was struck wide-eyed by his father’s declaration.

“And what of Telechimedes’ most suitable poem?” Governor Hesperus said.  “In all of my considerable years I have not heard a finer rendering of our kingdom’s most sacred story.”

The standoff between Pylartes and Hesperus had the governors eyeing each other uncertainly.  After some moments, Governor Eulian raised his voice.

“Yes, I do agree, Cousin Hesperus.  Your grandson’s familiar reading brought pleasure to us all.  In all my years, I have never presided over a Registration where ‘The Birth of Atlantis’ was omitted.   But it is precisely in the story’s familiarity that Telechimedes erred.  Let us have a new tale for a change to amuse us.”

Hesperus’ face began to tremble. “The poetry competition is judged by performance, not content!  Let us be fair and evaluate the registrants on their merits rather than our personal prejudices toward their selections.”

“Yes, but in Telechimedes’ rendering I perceive a flaw as well,” Deuterion chimed in.  “A story so often told requires a great preponderance of flair.  His was a tepid telling.  Suitable for the children’s festivals, but hardly worthy of our mature audience.”

Aerander could see from the men’s tense composures just how divisive the issue had become, and, for a moment, he felt guilty for being responsible for such a stir.  Governor Eulian passed him a favorable look, and Deuterion, Ephegene and even grim-faced Kondrian eyed him with nods of support.  But four others, including Hesperus, old Governor Spinther from the House of Diaprepus and Governor Amphigoron, held forbidding frowns.  That left the heads of Elassippus and Mestor to decide the matter, and each one was withholding his opinion for the moment.  

Aerander shot a sly glance at Governor Basilides from the House of Mestor.  He had a trim, dark beard and a kind look that always made Aerander feel out of sorts.  Now his eyes were fixed on Aerander.  Aerander commanded his face to stop burning up.  Basilides turned to Pylartes and nodded his head.  His ally, Governor Trachmenes followed suit.

Pylartes feigned a cool expression of diplomacy.  “Shall we take a vote?”  

Governor Hesperus flared his nose.  “I can see that a vote shall be unnecessary.” 

“Then in the absence of any objections,” Pylartes said.  “I hereby pronounce Aerander of the House of Atlas the unanimous champion of the Eighteenth Registration Poetry Recital.”

It was rare to see his father glow with pride as he did standing at the table.  And Aerander would later recognize that his father’s gladdened turn was not all for him.  But as it set in that he had won, he felt light enough to soar around the room.  Aerander faced the stands and saw that boys of every color of robe were applauding.  Even the greens of the House of Gadir politely patted their hands against their knees, and Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros had taken to their feet with hollers and whistles.    

The Registration Master came over with a victory fillet to tie around Aerander’s head.  Then came the prize medallion:  the biggest gold coin that Aerander had ever seen.  Pylartes gestured to his son, and Aerander bowed to allow the Registration Master to place the prize over his head.  When Aerander looked back at the cheering amphitheatre, it occurred to him all at once that this was the greatest moment of his life. 
***

Dirging

There was a party at the family compound after the poetry recital.  Danae insisted on sitting on Aerander’s lap all night, his cousins crowded around him for a spirited recap of the competition, and some of Thessala’s sisters and brothers came to congratulate Aerander and drink and chat with the other adults at one end of the parlor.  But Calyiches never showed up, and Dardy and Evandros didn’t make it either.  From the bits Aerander overheard from the adults’ conversations, they were more concerned with what was going on at the Governors’ Convention than the poetry contest.  The guests hung around until Moontide, and when Pylartes still hadn’t returned from the statehouse, they said their goodbyes.

Thessala shooed away the boys and sent Alixa and Danae up to their beds.  Aerander stayed on his chair, flipping around his prize medallion.  Thessala eased up on his arm rest and caressed Aerander’s shoulder.

“You made your father very proud,” she said.

Aerander searched her face.  She nodded.     

“None of my friends came,” Aerander said.


“Artemon was here,” Thessala said.


Aerander gave her a wise look, and Thessala smirked.  She leaned against Aerander with one leg swaying over the arm rest.


“House of Mneseus surely didn’t want to draw attention to itself while their first-born son awaits the Governors’ decision.  As for your friends at House of Gadir, Governor Hesperus is meaning to return your father’s snub at the recital.  Friendships become a bit more complicated when you become a man.”


Aerander sighed.  All around them, servants were collecting the leftover food, platters and cups from the party, beating out the rugs and sweeping the floor.  Thessala hummed a tune that one of the flutists had played earlier in the evening.  With his kilt bunched up over his knee, the scrapes and bruises from Aerander’s tumble down the Citadel escarpment last night were in plain view.  He wondered if Thessala noticed.  He thought about telling her that he and Calyiches had seen Zazamoukh with a corpse.  But the words wouldn’t come out of him.  Aerander could already hear her telling him that stealing out of the palace was not fitting behavior for a prince.  His own mother would have understood.  His amulet had shown him that she too had snuck out to the woods late at night.  He wished that the amulet would show him more.

Thessala kissed Aerander on the forehead.  “You should get your rest.  Tomorrow’s Courtship Day.”


Aerander felt woozy.  He had forgotten all about it.  Thessala looked at his hand gripping the arm rest.  She stood up.


“You ought to take off that ring in the morning and have yours returned.”


“Why?”


“Because it’s silly to exchange trinkets with boyhood friends at your age.”


“I want to wear it.”

“You have a fiancé coming over tomorrow, Aerander.  If anyone should be given your House band, it should be her.”  

Aerander shifted grumpily away from her.  Thessala drew up beside him again with an eye out for the maids and porters scurrying around the room.

“Let’s not argue.  The Registration is supposed to be the best time in a man’s life.  If you cannot part with it, take off the ring for the day.  It will be there for you in the morning.”


Aerander looked at the balcony curtains puffing up in the breeze.  If it wasn’t such a rainy night, it would’ve been a good time to check out the stars and see if he could find the Seventh Pleiade again.  He felt Thessala put her hand on his cheek and heard her walk away.
Day Five - Courtship Day


Midday
Aerander stepped into the receiving parlor looking tentative.  He had been fancied up in a rich blue tunic, his silver buckle belt, manacles, armlets, and a gold leaf lariat for his head.  His skin glistened with oil.  He drew the attention of all members of his family who were standing around the room expectantly.   Aerander kept one hand turned to his side in case Thessala wanted to argue with him about the fact that he had left Calyiches’ ring on.
Alixa cooed at the sight of him, and Danae ran up to demand a lifted embrace.  Both girls had been dressed in bright colored linens and ribbons for their shiny lengths of hair.  Pylartes was composed with his usual quiet intensity in a layered robe.  

“Danae, be careful with your brother,” Thessala warned.   “In a moment you shall undo an entire morning’s work.”

Thessala was the most transformed of all.  She had given up her simple house robe for a tasseled gown and jeweled bracelets, and her long brown hair had been braided and pinned with a gold hairpiece in the shape of a songbird.     

Servants carried into the room silver trays of fruits, breads and nuts in preparation for the family’s guests.  It was too rainy to entertain their guests in the atrium like they usually did.  The parlor had been filled with potted acanthus plants and long stalked lilies.  Thessala called the children into a line, and she and Pylartes stood before the threshold to receive their visitors.   

The House Porter announced the arrival of the House of Mestor.  Governor Basilides and his wife Chorea stepped into the room.  Basilides wore a layered tunic and vest embroidered with his diamond-shaped House emblem.  His wife Chorea was impeccably attired just like every time Aerander had seen her.  Today her hair was dyed henna red and wound in an elaborate style with a delicate silver hairpiece in the shape of a butterfly.  She wore a sleek red tunic layered over with a peplum knotted at her waist so as to contrive a floret.   

Everyone knew that they were the wealthiest family in the kingdom.  There were tiny diamonds sewn into Chorea’s head band, and Basilides wore a glittering silver broach.  But when Basilides tossed back his head with a grin, it was like they were all old friends.    

Basilides gripped hands with Pylartes.  “This meeting is a great honor to the House of Mestor.”
The two women flitted back and forth with compliments about each other’s outfits.  Then Basilides turned to his attention to Aerander.

“Here’s the strapping young man.”  

Aerander blushed.  He could see the dark hairs beneath the collar of Basilides’ tunic.  Then, Chorea came over.  She was smiling, but Aerander could tell that she was examining him closely.  He bowed his head politely.



“We are pleased to present our daughter Pyrrah,” Basilides said.



The girl stepped gracefully into the room.  Her smooth, heart-shaped face was a near replica of her mother’s, and her golden hair was tied up with many silver pins and a single braid hanging perfectly down the center of her neck.  Aerander had never spoken to her.  At all of the pre-Registration feasts, he had kept company with Calyiches, Dardy and Evandros, the latter two passing wistful glances at the House of Mestor girls.    
Aerander turned with a frightening thought.  A similar scene was transpiring at the House of Mneseus’ parlor.  Aerander had been so caught up with his own troubles, he had not even thought about Calyiches taking part in Courtship Day.  He looked glumly away just as Pyrrah stepped in front of him with a curtsey.



Everyone took seats around a shallow table laid out with a generous meal.  While most of the company helped themselves politely to the offerings, Aerander and Pyrrah sat quietly without touching a morsel.  Pylartes seemed distracted as always, but Thessala and Chorea kept the conversation moving along.



“I cannot recall a Registration when we had so much rain,” Thessala said.  “So unusual for an Atlantide summer.”



“I pray that it doesn’t disturb your grape harvest, Pylartes,” Basilides said.



“I leave that to the mercy of the ancestors,” Pylartes said.



Aerander pushed around an apricot on his plate.  Pyrrah was seated squarely across the table and was eyeing him curiously.  Aerander tried not to notice.  He wondered what Calyiches’ girl looked like.



“Rain one season, drought the next…” Chorea joined in.  “We heard poor Governor Hesperus’ fields flooded because the snow in the mountains all melted!”

She had an odd way of speaking, drawing out certain words for dramatic effect.  It made Alixa and Danae giggle, and even Aerander in his glum mood decided that it was kind of funny.  He noticed Chorea’s eyes wandering around the room and taking in the line of aproned attendants.
“So clever of you to hire Lemurians for servants, Thessala,” Chorea said.  “You should not believe the trouble we have with our Mauritanian domestic staff.  Do they do good work for you?”

“Oh yes,” Thessala said.



“That reminds me,” Chorea went on.  “I heard the strangest rumor from one of our servants this morning.” 



“And you’ll never find a better source for rumors than this one,” Basilides said.



“Oh shut up,” Chorea said.  “I was talking about Lysurgia.   You know, Bassy:  the dim one who is always breaking dishes and misplacing your laundry.  She was in such a state this morning, insisting that she had heard on good authority that someone had stolen a corpse from the Necropolis last night.  Can you imagine that?  The parents preparing for their son’s funeral and the body is gone.  How utterly barbaric!  I thought to myself I must have woken up in Azilia!”

Basilides joined her in a laugh, but Pylartes and Thessala looked unsettled by Chorea’s drawling story.  Aerander perked up.  

“Who were they again, Bassy?” Chorea said.  “The father is a pawnbroker in town named something funny.  It made me think of a mongrel dog.”

“Gryllus,” Basilides helped out after he had finished a bite of bread.

“That’s right.”

Aerander was about to jump into the conversation, but his father beat him to it.

“You’ll not find a safer city than Atlantis in all of the kingdom’s colonies.  My sentinel force stands at twenty thousand strong.” 

“Of course, Pylartes,” Chorea said.  “The only point I was trying to make is that this has been a rather strange Registration, hasn’t it?  The rain.  The tremors.  That dreadful wrestling competition…”



Thessala shook her head.  “Such unpleasantness.”



“Did anyone see the Seventh Pleiade last night?” Aerander burst out.



The group looked at him blankly.



“Atlas’ daughter,” Aerander said.



He was beginning to feel very stupid.



“Her star…I noticed it earlier in the week.”



Basilides’ mouth hung open as though he was anticipating the punch line of a joke.  Chorea stared at him curiously while Pylartes looked completely at a loss.



“Aerander is an astronomy scholar,” Thessala intervened.



“How charming!” Chorea drawled.



Something about the way she said it made Aerander sink back in his seat.  The rest of the group looked keen to change the subject.



“Where were we?” Chorea said. 



“The wrestling competition,” Basilides offered.



“Ah yes.  Bassy tells me that the Mneseus boy shall be expelled from the Registration,” Chorea said.  


“Governor Amphigoron wanted the boy whipped and his entire House disqualified for what Oleon did to his son,” Basilides said.  “But our feckless Council leader here brokered a more impartial sentence.  And an honorary medallion for Prince Mesokantes in the wrestling competition to stifle his blustery father’s complaint.”  He passed Pylartes a wink.


“Well done, Pylartes,” Chorea said.  “I think it is good to show some charity when it comes to correcting the behavior of our youth.  Governor Kondrian is known to lose his head.  You see the way his wife Elanandra fairly trembles in his presence – poor mousy thing!  So it comes as no surprise that Kondrian’s son turned out that way.”



Thessala returned a friendly smile, and then she glanced at Aerander turning red in his seat.   



“Aerander is a good friend of the boy’s younger brother Calyiches, so perhaps it would please him if we were to change the subject.  You could not imagine the fuss he put us through demanding that they compete together in the Inter-House boat race.”



Aerander winced.  He had not even brought the subject up since the archery competition feast (though his mood lifted at the implication:  with Oleon expelled, Calyiches would be able to take his brother’s place in the boat race). 


“After his win last night in poetry, Aerander is looking to improve his record tomorrow at the foot races,” Thessala said.



Basilides smiled at Aerander.  “An excellent performance it was.”



Aerander blushed some more.  

  

“Tell us, who do you favor in tomorrow’s competition?” Thessala asked Basilides.



Basilides’ eyes shifted toward his wife.  “Naturally our loyalties lie with the Prince of Atlas now that our children shall be joined together.  But the House of Mestor has an entrant as well:  my nephew Perdikkas, and he is a fine runner.  I do believe he’ll give Aerander a good challenge.”



“Let’s drink to good fortune for Aerander tomorrow,” Chorea said, lifting her goblet of wine.



All around the table, they toasted Aerander.  Pyrrah flashed an admiring smile.  Aerander approximated a grin.  Then, he noticed Chorea looking at the hawk-head band on his finger.


“And one more for Aerander and Calyiches,” Chorea said with another raised cup.   “May they reign triumphant at the boat race.”



She had only intended to be friendly (hadn’t she?), Aerander thought.  But by the grim turn to his stepmother’s face, he could see that Thessala was hardly pleased by the suggestion.  

***


Blenching

A rumble of thunder shook the room.  Pyrrah posed by the doorway to the parlor terrace looking out on the dreary late afternoon scene.  A breeze rushed through her shiny hair and light robe, but it was of little distraction to Aerander.  He was slumped over on some cushions on the floor.

“Most girls are frightened by storms,” Pyrrah said.  “But I rather like it.”

Her voice was soft and appealing.  The parents and sisters had left the two to enjoy each other’s company in the family parlor.  Aerander was relieved to be rid of all the adults who had been watching him so closely, but as the girl gazed his way, he started to feel restless once again.    



Pyrrah stepped toward him with a look of joining him on the cushions.



“I like astronomy too,” she said.  “Tell me more about the Seventh Placebo you were talking about at dinner.”



“Pleiade,” Aerander corrected.



“As you like it,” she sighed.  “I think Seventh Placebo sounds worlds better.”



Aerander frowned.  Anyone who could not pronounce the name of Atlas’ daughters was hardly a suitable match for him.  

Pyrrah seated herself beside him on the floor, so light and graceful that she barely disturbed the cushions around her.  She smelled nice, like violets.  Aerander tried to look pleasant.



“I like poetry and sunning by the ocean,” Pyrrah went on.  “My family spends the summer at an enormous villa atop a cliff on the coastline of the Middle Sea.  I could lay out for hours on the terrace just taking in the breeze and looking down to the crystal blue waters.  It is beautiful at night with the moon glistening against the waves.”

She faced Aerander with a dreamy look.  “What do you like?”



“Normal things,” Aerander shrugged.



“Like what?”



“Hockey, swimming…those kind of things.”



Pyrrah giggled.  “That’s a bit of a surprise.  Mother said you were rather bookish.”



Aerander turned away moodily.  Pyrrah pressed on with a smile.



“I know the girl who is promised to your friend Calyiches.  She is very beautiful:  Deana from the House of Elassippus.”



She seemed to know all the wrong things to say.  Aerander shifted, feigning disinterest.      



“You hardly talked at dinner, and you do not eat much,” Pyrrah said.  “Are you not feeling well?”



“I don’t have an appetite today.”  

Aerander imagined Calyiches entertaining some pretty girl at his apartment.  Was he enjoying himself?  Was he taken by her?  Maybe they were even doing what the two of them had done the other night.
Pyrrah fussed with the folds of her robe.  “It is dreadfully boring to be sitting with someone who has nothing to say.”

Aerander twisted around the manacle on his wrist.  

“My father received many proposals for my hand,” Pyrrah said.  “More than any other girl in the kingdom, and most of them were first-borns.”

Aerander stopped what he was doing and eyed her sidelong.  She could report back to her parents that he had been completely inattentive and create an awful stir.  

“I just thought you should know that,” she said.

What was he to do? Aerander worried.  They had nothing in common, and he could not stop thinking about Calyiches and Deana.  He and Calyiches had exchanged rings as a show of loyalty to one another, but dark thoughts kept clouding Aerander’s mind.  Calyiches would fall in love with his fiancée.  Calyiches’ feelings for him were not as strong as his.  Everything would be different after Courtship Day.  Calyiches would forget about him completely.  
To hell with him.  Aerander had no idea how to entertain a girl, but he had learned a thing or two the other night.
“We could neck,” Aerander said with a lopsided grin.

Pyrrah pushed back with an ugly look.  “Do you take me for a tart?”  She stood up from the floor.  

Aerander cursed beneath his breath.  What a ridiculous thing for him to say!  He did not even want to do it, and now he had ruined everything.



Pyrrah stepped toward the door.  She turned and glared at Aerander icily.  “You have a lot to learn about being a husband!”  Then, she stormed away.



Aerander sank into the cushions feeling like the biggest idiot that had ever lived.

***


Glowering

It was the longest afternoon of Aerander’s life.  Lightning and thunder cracked outside, and all of the apartment terraces were boarded up to keep out the rain.  While his family took a light meal in the parlor, Aerander retreated to his bedroom to speculate on the likelihood of Pyrrah telling her parents and all of her friends about his awkward pass at her.  When that line of thought became too humiliating to bear, he started imagining scenes of Calyiches happily spending the day with his future wife.  
Deana.  Aerander could not place her among the girls from the House of Elassippus that he had met, but he was certain that she was some dumb, pretty thing who would be doting all over Calyiches.  Calyiches was too modest to notice, but Aerander was well aware of all the girls that passed shy glances at Calyiches when they met him in the palace’s courtyard and breezeways.   Aerander paced his room and thrashed around restlessly on his bed.  Then he walked over to his terrace doorway and pushed aside the curtains and wood board to look out at the storm.  

Aerander brought out his bronze monocular and scanned the blurry cityscape to try to locate the Necropolis.  He had never been there and had no idea what he was looking for, but the task gave him something to do.  That strange old woman at the Sanctuary had said that there were boys dying in town and now there was Chorea’s story of a corpse being stolen.  Aerander had no doubt that Priest Zazamoukh was involved.  How or why, he did not know, but the man was evil.  Aerander wondered why no one else seemed to notice it.  


Aerander looked over the city’s rings of islands.  The middle island was all residences, marketplaces, temples, monuments and gymnasiums.  The further isle was warehouses and barracks.  Nothing stood out.  Aerander turned to Punamun who was drifting off at his bench.



“Where’s the city Necropolis?” 



Punamun sat suddenly upright.  “North side of the city, Master Aerander.” 



That explained it, Aerander realized.  His window looked south.  It also made sense that Priest Zazamoukh had come from that direction on his row boat and landed on the north side of the Citadel.  Aerander thought about taking his monocular to one of the apartment’s northern terraces, but he remembered that the Citadel woods would block out his view.  The only way he would be able to locate the Necropolis would be by standing at the top of the Observatory.  


Aerander requested a pen and paper from Punamun.  He wrote a short note to Calyiches once again.

Meet me at the observatory.

Yours, A.

  He handed it to Punamun and went into his washroom to make sure that all the greasy oil was washed from his face.  His mood turned lighter.  He was getting out of the apartment and would see Calyiches again.  They would get on the task of finding the Necropolis then figure out how Zazamoukh was connected to the deaths in the city.      



But as soon as Punamun returned to his chamber with a letter in his hand, Aerander deflated.  Punamun handed him the small piece of paper.

Cannot make it.  See you at the races tomorrow.

C.


Aerander dropped the note on the floor, strode out of his room, and went down the stairways and through the gallery to the family parlor.



Thessala was seated on a divan with Danae on her lap and Alixa curled up next to her.  They were teaching Danae to sing a ballad that was popular with the girls that summer.  



Whistle bristle thistle,



My little thistle tree,



You grow out in the desert,



Where everyone can see,



When I put my arms around you,



You sting me like a bee,



Sickle prickle fickle,



How fickle you can be!

Pylartes sat a short distance away looking on favorably.  



“I’m going to the Observatory,” Aerander announced.


Thessala tried to elicit a smile, but his father’s face drew up sternly.  Danae called him over to join them.  Alixa fretted.  


“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Thessala said.  “What with this awful weather, why don’t you join us instead?”


“I want to go to the Observatory,” Aerander said.  “This place is making me bored out of my skull!”


“Watch your words,” Pylartes said.  “Your mother has spoken.  You’ll stay in the palace today.”


Aerander shot a wise look at his father, and it was returned with even greater ferocity.

“If you won’t allow me to go outside, then I’d like to visit Aunt Ornithena.”


Thessala looked at him bewildered.


“My real mother’s Aunt,” Aerander hurled at her.


Pylartes stood ready to swat his son, but Thessala waved him off.


“Let him go.  It’ll be a great relief for the rest of us to have him out of the house.”


Aerander strode heavy-footed toward the door, throwing off a curtain that blocked his way.
***


Aerander stood in the anteroom shifting in place.  The walls were covered with fussy floral tapestries already hinting at the apartment’s elderly occupant.  The House Porter had helped him find the place.  It was tucked away on a sparsely traveled passageway on the north side of the palace.  Ornithena was just visiting for the Registration.  Aerander had no idea where her permanent home was located.  A long time ago, his father told him that most of his relatives on his mother’s side had villas on the north end of the island.  Some of his aunts used to visit when he was much younger, but they came by less and less as he grew up.  

A lady’s maid entered the room.  She was a young girl, probably not much older than Aerander, with stringy hair and a flirty smile.  She drew back the anteroom curtain, and Aerander stepped into the apartment.


Ornithena was sitting on a settee in an over-decorated parlor.  There was a large collection of glass-blown lanterns, hanging chimes, lacquered vases and enough furniture for a dozen people, though Aerander doubted that she had many visitors.  There was an oversized bronze shield mounted on one wall.  It was imprinted with a scene from battle, the kind of thing that a military general might show off.  Aerander eyed it curiously.  

Ornithena called him over as though she might have been expecting him for Glowering meal.  Her white hair was bundled up beneath a dark blue headscarf, just as he had originally met her.  Aerander took in her familiar perfume.  Honeysuckle was it?  He wondered why old people always wore so much balm.  Was it to cover the stench of aging?  He took a seat on a stool opposite his hostess.



“I would have thought you would be busy entertaining your fiancé at this hour,” Ornithena said.  “Is this not the day that the boys are introduced to their brides?”



Aerander nodded.



“Did not go well, did it?” Ornithena said.  “That reminds me of my own Courtship Day.  I was promised to a cousin who was an aspiring militarist.  I had never seen such a yellow look on a boy’s face when I walked into the room.  It was fortunate that he did not have any infantry to lead that day.”


Aerander looked at the gleaming shield on the wall.


“No, that was not his,” Ornithena said.  “He died in combat three weeks into his career.  That aegis belonged to my third husband.  He was hardly the rough and tumble sort.  He was a prospector for fine metals and a collector of antiquities.  He traveled the world recovering pieces of historical significance, and he especially favored artifacts from Tamana and Mauritania.  That shield was his favorite, and it travels with me everywhere.  There are pieces from his collection that I would not entrust to my domestic staff while I’m away.  The aegis you see there was given to Emperor Atlas himself after he drove the Amazons out of Atlantis.”

  
Aerander looked at the aegis closely, and he noticed long lengths of hair beneath some of the warriors’ helmets.  He wondered why women would want to depict the look of men.  The Amazons bound their breasts, and their most fearsome warriors scarred themselves to show their allegiance to their Queen Merina. 
 



“What is her name then?”



Aerander shifted back to his hostess.



“Your betrothed,” she said.



“Pyrrah.” 



Ornithena cocked her head.  “Pyrrah…Pyrrah…Should I know her?”



“She’s House of Mestor.”



“I see,” Ornithena breathed out.  “Never cared for Inter-House marriages myself.  But your father is a political animal.  There probably shall not be an ounce of pure Atlas blood left by the time he’s finished with his reign.”



Aerander cracked a smile.  He hardly agreed with her old-fashioned attitudes, but she was funny to listen to.


“Not that our male line has much to hold its own to begin with,” Ornithena went on.  “I blame your grandfather for that.  He was fond of saying that if one son was enough for the Great Atlas, it was good enough for him.  We are a dying breed.”


Ornithena’s attendant returned with a plate of little cakes and honeyed milk.  Aerander’s stomach growled.  He had barely eaten that day.  He finished off one cake in two bites then grabbed another to pop into his mouth.  Ornithena’s eyes widened.


“That bad was it?” she said.  “Well I am glad that you have come here.  That girl is clearly below your station.  I shall speak to your father directly.”



Aerander broke from his eating.
“No, no!  That’s not why I’ve come.”



“Well, what is it then?”



Aerander washed down the food with a swig of milk.  He wasn’t sure of the answer himself.  


“I wanted to talk to you about the family gamekeeper’s son,” he said.



Ornithena leaned forward.  “You’re a strange one Aerander, aren’t you?”



Aerander did not know what else to do but nod.



“Inquisitive, like your mother.”



“I wouldn’t know.”



They locked eyes for a moment.  Aerander wondered if he could see a glimpse of his mother in her wrinkled face.  Ornithena might have been pretty many years ago.  Her eyebrows were sparse from too much plucking, and her eyes had been stricken by glaucoma.  But beneath their cloudy surface, he discerned a remarkable shade of slate-blue like his own.  Everyone said he had his mother’s eyes.



“Truly, there’s little to say,” Ornithena said.  “The boy is dead.  No one knows the cause.  He’ll be sent up to the ancestors’ care tomorrow.”  She sat back in her seat with a look of finality.


“But you said there were others.”



“Had I?”



Aerander looked at her blankly.  “What about Gryllus?  His son’s body was stolen from the Necropolis.”



“Should I know him?”



“He’s a pawnbroker in town.”



Ornithena chuckled.
“I have rare occasion to mix with merchants of any type, let alone pawnbrokers.  I leave the family business to my grandsons.”



“But down at the Sanctuary, you told me there were boys dying every night.  Surely you must know something about it.” 



“Should I?”



“It was only two nights ago!”  

Aerander stared at her, pleading for her to break from whatever spell she was under.  She was making him feel like he had gone batty.  



A tic of recognition showed on Ornithena’s face.  “You shall learn, young Aerander, that you cannot always rely on the musings of an old woman late at night.  At any rate, the misfortunes of a few commoners are surely none of your concern.”



“But they are my concern now!  You warned me about the boys dying, and I saw a priest dragging a dead body into the Citadel.”



Ornithena raised an eyebrow.  “Such fire!  More and more like your mother by the day.”


“What do you mean?  Am I to kill myself?!”  

Aerander’s face was flushed and trembling.  Ornithena glanced around to make sure that her maid had stepped from the room.  



“I shall tell you this because I have always believed that you had a right to know.  Your mother did not kill herself.”



An icicle shot down Aerander’s back.  Meanwhile, Ornithena smoothed out her embroidered peplum.


“I wish you had the chance to know your mother, Aerander.  You would have loved her so.  She had an immense heart.  Always taking up causes for charity.  She insisted that her father raise the wages of his house servants, and she tried to get the governors to improve conditions for peasant folk in town.  When she married, she even took up a collection to create an academy to school poor children.  She brushed up against your grandfather many times, and I do not think that Glaukius approved of her little projects.  Not many of us in the family did back then, but Sibyllia’s mother died when she was very young, and I know how such a loss changes a girl.  I always stood up for her.  She was troubled and did not know where her generosity was leading her.”



Ornithena paused for a moment as though waiting for the memory to take shape in her head.  Aerander hung on her words. 


“I shall always remember the night before she died.  Her sister, your Aunt Guercia, and I had gone to visit her at the palace.  Sibyllia was wild that night, barely making sense.  She kept saying that she had discovered a horrible secret and by telling it, she could change everything.  We begged her not to do it.  We could see how frightened she was.  Then the next night, Sibyllia was gone.  They said she fell from the Citadel escarpment and broke her neck.  Guercia and I thought it was quite too much of a coincidence after all of her raving the night before.  Twenty years and Sibyllia’s life was over.  Guercia and I never spoke of that strange night again.”



Aerander took it in like a boxing blow to his chest.  He fixed on Ornithena intensely.  “What happened to my mother?”
Ornithena’s eyes drifted away.  “It was many months later that I brought it out of my husband.  He was a close advisor to your grandfather, and he told me what a very small number of men surrounding Glaukius knew.  Sibyllia had gotten mixed up with the Law of One – those awful people who want to turn the kingdom on the top of its head.  They had asked her to be their spy on the governors.  As best as anyone can gather, she had come upon some information they desperately wanted.  When she resisted them, they had her killed.”



Aerander had never stopped believing he had been misled all of his life, and Sibyllia was waiting somewhere for him.  But in that moment, his mother was dead.  Just a cold, faded clam shell in his bedchamber recess.  

Ornithena got up from her seat and stood in front of him with a hand against his cheek.   “I did not mean to make you sad.  But it is not right for a boy to grow up thinking that his mother did such a terrible thing.  She was naïve, yes, but it was a cruel fate for Sibyllia.  Your grandfather could not have everyone knowing that his son’s wife was doing business with the Law of One so he made up the story about the suicide.”



Aerander’s eyes burned.  He wondered how everyone could have lied to him.  How could his own father not have told him the truth?



Ornithena was uncanny again.  “Do not go blaming your father.  As much as I have my differences with him, this is not one of them.  He wasn’t much older than you when your mother died and had no idea what Sibyllia had gotten into.”



But Aerander was in no mood to be charitable.  His father should have protected her.  His mother might have lived, and he would not have grown up always sensing that something was missing.  Did his father not care enough to find out the truth?  At the very least, he could have stood up to his grandfather so that Sibyllia would not forever be spoken of in uneasy whispers.  His eyes were blurry with tears.



Aerander jolted back to awareness.  He wiped his face with an edge of his chlamys and stood.


“I should go.”  He stepped toward the anteroom.


“You may take some cakes home with you,” Ornithena called out after him.



But Aerander brushed through the door and onward to the hallway, tightening his face, determined not to cry again.

***


Dirging


Thessala had been standing at his bedchamber threshold for some time, but Aerander was pretending not to notice.  After his visit with Ornithena, he just wanted to be alone.  



Thessala stepped into the room and took a seat beside him on the bed.  She was back to a pale house robe, her hair pulled back loosely with a sash, and a warm expression on her face.    



“I’m prepared to forget the events of the past few days,” Thessala said.  “Let’s start anew the two of us.”



Aerander pointed his eyes at the ceiling.  She was not his real mother.  His real mother had been murdered by the Law of One, and Thessala had taken advantage of the situation to steal his father for herself.  Thessala could never really understand him.  All the years of her pretending to care about him had been a lie.



Thessala stroked the tips of his hair.
“I know why you carry yourself so heavily.”



Aerander removed any trace of curiosity from his face.



“We all know about your meeting with Pyrrah.  Your father and I spoke to her parents while you were out visiting with your Aunt.”

Aerander turned onto his side.

“But there is nothing to be ashamed of!  It was natural for you to be nervous.”



Aerander could have returned any number of sharp comments:  “This has nothing to do with that stupid girl!” or perhaps:  “How can you be so dim?”   But Aerander did not have the spark to fight with her.  There seemed to be no point.  He just lay still and hoped that she would go away.



“I probably should not tell you this, but your father was greatly amused by the story,” Thessala said.  “I think he took a bit a pride in his son’s intrepid advances toward the House of Mestor princess.”



Aerander made a sour face.



Thessala clasped his shoulder and took a more serious tone.  “Pyrrah is a very beautiful girl.  But as a woman, I must counsel you to moderate your behavior.  Pyrrah is accustomed to gentle admiration.  Do not be confused by her father’s levity:  these are starchy people.  You must invoke some ceremony in your courting of their daughter.  Compliments and gifts are the proper shows of affection.”   

She settled beside Aerander on the bed with a look of sharing her many opinions.  Aerander pretended that she was not there. 

“The House of Mestor is a proud family.  And Pyrrah is not like most girls who grow lightheaded with the thought of marrying the Regent Prince of Atlas.  You frightened her!”

“Then shall we not be married?” Aerander said.  
“Of course you shall!” Thessala said.  “The damage is not irreparable, and the name of Atlas still accounts for something, even to snobby Governor Basilides and Chorea.  You only have to demonstrate that your intentions with their daughter are true…”

“And if my intentions are not true?” Aerander sneered.

“What do you mean?”

 “You and I both know what I mean, Thessala.”  Aerander propped himself up, daring his stepmother to bring it out of him.  She shifted in her place.  Thessala came together with a tone that begged him to be rational.

“If the girl does not please you, there are ways to manage your situation.”

Aerander snorted.

“Your obligation is to bring forth an heir.  What happens beyond that can be handled discretely.”
Aerander faced her with an ugly glare.  “How can you say that?”
“Because it is the only practical way for you,” Thessala said.  “Do not think that at fifteen years old you know everything about the world.  In different times, your fiancée’s family would have had their daughter’s rival killed.”

“I know quite a bit more about the world than you do,” Aerander rushed to say.  “I know that my grandfather made up some story about my mother killing herself because he was ashamed of her.  Or do you already know because you had some part in it?”

His eyes were burning.  Thessala drew back helplessly.  In a moment, Aerander began to sob.  Thessala leaned over to hold him.  

“I know nothing about what happened with your mother, but we cannot be this way with each other.” 

Thessala was the only one who knew him this way.  Aerander stung and ached, but when she pulled him close, it felt all right.  Thessala was two different people.  One who could make him feel like the littlest person in the world, and the other who made him feel warm and loved.   He eased away from her, drained and without words.     

“You won’t be the first one to make a sacrifice in marriage,” Thessala said.
Aerander glanced at her tentatively.  Her eyes were pointed in the other direction.
“I was promised to your father after your mother’s death.  Your grandfather had already begun to turn ill.  The House of Atlas could not afford to have its Governor’s only first-born son a bachelor with just one heir.  I was your father’s only unmarried cousin of the customary age.  I followed my parents’ instructions to marry him, but there was another.  My cousin Gaeus.  We had grown up together and always said that we would be married.”

Her voice trailed off.  Aerander felt gooey inside.  Thessala shared things that most mothers would not tell their sons.  Like when she had a miscarriage after Danae was born.  Or her estrangement from her sisters.  She had told Aerander that they stopped visiting her once she had become Queen because they were jealous.  
“Did you continue seeing Gaeus after you were married?” Aerander asked.

Thessala turned to the darkened bedchamber wall.  “For awhile we did, then it became more difficult.  He had his own wife.  Alixa came along.  Your father was preparing to take the throne.  The feelings between us just seemed to fade away.”

She was still.  Aerander thought that she was going to cry.  But then she turned to face him, eyes dewy but lit up with a smile.
 “I learned to love your father just as you shall love Pyrrah in time.  I know it is not perfect.   Few things in the world are so.  It is easy to think they are in one’s youth, but the ancestors have fated us all to imperfection.  It is their way of keeping us humble.  We should never forget our place.”

  It made Aerander think of his mother.  She had fought against her family and tried to learn things that she was not meant to know.  She was fiery and defiant just like him, Ornithena had said.
“Do you still think of Gaeus?”

“From time to time.   It’s natural to wonder how one’s life could have turned out differently.  But then I would have never been your stepmother, and can you imagine how terrible that would have been?”   

She clasped his hand.  They looked at each other.  Smiles creeping up on their faces.  Aerander wanted to ask her more questions, but Thessala pressed on breezily.

“You have the opportunity to do something noble for the House of Atlas.  By marrying Pyrrah, you’ll seal our bond to the House of Mestor.  Your father needs allies in the Governor’s Council now that Hesperus from the House of Gadir is rallying the other Governors to withdraw from the Pelasgian campaign.  Mestor will bring along its brotherhood with the House of Elassippus.  Hesperus already has good friends in Azaes and Diaprepus.  And with the other Houses undecided, this tie to Mestor is crucial.  Make this sacrifice and you’ll win your father’s respect and gratitude.”



Aerander turned away uneasily.  What she was suggesting went completely against his instincts, and by her clever expression, he had a feeling that there was more to her appeal.  Thessala’s eyes followed him.


“Your first meeting with the girl did not go well, but there is a way to repair the situation.  At the foot races tomorrow, let her cousin Perdikkas win.”



Aerander’s eyes popped.



Thessala caressed his shoulder.  “I knew that you would protest some.  You have your father’s perpetual sense of righteousness.  That is why I did not tell him of this plan, and it is very important that he does not know.   

“But understand the logic here, Aerander.  House of Mestor craves a victory in the Registration, and the foot race is their best chance.  In losing the race, you’ll be a hero to Governor Basilides.  He’ll have his champion, and the errors you made in courting his daughter will be forgotten.  It will be much easier for the House of Mestor to accept you as their humbled son-in-law.  You cannot argue that your weakness lies in that certain cocky air that follows you, most especially when in the company of those you might impress with greater subtlety.  Besides, you’ll have a sympathetic wife to sooth your loss.”



“And what if some other boy outpaces Perdikkas?” 



“That we both know to be very unlikely, for are you not both the fastest sprinters in all of the Registration?  Worry less about how other boys might win and more about how you might lose.  This must not appear calculated.  And a narrow defeat breeds the most generous sympathy, as we have seen in the archery contest.”



Having uttered these last words, Thessala looked eager to take them back.  It was Calyiches who had lost in archery.  The two sat together in silence for some moments.



“Do this for your father and me.  And your sisters too.  You have entered an age of responsibility.  We cannot all run off to the woods with our lovers in the middle of the night.”



She did know.  Aerander slunk down in his bed.



Thessala stood up.  “Have the boy return the ring, Aerander.  If the bond is strong enough between the two of you, it needs no symbol to protect it.  Besides, if your father discovers it missing, I cannot tell you what kind of storm you shall provoke.”

She walked out to the landing.
Punamun stepped around the room, tending to the oil lamps that were burning out.   Aerander waved him off.  He just wanted to sleep, and in sleeping forget everything that had happened that day.   He took off his amulet and tossed it on the bedside table. 

Day Six


Rearing


The twenty-one boys who had qualified for the foot race marched down the boulevard.  They were covered in hooded cloaks and splashing through the rain.  Wind blasted from the shore, and all of the contestants and their street side supporters were thoroughly soaked.  But the parade had still garnered a spirited crowd.  No one wanted to miss the Registration contests since the gory attack at the wrestling competition earlier in the week.   

Aerander walked at the fore of the procession, holding up the House of Atlas pennant with his cousin Artemon, the only other qualifier from his family.  With his head tucked from the downpour, Aerander tried to keep his eyes on the entrance to the Hippodrome some yards away.  As he neared the stadium, he glimpsed the demonstrators on one side of the Hippodrome archway.  There were a dozen or so protestors chanting out and waving placards.  

“Ban the Registration!”

“The kingdom belongs to the people!”

 
Aerander fixed on a broad-shouldered young man jeering at the registrants.  Aerander dropped the pennant and rushed to the street side, chest puffed out, arms ready to swing.

“You bloody bastard!”

The other registrants cheered him on, but two sentinels blocked Aerander’s way.  Aerander shoved against them, reaching for the Law of One protestor.  The other boys swarmed around to join the fight.  The demonstrators called out to them with taunts.  Aerander shouted and thrashed, but he could not get past the armored guards.  

The sentinels beat back the protestors with their shields.  Most of the men and women were knocked to the ground.  Some got trampled.  Aerander glimpsed one of the sentinels slamming an older man in the face with his metal gauntlet.  The other registrants threw out choice words to the fallen demonstrators from behind the line of guards.  The sentinels rounded up some of the peasant men and women to take them to the Keep.  Others crawled or stumbled away.  Aerander stared at the scene.  It was not enough.
***


In the Hippodrome pit, the noise from the stands was deafening.  Artemon was trying to talk to Aerander about the fight with the Law of One, but Aerander had blanked out everything.  He only broke from his daze when Artemon pointed out a mounting scuffle on the other side of pit.  The qualifiers from the House of Azaes were arced around Calyiches and calling out to him ferociously.  Aerander broke through the crowd and faced the threatening teens.  


“Leave him alone!”


The boys postured menacingly, but they were thrown off by the interruption to their heckling.  Aerander stared them down, and gradually, they backed off.  



“Stupid H.A.G.S.,” Aerander said.


Calyiches wandered to a quieter section of the pit.  Aerander followed.  He tried to catch Calyiches’ glance, but Calyiches kept looking away.  It was like he had transformed into a different person since the other night.  Aerander wondered if something had happened on Courtship Day.  

A sentinel circulated the pit to gather the boys for the first heat.  He called out Calyiches’ name.  Calyiches strapped on his hawk-head mask and walked to the opening of the arena. 
“Good luck,” Aerander called after him.

No response.

Aerander hung over the rim of the pit to watch the race by himself.  Artemon had been called up for the first heat.  Dardy and Evandros were up in the stadium stands since they had not qualified for the contest.



There would be three preliminary races with seven runners each, and the two fastest finishers from each heat would compete in the final race.  The House of Azaes grandstand booed and hissed as Calyiches took his place on the track.  They riled up more commotion from the House of Diaprepus and the House of Gadir and even some of the rowdy peasants high up in the stands.          

Rain pelted down.  Calyiches had a place between two tiger-faced H.A.G.’s:  Tyranus and Clymnus.  The two were getting plenty of support from the stadium.  The Registration Master stepped onto the track with a tall crimson pennant.  The arena quieted.  From the sideline, the Registration Master hoisted the pennant into the air.  The racers took to their crouches. Then the official swung the flag down.  

The racers leapt forward.  The arena boomed with cheers.  It was only once around the Hippodrome to the finish.  
Calyiches started out well.  He was solidly in the middle of the three lead boys.  The other two were Tyranus and Clymnus.



“GO CALYICHES!” Aerander cried out.

The racers came around the first bend of the oval track, and the fight for lead position tightened.  Aerander could see Calyiches pouring on a stronger effort, but Calyiches could not shake Tyranus or Clymnus on either side of him.  

Then, in an instant, Aerander saw Tyranus bump solidly into Calyiches.  Calyiches stumbled, tripped and fell down on the ground.  He held out his hands to break his fall; but his hands slipped, and he skidded face first on the gravelly track, losing his mask.  There were gasps around the arena, but the race went on.   The stands reacted loudly to Tyranus taking the lead.  

Aerander lifted himself over the edge of the pit and started toward Calyiches.  But he stopped himself midway.  The race was still going on, and if he stepped onto the track, he would be disqualified for interfering in the competition.  In a few breaths, the heat was over.  Tyranus took first place.  The House of Azaes stand cried out victoriously.  


Aerander sped out onto the track to Calyiches.  Calyiches had a long scrape on the side of his face and bloody marks on both of his legs.


“Are you all right?”



“I’m fine.” 

“Tyranus pushed you!  I saw it.  Everyone saw it!”



Calyiches limped off in the other direction.  



“Well say something, why don’t you?  It’s not fair!”



Calyiches swung around. “What does it matter?  The race is over.  Do you think anyone cares after what Oleon has done?”



Calyiches’ valet came over to assist him.  Aerander watched Calyiches moving further and further away toward the House of Mneseus’ grandstand.    



The Registration Master called Aerander over.  His heat was up.  Aerander retrieved his racing mask from the pit and stomped over to his starting position, parting a group of boys who were staring at him.  Everything was a muffled blur except for the pounding of his heart.  Aerander leaned into a crouch, staring straight ahead, his body burning.  



The Registration Master swung his pennant down, and Aerander took off at an explosive pace.  
The track was clear in front of him.  His rage toward Tyranus, the other Azaes boys, and all of the spectators propelled him forward.  Aerander did not stop until he was well past the finish line, snapped into awareness by a group of sentinels blocking his way.  Aerander steered himself away from the collision and caught his breath.  The roaring crowd pulsed in and out of his ears.  



The Registration Master rushed over to raise Aerander’s arm in the air and proclaim him the winner.    

Aerander looked to the House of Mneseus’ canopy.  He spotted Calyiches, covered in a cloak.  Calyiches raised his fist into the air.  Aerander smiled broadly.  The stadium broke out in loud claps and cheers.  Aerander gazed over to his father’s grandstand.  Alixa and Danae were jumping up and down.  Pylartes beat his hands together.  Thessala was clapping too, but her face was wooden.  


Aerander traveled back to the pit, and Punamun dried him off with a towel.  His bare torso was slick with rain and sweat, and he had kicked up dirt from the track, splattering his legs and kilt.

The third heat was getting ready to start.  Aerander felt a sharp jab in his shoulder.  He turned and saw that it was Alixa.  She had come down from the stands.



“What’re you doing here?” Aerander said.



“I told Mother that I had to see you,” Alixa said.  “I learned from you that if you pout and curse enough, Mother and Father will let you get away with anything.”



Aerander rolled his eyes.



“You were great!” Alixa said. “You buried the other boys.  They were only halfway down the track by the time you finished.”



Aerander smiled coolly.  Alixa settled next to him at the rim of the pit.

“Cory One from Eudemon finished second.  Perdikkas and Radamanthes are in the next heat.  The way you ran in your heat, none of them have a chance.”



Thessala’s instructions flooded back to Aerander.  He was to throw the race so that Pyrrah’s cousin Perdikkas would win.  Glancing at the smug House of Mestor boy on the track waving out to his admirers, Aerander could imagine few more miserable circumstances.  He eyed the silver Mestor grandstand.  Basilides was leading a spirited demonstration for his nephew.  Pyrrah and her mother clapped along.    



“How’s Calyiches?” Alixa asked.



“Dunno.”



“I think Tyranus bumped into him on purpose, but everyone is saying that it was an accident.”



They exchanged an eye roll then turned their attention to the race course.



The pennant dropped, and the third heat took off on the track.   

The stadium cheered on the competitors.  Aerander and Alixa pressed up against the edge of the pit amidst a mob of boys eking out a view.   Perdikkas started poorly.  He was struggling to stay in the middle of the pack.  He seemed to be bothered by the conditions.  The wind swept the rain directly into the runners’ faces for the first quarter of the course.  

Radamanthes took the lead.  The House of Autochthonus stand was ecstatic.  Aerander looked on tensely.



The contestants sped around the first bend, and Perdikkas picked up speed.  He advanced through the middle of the pack.



“He’s catching up!” Alixa cried.  

Aerander bit his lower lip as he watched Perdikkas pass one racer after another.  The group was nearing the final bend, and it was Perdikkas and Radamanthes side by side, straining for the front position.  With a final burst, Perdikkas pushed himself forward, his long legs stretching with impressive strides.  He crossed the finish line a good four paces before Radamanthes.



Aerander dropped his head while the crowd roared in celebration.  Alixa whistled and shouted.  She turned to her brother and contrived a more circumspect look.  



“He’s quite a racer.  But no one can make it around the track as fast as you did in your heat.”



Aerander took a deep breath as he considered his situation.  Perdikkas was jogging around the arena waving at his supporters.  Aerander glimpsed Pyrrah calling out to her cousin happily.  Basilides had his fist in the air.  Pylartes waved over to Basilides in congratulations.  Thessala made a great show of her excitement.  Aerander’s stomach burned.  



The Registration Master called out the finalists for the race one by one.  It was Tyranus, Didophyles from the House of Elassipus, Aerander, Corydallus from the House of Eudemon, Perdikkas, and Radamanthes.  

The crowd clapped as each of the boys took his place on the track, but Tyranus got the loudest support.  There was a sense of vindication in the air after the House of Azaes’ most promising athlete had been denied his chance to finish out the wrestling competition.  Aerander noticed Mesokantes shouting rowdily from the emerald-bannered grandstand.  His arm was raised, and his right hand was covered in a bandage.
Aerander had a spot in the middle of the group, between Tyranus and Perdikkas.  Aerander eyed Tyranus coolly, and the big-headed youth returned a swaggering look.  Aerander wanted nothing more than to humiliate him at the race.  Scanning the stands, he caught a glimpse of Calyiches beating his hands together.  Aerander felt pulled to gaze over to his family’s grandstand.  What a mistake.  Thessala’s eyes were set squarely on him, and she had gathered Alixa and Danae on either side of her.        



The Registration Master lifted his pennant.  Aerander took his crouching position.  The crowd would not let up.  The Registration Master hesitated to give the signal.  There was a momentary lull.  The pennant dropped. 


Aerander pushed off with a powerful sprint.  Loud cheers pounded in and out of his head.  He cocked his head and glimpsed Tyranus in his tiger mask struggling to keep up.  Aerander shifted into a higher gear.  The track was empty ahead of him.  
As Aerander came round the first bend, he heard a growing chant for Perdikkas.  Aerander quickened his pace.  He was halfway through the course, and there was no sign of any racers behind him.  He knew that he could reach the finish first.  It was only seconds away.  

But in an instant, Aerander made an agreement with himself.  He would slow his pace and cock his head to one side, and if he should see Tyranus’ tiger head, he would summon every drop of energy to finish first.  But if it was Perdikkas coming up behind him, he would resign himself to second place.  That left everything up to chance.  Aerander slowed his stride.   

He heard the clop of another racer behind him.  Aerander pushed on to stay just a little bit ahead.  But a few yards before the finish line, he took a quick glimpse over his shoulder.  He saw a blur of a silver lion’s head.  Aerander let one foot scrape against the sandy track, and Perdikkas burst past him.  He crossed the finish line a half leg’s reach behind Perdikkas.  



Thousands of spectators stood and cheered.  For a moment, Aerander thought that it was in recognition of his clever manipulation of the race.  But then, he watched a throng of Perdikkas’ cousins spill out of the stands and lift him on their shoulders.  

There were small comforts as Aerander took in the frenzied scene.  Dardy and Evandros climbed down from their grandstand to congratulate him on his performance.  Tyranus stood sourly on the side of the race track; he had been overtaken by Radamanthes for third place.  And when Aerander watched Perdikkas receiving his victory medallion, he knew the glow of pride spread across Perdikkas’ face.  Once the ceremony was over, Aerander wandered up through the crowded stands to search for Calyiches.  

Beneath the purple House of Mneseus canopy, there was a small group of mostly unfamiliar men standing at the benches.  Aerander recognized Calyiches’ older cousin Horace.

“Where’s Calyiches?”

Horace pointed to the arched gate of the Hippodrome where many hundreds of noblemen and women were leaving the stadium.

“Aerander!  Aerander!”

It was Thessala calling out to him from the race track.  Aerander slowly descended the stands.  
Thessala, Pylartes, Alixa and Danae were standing with Governor Basilides and Chorea.  Aerander could see Pyrrah’s blond head partially occluded by her father’s shoulder.

“You competed valiantly,” Thessala said.  She kissed him lightly on his wet head.

Punamun handed him a towel.

“A wonderful competition, Aerander.  Thrilling right to the end!” Basilides said.

Danae attached herself to his side.  Alixa eyed him warily.  Chorea stared at Aerander with a strange smile.  Aerander’s cheeks burned. 

“Pyrrah, Aerander is back from the race,” Chorea said.  She nudged her daughter.

Pyrrah peeked around her father.  Aerander looked away.  But curiosity got the better of him.  He faced her, and Pyrrah’s bland expression morphed into a quiet smile.

“Great race, Aerander.  We all thought for sure you were going to win.”

Aerander pointed his eyes into the distance to avoid his stepmother’s self-satisfied grin. 
***

Glowering
The footrace celebratory feast was postponed until evening due to the storm.  All afternoon, the palace guests kept to the interior of their apartments with driftwood boards covering their terraces and breezeways.  Meanwhile, servants fitted planks of wood between the Grand Pavilion’s columns and installed a second layer of decorative mats.  They strung stained glass lanterns from the four corners of the chamber and filled the room with lemon trees and juniper blooms.  By nightfall, the storm eased up to a shower.
Aerander entered the pavilion behind his father.  Pylartes had ordered that the meal should be the most abundant of all the Registration’s feasts.  Every table was loaded with lamb roasts, tureens of fish stew, pheasants, lobsters, and mountains of breads, melons, grapes, and tamarinds.  There was a server with a wine decanter every five paces or so should any guest’s challis need refilling.  The female guests donned bright, flouncy robes and jeweled hairpieces.  The men wore embroidered vests and capes.  On the wall above the head table, there was a sweeping silver emblem to announce the guest of honor:  Perdikkas from the House of Mestor.

At his father’s insistence, Aerander wore his amulet beneath his patterned tunic.  At his stepmother’s urging, he had the clunky medallion from the poetry competition over his outfit.  

“The other boys will be wearing theirs,” Thessala had said.
Thessala probably thought that it would impress Pyrrah.  But since the footrace, Aerander felt like avoiding people completely.  He walked down the pavilion’s central aisle hoping that he was not drawing too much attention.  

But there was spirited applause for the royal family.  Many of their guests’ faces were flushed from drinking.  As he neared his family’s table, Aerander noticed Governor Basilides.  He, Chorea, Perdikkas and Pyrrah would be sharing the head table that night.  

Pylartes and Basilides took the center of the table, flanked by Aerander and Perdikkas respectively, the Governors’ wives and their daughters.  Perdikkas wore a less superior mug than usual and shook Aerander’s hand chummily.  Pyrrah wore a rustling gown, and her hair had been done up with many dangling tassels just like her mother’s.  

As Aerander looked around the pavilion, it was easy to pick out the House of Mneseus’ table even without noticing its purple pennant.  While many of the guests mingled through the room with chirpy greetings, Governor Kondrian’s table was starkly unvisited.  The only attention his family received was hushed comments passed around here and there about the fact that Prince Oleon was not in attendance.  Aerander tried to elicit a smile from Calyiches, but Calyiches would not look up from his table.
Pylartes stood to address the room.  “Welcome to all the Royal Houses of Atlantis.  Let us begin this occasion by congratulating the House of Mestor for its win at the foot races today.”

The guests clapped politely.  Pylartes signaled for Basilides to stand.

“This is a proud day for the House of Mestor,” Basilides said.  “We salute my nephew Perdikkas for his tremendous performance, edging out a spectacular competitor.  He honors us with his victory.”

The House of Mestor table cheered.  Perdikkas bowed his head, but even his bashful gesture seemed contrived, Aerander thought.
“And it is my pleasure to announce,” Basilides continued over the room’s commotion.  “We are doubly honored this Registration.”  

Basilides passed a wry look at Aerander.  “For, despicable as it may sound, we are giving our daughter Pyrrah to her cousin’s rival:  Aerander, who is himself a champion of the Registration.”

Basilides motioned for Perdikkas and Aerander to stand, and the two boys took in a round of applause.  Aerander fastened his eyes to the ground.  But the cheers and claps kept coming.  He looked up for a moment.  So many people were looking at him with delighted faces, he couldn’t help himself from smiling.  Then, Aerander’s eyes traveled to the House of Mneseus’ table, and he took in Calyiches’ expressionless face with a painful jolt.  He sat down while applause still fluttered through the room.  It drew chuckles from the guests.

“Humility has always been a dreadful flaw for Aerander,” Thessala told Basilides and Chorea.

“Some consider it a virtue when applied properly,” Chorea said.  “But I think I know the cause of Aerander’s sudden modesty.”

Aerander’ eyes shifted.

“It is quite different to be regarded fondly by one’s peers than by a beautiful young girl,” Chorea said.

Pyrrah turned her head, red-faced.  The grown-ups laughed.
Aerander stole a glance at Pyrrah.  He wondered if he could fall in love with her as Thessala had said.  It seemed unlikely.  She was pretty to look at, like the fond renderings of Poseidon’s nymphs in the courtyard statuary, but it was enough to look at her from a distance.  Her cousin Perdikkas, on the other hand, cut a compelling silhouette down the table with his square jaw and full head of wavy hair.  If Perdikkas was not so smug, Aerander could understand his sister’s preoccupation with him.   Alixa’s eyes were glued to him with wonder.  

Basilides was talking.  “I think it’s fitting that the House of Mestor and the House of Atlas are joined together with this marriage.  We each have a champion among us, haven’t we, Pylartes?”

Pylartes nodded.  “Praise the ancestors for this apt union.” 

Pylartes lifted his cup of wine, and the table joined him in a drink.  Basilides and Chorea favored generous gulps, Aerander observed.  They were so different from his parents – they actually seemed to enjoy life.
“I’ve just had the most marvelous idea,” Thessala said.  “Since both boys have been nominated for the Inter-House boat race, Aerander and Perdikkas should row together!”

Aerander struggled to not spit out his drink.

“What a splendid thought,” Basilides said.  “And a most formidable team.  What say you, Pylartes?”

“Oh let the boy row with his devoted friend,” Chorea said.  “They’ve announced that Calyiches is going to replace his brother as the House of Mneseus’ competitor, isn’t that right Aerander?”

Aerander nodded cautiously.  He eyed his father. 

“A good team, Aerander and Perdikkas,” Pylartes said.
“We drink to their good fortune,” Thessala said.
“And ours as well,” Basilides said, with a smooth look at Pylartes.  “The boys will measure up quite favorably in Governor Amphigoron’s pool on the race.” 

Cups were raised across the table.  Aerander took two long draws on his wine.  He felt like a kettle ready to shriek.  
***
The guests dug into their meals, and the Pavilion clamored with cheery talk.  Servants swept through the chamber to keep the tables filled with heaping platters and the challises topped off with wine.  A group of performers installed themselves on a raised platform in front of Pylartes’ table.  There were flutists, drummers, harpists, and string-players with all sizes of instruments.  The younger members of the party paired up according to their engagements from Courtship Day, and they took cushioned seats around the musicians.  
Some of the other registrants held hands with their fiancés.  Loose from the wine, Aerander tried reaching his arm around Pyrrah’s shoulder.  She smiled and leaned against him.  Back at the head table, Aerander glimpsed his father and stepmother looking on with lit up faces.  Alixa meanwhile was staring at Perdikkas in disbelief.  He had eased up to a stunning red-haired girl, Fiona from the House of Eudemon.  Perdikkas of course had also been promised on Courtship Day.  
Aerander wondered why Calyiches wasn’t joining the Registrant group with his fiancé.  It was a relief on one hand to not have to see Calyiches together with Deana, and he positioned himself so that the House of Mneseus table would be out of view.  Dardy was sitting many yards away, uncharacteristically quiet, with a chubby, plain-faced girl who looked terribly bored.  Aerander drew up closer to Pyrrah and tried to immerse himself in the performers’ lively melodies.      

The musicians finished, and Aerander and Pyrrah returned to the table.  Alixa hung her head, teary-eyed over Perdikkas’ new interest.  Aerander tried to console her, but she could not stop sniffling.  Alixa followed Thessala’s whispered suggestion that she and Danae retire from the party.

A new mood descended on the head table once the girls had left.  With every sip of wine the guests took, Basilides ordered their cups to be filled, and he kept raising his challis into the air to push the drinking along.  Soon everyone was light, and even Pylartes broke a chuckle.  Chorea carried on with Thessala breezily.
“I tell you, Thessala.  I never understood why some of the governors’ wives have utterly let themselves go.  Pylartes must make his offerings to the ancestors daily for having held onto such a well-kept girl as you.”
Thessala grinned modestly.

“Look at Governor Ephegene’s wife Corinthia,” Chorea said.

Everyone shifted to a long faced woman with a frizzy weave of blond hair across the room.

“We used to spend the summer together in Lower Mauritania, and her father had to set up a team of House Guards to keep the boys from visiting.  But look at her now!  She might as well have taken a swim in the ocean and dried out on a rock before tonight’s celebration.”

Thessala stifled a snort.  Basilides and the others broke out in chuckles.  Aerander was not sure if it was appropriate to do the same, but everyone seemed light.  He took another swallow of his drink.

“And let’s not forget Governor Deuterion’s Thracyllia,” Basilides said.

He was indicating a snub nosed woman with a spiky feathered headpiece and an enormous set of buck teeth.  

“Good heavens!” Thessala giggled.

“But it’s not just the wives, Bassy,” Chorea said.  “That old Governor Spinther has more hair growing from his ears than out of his chin.”

Basilides tipped his challis to her with a smirk.

“It is positively unfathomable,” Chorea said.  “We all have the benefit of manicurists and hairstylists these days.  But you’ll be very fortunate, Aerander.  I have trained Pyrrah exquisitely in the proper care of a young woman.”

Aerander nodded.  He could imagine that with Pyrrah at his side, he would receive quite a few respectful looks walking through the corridors of the palace.  Chorea, meanwhile, let out a sigh as her eyes set on another pavilion guest across the room.
“Poor Agathone,” she said.  “I’ve heard it whispered that the House of Azaes is teeming with barbarian blood.  Look at her sitting there.  Those shoulders and hands of hers are positively mannish!”

Basilides and Thessala fell out with laughter.  Aerander was finding it easier and easier to snicker along.

“Chorea, you must stop,” Thessala said.  

Aerander tipped his challis back to finish off the wine.  Basilides snapped his fingers at an attendant to refill the cup.  He eyed Aerander slyly.

“Young Aerander just yesterday educated us about a creature called the snout-nosed beast,” he said.  “So what can you tell us about the snout on Amphigoron’s wife Agathone?”

Everyone looked at Aerander giddily.  

“I think that if Lukahedron had run into her, we’d have had quite a different story,” Aerander quipped.  It provoked a chorus of laughter from his companions.

Aerander noticed how each person at the table had a different laugh.  His own was a soft chuckle that made him feel like his cheeks were being pinched.   Thessala’s laugh was a cascade of notes teetering upward and downward.  Basilides threw back his head as if only then could he release the flurry of delightful noises that bubbled up from his chest.   Chorea had a squeaking laugh that she applied with a derisive nodding of her head.  His father’s laugh seemed to take him by surprise, his eyes widening and mouth hanging open as he let out a baritone chuckle.   Pyrrah laughed in a manner that made Aerander think of a self-conscious, little goat that had bitten its mother’s tail on a naughty whim.  Perdikkas presently choked on his own guffaw, spraying wine across the table and provoking even greater amusement.

“I’ll tell you though,” Basilides raised his voice.   “We ought not to censure the House of Azaes so.  If the storm carries all of our boats away, at least he’ll have his Agathone to float home on.”

“With all her piglet children curled up on top of her,” burst out Chorea.

Aerander was really starting to enjoy himself.  It was fun to drink with all the grown ups, especially Governor Basilides.  He kept glancing at Basilides’ handsome face.  He was polished and so witty; he made Aerander blush each time he winked at him.  Aerander wondered what Basilides looked like naked.  He fell out with a chuckle.

 “Your boy is quiet, Pylartes,” Basilides said.  “But I can tell that beneath his polite demeanor lies the soul of a true lothario.”

“Good heavens,” Thessala giggled.

Basilides fixed on Aerander earnestly.  “But I must counsel you, Aerander.  Once you’re married to my daughter, you’ll have to give up your Seven Pleiades and any other astral nymphs you’ve been keeping in your bed.”



Aerander turned beet red.  He saw that Pyrrah was similarly mortified.   But everyone else laughed freely.  Aerander felt warm and heavy.  Things looked out of focus as he glanced around the pavilion.  It must have been late; more than half of the tables were empty.  Aerander’s dizzy gaze landed on the vacant House of Mneseus table.

Aerander stood up.  It felt like the floor was swaying beneath him.  His companions laughed at the sight.

“Young Aerander, you ought to sit back down and have a drink to stay you,” Basilides said.

“I need to go to the bathroom,” Aerander said.  

Thessala called Punamun over to escort him from the table.  
***
Dirging

On the pavilion terrace, there was a stairway to the ground floor where the palace washrooms were located.  But Aerander stopped short of the steps and turned to walk around the columned overlook.

“I’m going for a walk,” he told Punamun.

Punamun eyed him pleadingly.

“Just wait for me here.  Or make up some story to tell my parents.  I won’t be gone long.”

Aerander sprinted off.  It was still raining, and he tried to stay under the pavilion’s eave.  But he didn’t have the balance to keep to the narrow path, and he hardly noticed getting drenched.  Aerander rounded the terrace and took a flight of stairs to the Upper Tier Colonnade.  He weaved a route along the guest apartment porticos.  He stopped at the emerald bannered House of Azaes threshold.  No one was around.  Aerander sneaked up the stair, blew out the torches on the front pillars, and galloped away, snorting with laughter.

Aerander stumbled his way to his destination.  He looked up at the purple crest across the columned entryway.  The House Guard must have stepped inside the apartment.  Aerander walked up the stoop and barged through the curtained door.  
In the anteroom, he met an old servant who eyed him curiously in the dim light.  A flash of recognition showed on the man’s face, and he put a hand on his hip.

“I’m here to see Calyiches,” Aerander cut him off.

“Master Aerander, the hour is late.  Everyone has gone to sleep.”
“Calyiches!” Aerander called out.  He wandered past the Porter and through the anteroom.  There was a square gallery around an atrium.  There were several doorways for parlors and bedchambers, but in his disorientation, Aerander could not remember where Calyiches’ room was.  The Porter followed Aerander around the corridor, trying to reason with him.  But Aerander continued to shout out Calyiches’ name as he walked along.  
A curtain drew open down the hall.  Aerander set his eyes on Calyiches.  He was wearing his sleeping tunic.

“There you are!”
Calyiches’ face was hard, but he opened the curtain to let Aerander pass into his room.

“What’re you doing here?” 

“I came to see you.” 
Aerander pressed up on Calyiches, his mouth trying to find Calyiches’ lips.  Calyiches shoved him away.

“Get off!” 

Aerander looked at Calyiches slack-jawed.  Then, an amusing thought sprang up in Aerander’s head.

“That’s the second time this week that I’ve been turned down for trying to kiss someone.”  Aerander massaged his sore shoulder where Calyiches had shoved him.  “But at least Pyrrah did it more delicately.”
“You’re drunk and acting stupid.  I think you should leave.”

“And what’s wrong with you?  Didn’t you have fun at the feast?”

“I didn’t sit at the head table, eating and drinking everything in sight and laughing at everyone else’s expense.  You’re showing your true colors at last.”

“C’mon Calyiches.  I only came to say good night.”  
Aerander reached his hand to touch Calyiches’ cheek.  Calyiches swatted him away.

“So bloody entitled aren’t you?”

“And what in blazes is your problem?”

“Go home and go to bed.”

Aerander snorted and turned to make his exit through the curtain.  But then he swung around.  

“Why did you leave the Hippodrome after the race?”  

“What? – to stay and congratulate you on handing the prize medallion over to Perdikkas?  You threw the race!” 

Aerander felt heavy, and he stumbled against the bed.  “So what if I did?  It doesn’t make a difference anyway.”

“Nothing matters to you, does it?”

Calyiches pulled off the House of Atlas band from his finger.

“I gave that to you!”
Calyiches threw the ring at Aerander’s chest.  “And what did you think?  Does it make us married?  Shall we carry on after you have your House of Mestor bride?”

“And you have your Deana!”  

Calyiches’ nose twitched.  “For your information, Governor Trachmenes took back his offer to my father after Oleon was expelled.”

“So that’s it then – sour grapes, is it?”

Calyiches picked up the ring from the floor and placed it in Aerander’s hand.  “Just take it back and get out of here.”

Aerander noticed the scrape across Calyiches’ cheek where he had fallen at the foot race.  His eyes welled with tears.

“Can’t we be friends?”

Calyiches stood in front of him motionless.  Aerander willed for him to put a hand on his shoulder or give him some gesture of sympathy.  But there was nothing.
“Everything comes very easy to you, doesn’t it?” Calyiches said.  “Wave your hand and you have a wife, friends, and a championship medallion.”

“Why are you being so cruel?”

“Because it’s true.  You think we can exchange House rings and everything’ll be all right.  But it isn’t.  Everything is a great deal more complicated.”

“Complicated I know!” Aerander shot back.  “Did I not risk the same as you stealing from the palace the other night?”

“And look at all you have to fall back on.  You’re the Regent Prince.  You can have anything you want.”

Aerander took a steadying breath, but he couldn’t stop his lip from trembling.

“I want you.  I promise you Calyiches.”

“You’re drunk and confused.  I’ll have the House Guard take you back to your room.”

“Please, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to do anything to hurt you.”

“Go.”

Calyiches’ pointed to the door.  Aerander couldn’t move.  Calyiches huffed and went to fetch the House Guard.  Aerander gathered a wit of pride and stumbled out of the room by himself.    

Tears streamed down his face as he walked the corridor.  Everything felt terrifyingly unreal.  Like the race and the feast earlier in the night might never have happened.  As he shuffled toward the anteroom, Aerander heard a voice, smooth and distant.

“Prince Aerander.” 

It was coming from behind him.  Aerander gazed over his shoulder.  He saw a shadowy figure standing outside one of the hallway’s curtained doors.

“I wonder what Consul Pylartes would think about his son stumbling out of people’s bedchambers in the middle of the night.” 

Oleon.  Aerander faced him fuzzily.  
“I heard you fixed the race.  I would not have pegged you as someone to stoop to such a pathetic deceit.”

Aerander turned away.  
“I guess you can’t have everything.  Even when you are a Regent Prince.  But you shall find that out soon enough.  You’re not the only one snooping around the Citadel late at night.”

Aerander wished that Oleon would shut up.  The conversation was making him dizzy.  Everything was making him dizzy:  the gallery’s flickering torch light, his burning stomach, and the sweat pouring down from his head.  He broke through the anteroom then onto the portico, and by the time he was a few stumbling yards down Upper Tier Colonnade, Aerander forgot all about Oleon’s strange exchange.  
***

Night



Somehow Aerander found himself back on his bedchamber terrace.  His journey from Calyiches’ apartment was a blur.  Aerander leaned against the ledge, still a bit wobbly, but there were no more tears inside him.  The night air was so thick that when a breeze rushed by, it was like getting misted by the ocean.    

Aerander looked down to the ground.  It was a high enough fall to do some damage.  Maybe fatal.  Maybe he would break his neck, like his mother, if only there was someone to push him off.

“I hate being me.”


There was no one to hear it.  Aerander looked out to the city, a labyrinth of stone-walled villas and stacked apartment houses.  Many of the homes were still lit up, and smoke was carrying from their chimneys.  Thousands of people were out there, celebrating the Registration with their family and friends or sleeping peacefully in their beds, but there was no place for him.  Aerander gazed out toward the harbor.  It was dark and cloudy, but Aerander could imagine miles and miles of sea stretched out into the distance.   

His amulet buzzed against his chest.  Like a purring cat.  His only friend.  Aerander looked across the night horizon, still groggy from the wine.  A single light twinkled, low in the sky, by the Pleiade cluster.  


“Who are you?” Aerander said.


He stared hard at the star.  “You’re Atlas’ daughter.  You stole the bread from the scullery.  Or you screwed some peasant boy and got yourself pregnant.  I dunno.  I don’t care anyway.”


The light grew brighter.  Aerander squinted against it.  The burning white star seemed to take up the entire night sky.  Aerander drew back and shielded his eyes.  His amulet quivered.  All he could see was white light.  Then, a flash of images passed before his eyes.    

The glowing skull stone.  The pair of giant coiling snakes.  Then a dusky scene that seemed to be some sort of underground mine.  The workers were young men, shackled across a craggy landscape.  They struck their pick axes against shiny black rocks.  As one of the men split open a deep welt in the rock, Aerander saw an oozing trail of a red, fluorescent substance.  It was steaming hot.  The workers carefully scooped it up with iron shovels. 

Everything went black.


Aerander stumbled from the terrace to his bedchamber.  Punamun hurried over to pull down the blankets on his bed.  Aerander lay down on his stomach.  The room spun, but gradually he fell into a deep sleep.
.     

Day Seven


Rearing
Aerander crept down from his bed, walked to his washroom, and vomited in the fount.  Punamun came rushing over.  Aerander waved him away.  He cleaned up the mess by himself.

Aerander caught his reflection in the looking glass.  He was washed out and feverish.  He raised his hand to rub away an inexplicable smear of dirt from his cheek.  He did a double take.  He was wearing his House of Atlas ring.  The fight with Calyiches came back to him.  Then bits and pieces of the vision he had seen while looking up at the Seventh Pleiade star.  But Aerander’s head felt like it was caught between a pair of iron pinchers, and it hurt even worse when he thought about last night.  He turned on the hot and cold faucets and washed and rewashed his mouth to try to get rid of the taste of wine.
When Aerander returned to his bedchamber, he noticed a basket filled with bumpy green fruits sitting by the door.  Lotus fruit, Aerander recognized as he checked out the basket.  And there was a folded up note.  He retrieved it quickly.

Master Aerander,

Benedictions on your Registration!
With love, Alatheon



Of course, the fruits were a gift from his former tutor.  Alatheon had insisted that lotus fruit would make him smarter; he said that it was like eating little brains.  The basket must have been delivered early in the morning.  

Thessala broke into the room.  Her cheerful face evaporated as she took in Aerander’s ashy appearance.  

“You look a fright.  And in less than an hour we have to mount the carriage for the Hippodrome.”



Aerander seized up with a stomach cramp and lolled over on his bed.


“That should teach you a lesson about overindulging in wine.  Oh, but how you stink of it.”    

Aerander just wanted to crawl back into bed.  But Thessala waved to Punamun and stood over him impatiently.  Aerander got up and winced as Punamun pulled off his sleeping tunic and fitted him with a towel.


“Well I understand why you had to leave the feast early,” Thessala said.  “But you cannot go running around the palace without one of the House Guards.  Especially these days…”

Punamun gathered up Aerander’s clothes and bedding, portraying a casual routine.  Meanwhile Aerander fought through his haze to reconstruct how he had made it back to his bedchamber last night.  He barely recalled a moment of it.

Thessala drew up beside him.  “Your father just announced that his sentinels have caught one of the conspirators from the Law of One.  He confessed to murdering a young man in the city.  They have taken to killing boys of registering age!”


Aerander scoffed.  It didn’t make sense.  Priest Zazamoukh was the one responsible for the murders.  Unless he was also involved with the rebel cult.    


Aerander wavered with a dizzy spell.  It was too much to think about.  He shooed Thessala away and followed Punamun to the washroom.  
***
The Hippodrome roared as the day’s entertainment set in motion on the field.  Skinny men with painted bodies walked on stilts.  Jugglers tossed up colorful balls into the air.  Lions from Mauritania paced back and forth on platforms while men dressed in leather aprons cracked whips. 
Still, the group beneath the indigo House of Atlas canopy looked better suited for a funeral.  
“What’s wrong with you?” Alixa asked Aerander.

It could have been the gray cast on his face or his queasy expression each time he looked down from the grandstand toward the field that concerned her.  Aerander didn’t answer her.  He was afraid of what might come out of his mouth if he opened it.

Thessala, seated behind Aerander with Pylartes, slyly nudged Aerander on the shoulder.  She had invited Pyrrah to watch the games with the family, and Pyrrah was making sighing noises and twirling one of the golden locks dangling from her carefully primped mound of hair.  Pyrrah wore a short tunic gathered high up on her waist with frilly sash and an undergown that flowed down to her sandals.  Reluctantly, Aerander brought out the silver anklet that his stepmother had given him.  He placed it in Pyrrah’s hand.

“Thank you.”

She didn’t sound like she meant it.  Probably she was mad because he had left the feast last night without saying goodbye.  Aerander didn’t care.  There were worse things in the world than her disapproval.  Like the pounding in his head.

 The day’s schedule included the javelin toss, boxing and the equestrian event.   Once again the House of Atlas had a paltry number of qualifiers amidst the colorful procession of young men making their way into the stadium in their contest masks and capes.   Aerander had narrowly missed qualifying for the horse race.    

“Who does everyone favor in javelin?” Thessala said.

“Radamanthes is my man,” Pylartes said.

“Javelin bores me, and boxing is so barbaric,” Pyrrah said.

“Boxing is a true man’s sport,” Pylartes countered.  “Anyone can learn to throw the javelin, but to be able to defend oneself in the boxing ring is the mark of a true champion.”

It should have been some relief that his father had turned chatty and light, but Aerander found Pylartes’ mood unnerving that day.  He figured that Pylartes was encouraged by the absence of the Law of One demonstrators outside of the stadium.  Plus, though the sky was clotted with clouds, it looked like they might make it through an event without rain.  
“Aerander could have made it onto the field if he had practiced more,” Pylartes said.

Thessala eyed Pylartes carefully.

The javelin contest seemed to take forever.  Calyiches and Dardy were entered in the competition, but it was hard for Aerander to watch while bracing himself against waves of stomach cramps.  Thessala handed him a sprig of peppermint to chew on.

It helped settle Aerander’s stomach.  He thought about rooting on Calyiches, but he couldn’t do it.  Aerander had no idea where they stood.  He wished that he could talk to him.  Calyiches was the only person with whom he could share the strange vision he had last night.  Calyiches would be intrigued, and they would find some way to sneak out to the underground vault again.  At least Aerander hoped that he would.  

Calyiches made it past two heats.  He was looking spry and undaunted in his hawk’s head mask despite the stadium’s lack of support.  It was all cheers for Radamanthes and loud-mouthed House of Azaes supporters.  Aerander quietly pulled for Calyiches to win.  But when it came to the final round, Radamanthes launched an incredible sixty yard throw that no one could beat.

“Today is when Radamanthes will really sweep up the medallions,” Pylartes said.

“Too bad for your friend,” Pyrrah told Aerander limply.

Thessala leaned over Aerander’s shoulder.  “Why don’t not ask her if she’d like one of the servants to bring her something to drink?” 
“Would you like a drink?” Aerander said, loud and flat.
Thessala cringed.

“No thank you,” Pyrrah sighed.

Aerander’s face lit up cleverly.  He was starting to feel better. 

There was an intermission before the boxing matches with a parade of armored men marching onto the field.  They enacted a scene from the battle against the Pelasgians with the Atlantean soldiers cutting down a group of scrappy warriors clad in pelts.   The crowd cheered on the action, here and there, with bloodthirsty cries.  It was stupid, Aerander thought.  The Pelasgian campaign was hardly worth celebrating.  That morning in the men’s bath, Aerander had overheard one of his Pylartes’ advisors telling his father that their military was on retreat until their reinforcements arrived from the capital.   
Aerander settled on a bench with his sisters Alixa and Danae while Pyrrah sat restlessly to his other side. 

“This is boring,” Alixa said quietly.

“I’m not really watching either,” Aerander said.  “But it’s nice when the wind catches the soldiers’ kilts and you can see their buttocks.”

Alixa’s jaw dropped. 
“What’re you talking about?” Pyrrah said.

“Just trying to see which of our fighting men has the nicest behind,” Aerander said.
Pyrrah’s eyes bulged.  From their seats in the rear of the grandstand, Thessala and his father had not heard him.  Aerander pointed out the disrobed figures on the field to his sister.

Thessala leaned forward to get Pyrrah’s attention.  “Alixa is dying for you to show her how you do your hair.”
Alixa faced the girl eagerly.

“It’s hard when your hair is so coarse,” Pyrrah said.

Alixa turned away deflated.  

“She’s kind of stuffy,” she whispered to Aerander.  Aerander rolled his eyes.

“We should all cheer on Perdikkas in the boxing match,” Thessala said.

Aerander and Alixa swapped scheming grins.  After her great disappointment last night at the feast, Alixa was looking more circumspect about the House of Mestor heartthrob.
“Calyiches is entered in boxing too,” Alixa said.

Thessala fretted.  Pylartes was too caught up with the prospects for his favorite Radamanthes to respond.  Pyrrah sat stiffly without a word.

“Why didn’t you cheer for Calyiches in javelin?” Alixa asked Aerander.

“We had a row,” Aerander said.

“Well that’s stupid.  The two of you are best friends, aren’t you?”

Aerander wished that Calyiches was there to hear her.   

The boxing contestants were entering the field.

“GO CALYICHES!” Aerander cried out.

Alixa joined him, and Danae belted out an imitation of their cheer.  It jolted Pylartes, and he passed a severe look over his children.

There were two bouts that day:  the runners’ up contest and the finalists.  Radamanthes had drawn Tyranus for the fight for gold medallion since Tyranus’ cousin Mesokantes had been injured.  Perdikkas and Calyiches came out to the field for the fight for third runner-up.  
“I cannot watch.  It is too animalistic,” Pyrrah complained.

“Let’s have some support for Perdikkas,” Thessala said.  “Go Perdikkas!”

“GO CALYICHES!” Aerander, Alixa and Danae shouted in unison.

Maybe Aerander was still high from last night’s wine, but he felt suddenly inspired.  He took to the edge of the grandstand with his sisters and bellowed out as loudly as he could.  

The boys entered the boxing circle.  They both looked eager and determined.  They wore ceremonial masks, leather thongs for their hands, and short pleated kilts.  Perdikkas, in his silver lion’s head mask, was a nod taller than Calyiches and had a longer reach.  Aerander hoped his many challises of wine from last night would slow him.

It was a short bout – just three minutes or until one of the contestants toppled over.  A sentinel set up the hour glass, and the Registration Master called out for the challenge to begin.  Perdikkas and Calyiches faced off in defensive stances.  The audience hollered wildly.

“I don’t really care who wins.  I just wish the whole thing was over,” Pyrrah said.  But no one was paying attention to her in the grandstand.  They were all rapt on the field.

Perdikkas made the first jab, but Calyiches skirted it.

“He’s fast.  I know he can beat him!’ Aerander said.

Then Calyiches found an opening and struck Perdikkas in the side.

“Yes!” Aerander cried.

But it was a light blow, and Perdikkas recovered.  The two boys moved around the boxing circle sizing each other up.  Perdikkas tried to throw a punch to Calyiches’ ribs, but Calyiches ducked away. Calyiches returned a series of blows to Perdikkas stomach that set the tall boy off balance.

“GO CALYICHES!” Alixa screamed.

Aerander was too nervous to open his mouth.  “More!” he meditated.  He envisioned his friend pummeling his opponent to the ground.

Calyiches got one more punch in, but then Perdikkas took him by surprise with a flurry of blows to his sides.  Calyiches stumbled backward.
“Stay up!” Aerander meditated. 

Perdikkas was inching toward Calyiches.  He was clearly piqued from Calyiches’ attack and looked much fresher now.

“Just tell me when it is all over,” Pyrrah said.  Her hands were over her eyes.

“GO CALYICHES!” Aerander shouted, his teenage voice cracking.

Perdikkas took a swing and caught Calyiches in the side of the face, knocking off his hawk mask.  Aerander winced.  It was the same side where Calyiches had fallen on the footrace track.  He thought for certain that the match was over.  
But Perdikkas’ hit set off a rageful reprisal from Calyiches.  He threw a fierce blow to Perdikkas’ chin just beneath his mask then a series of punches to his stomach.  As Perdikkas tried to protect himself from the hits, Calyiches delivered a final punch square at the boy’s temple sending him dizzily teetering over. 



Aerander and his sisters cried out triumphantly.  “HURRAH!”


The Registration Master lifted Calyiches’ arm into the air.  A good part of the stadium was stunned.  But the shouts from beneath the House of Atlas canopy could be heard all over the arena.   Aerander waved and called out to Calyiches.  He caught him glancing toward his grandstand curiously.



“I hope Perdikkas is all right,” Thessala said.  She clasped Pyrrah’s shoulder as the girl looked down to the field with disgust.



“It is beastly!  Positively beastly!” Pyrrah said.



“Daddy’s favorite Radamanthes is up next,” Alixa said.



“I hope he pounds Tyranus into a pulp,” Aerander vowed.



“I want to go home,” Pyrrah said.



Thessala shifted in her seat, but she was the only one who seemed to have heard the comment.  Aerander and Alixa cheered as the Registration Master tied the victory fillet around Calyiches’ head.  Pylartes’ eyes were fixed on the field in anticipation of the next bout.



“I cannot watch any more.  I want to go home!” Pyrrah repeated.



This time everyone definitely heard her but pretended not to notice.  Thessala looked from one family member to another in disbelief.  She leaned forward and massaged Pyrrah’s back.



“Aerander will take you back to the palace.”



Aerander’s eyes shifted woefully.  



“Aerander:  Pyrrah wants to go home,” Thessala repeated.


Aerander turned to the girl.  “C’mon Pyrrah.  The games are only halfway through.  There’s another boxing match and then the horse race.”



But she had a supremely pouty look, and Thessala had summoned the support of her husband.



“Take Pyrrah back in the family carriage,” Pylartes said.



Aerander gazed ruefully at the field one last time then turned to escort the crabby-faced girl from the arena.

***


Midday


The twin horse drawn carriage splashed through the puddles on the stone brick path.   The city streets were empty.  Everyone was at the Hippodrome.  Aerander sighed as he stared out from the side of the felt-lined compartment.  There was space for six travelers on the carriage’s two benches and quite a gulf between its present occupants at opposite ends of the rear seat.   



At least he had gotten to see Calyiches win the boxing match, Aerander thought.   Could he drop off Pyrrah at the palace and still make it back in time to catch some of the horse race?   Probably not.  Besides, it would seem rude.  Aerander was starting to feel a touch of sympathy for his cheerless companion.  They had barely glanced at one another all the way from the arena, but he could read her thoughts.  “I got all dressed up for this?”  Aerander tried out a friendly grin.



“You certainly are devoted to your friend Calyiches,” Pyrrah said.



Aerander turned away.  



“I shall never go to the Hippodrome again.  Make a note of it,” she said.



Aerander’s sympathy fizzled.  He feigned some interest in the scenery.  They were passing the Gymnasium, a five-block long marble complex.   It had eight different levels and a swimming pool one hundred yards long.    



Pyrrah glared at him.  “Things shall be different once we’re married.” 



“How so?” 



“In many millions of ways.  I shall expect you to be more attentive.”



Aerander pointed his eyes in the other direction.  She thought everyone should worship her.  She had probably never met a boy who did not swoon when she passed by.   Pretty and stuck up, like everyone at the House of Mestor.  



She was making funny noises.  Sniffling?  Aerander took a peek.  Pyrrah’s face was dripping with tears.  She turned away when Aerander noticed.



“Everyone in your family hates me.”



“That’s not true.”



“Yes it is!  Except maybe for your mother.”



“She’s not my mother.  My mother’s dead.”



Pyrrah gaped then bowed her head and sobbed.



It probably was the wrong thing to say, Aerander considered.  He slid a bit closer to her and tried to gauge what he should do.  Put an arm around her?  But she seemed so prudish and would probably have a fit if he mussed her outfit.  Say something kind, like how beautiful she was?  But then he would be leading her on.  The driver had the horses reined at a loping pace.  It would be forever before they reached the palace.  Aerander thought about commanding the man to drive faster, but that did not seem appropriate either.  What was he to do?  He barely knew her anyway.  But the crying was awful.  She had completely lost herself.  Aerander wondered if he looked like such a wreck when he was crying. 


Gradually, Pyrrah composed herself.  “I didn’t think it would be like this.”



“Neither did I,” Aerander thought, but he kept it to himself. 



“Getting married is supposed to be the most wonderful thing in the world for a girl.   But I feel absolutely wretched.”



She sniffled.  Aerander scooted over and put his hand on her shoulder.  “I don’t hate you.”



Pyrrah snorted.  “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” 


Aerander looked at her for a moment.  Her skin was so clear, and her eyes were the purest shade of blue.  Was he cruel to her because she was so pretty?  He had thought that nothing could penetrate her haughty demeanor.  Entitled.  That’s what Calyiches had called him.   Aerander wondered if Calyiches saw him as he saw Pyrrah.  



“Listen,” he said.  “What does it really matter that we’re not suited for one another?  That’s what our parents want, but we’re grown up now.  We don’t have to do what they say.”



It came out sounding more sophisticated than Aerander expected, though the thought had been surfacing since he had woken up that morning.  Thessala was wrong.  He had tried keeping to tradition, but it only made him angry at himself.  


“What’ll we do then?” Pyrrah said.



Aerander clasped her shoulder. “We’ll be friends.” 



“You’re not the sort of person I would normally be friends with.”



“Neither are you!”



They laughed.   



“But I like all sorts of people,” Aerander said.



“Like Calyiches?” Pyrrah smirked.



Aerander nodded.



“And all those soldiers with their bottoms showing off all over the field,” she teased.



Aerander chuckled.  “Yes.”

They settled together in one corner of the carriage.  Aerander could see some of her father in her.  When she was really trying to be funny, she cast the same sidelong flirty grin.  She was an entirely different person than he had first thought.  Aerander found a handkerchief from a basket in the back of the carriage and gave it to her to dry her face.

“It must be nice to be so free,” she said.

It was strange her saying that.  Aerander had never felt that way.

“Actually it’s a bit of a relief you turning out like this.  When I first met you, I thought that all you wanted was to pounce on top of me.”

Aerander blushed.

“You must tell your sister that I’m sorry for being so mean to her.  I only made that awful comment because I was cross at you.”

Their carriage reached the avenue that circled the Citadel channel.  The water was puckered with raindrops.  On the other side, the cityscape was a blurry spread of stony avenues and gray canals.  

Pyrrah watched Aerander gazing out from the compartment, lost in his thoughts.



“Are you thinking about Calyiches?” 



“Uh-huh.”



“You love him.”



“Yes.  But I’m not sure that he loves me.”



Aerander told her about their fight last night.  It was suddenly a very easy thing to do.  Like they had known each other for much longer than a couple of days.  Pyrrah looked intensely interested by his story.



“Well you shouldn’t give up.  You should talk to him.”



“I know.”



“Tell him you’re sorry.  Be a bit humble for a change.”



It was funny coming from her, but Aerander knew what she meant.



The carriage was nearing the center of town with its grand monuments and arched boulevards. 


“Some day I’ll be in love,” Pyrrah sighed.



They sat together in one corner of the carriage and watched as the Temple of Poseidon came into view.  Aerander gazed at the stooped threshold.  There was a procession of priests coming down the steps.  At the fore, Aerander saw Zazamoukh in his hooded ceremonial cloak and yellowed bull’s horn necklace.  Aerander remembered that Zazamoukh had announced that he would visit peasant families to give out Registration blessings to their first-born sons.  He turned to Pyrrah tentatively.


“If you saw something horrible someplace you weren’t supposed to be, would you say something?”



Pyrrah screwed up her face.



“Never mind,” Aerander said.   She would probably think that he was loony if he told her about Priest Zazamoukh and the corpse.  



“You’re so strange,” Pyrrah said. 


Aerander’s leg started bouncing.  He remembered the Seventh Pleiade star and his vision from last night.  He had no idea what it meant, and there was no one that he could talk to about it.  Or then again, maybe there was.



The carriage approached the Citadel Bridge.



“I made all this fuss about going back to the palace, but it’s so dreary and boring there,” Pyrrah said.  “I’ll have to hang around the apartment all afternoon while everyone else is at the games.”



“What about taking a little detour?” Aerander said.



Pyrrah shrugged.  Aerander stood up to address the driver.



“We’d like to pay a visit to a friend of mine before returning to the palace. Alatheon.  He lives in the Miller’s Quarter.”



The driver reined the horses and redirected the carriage to the city’s second inland channel.
***



Blenching



Aerander had never visited Alatheon or the Miller’s Quarter.  But his former tutor’s description of his home had been so vivid, Aerander was certain that he would recognize it from the street.  Alatheon said his family lived in an old barley mill that had been built on a sinking foundation so that its granary tower tilted over to one side.  It sounded like a fitting place for his tutor to grow up.  Alatheon had a funny walk.  Aerander later learned he had been born with a lame leg.  But as a child, Aerander imagined that Alatheon’s lopsided stroll came from always having to lean to one side as he navigated his slanted home.


Pyrrah stirred curiously as their carriage cantered through the narrow cobblestone streets.  They were headed toward a row of silos along the eastern arch of Atlantis’ outer ring canal.  There were worse neighborhoods in the city, but the simple wood apartment houses and gritty peasants pushing through the streets were a far cry from the surroundings to which Pyrrah was accustomed.  Still, Pyrrah looked well-disposed for the adventure.  She waved to the aproned boys who ran alongside the carriage and smiled when Aerander pointed out a train of long-eared donkeys bearing enormous sacks of cereal on their backs.  The street side was filled with cats on break from hunting mice down by the grain shelters.  They eyed the action lazily in various arrangements of self-possessed repose.  


Aerander spotted a crooked mill tower and directed the driver toward it.  As his carriage approached, the home looked less romantic than he had pictured.  It was cramped along a line of identical single-story pine plank houses none much broader than his carriage.  Its rickety silo looked as though it was long out of use.  There was a big grain factory down the street.  

The driver helped Pyrrah and Aerander dismount from their compartment in front of the house.  The ground was muddy from all the rain.  Aerander and Pyrrah walked to the home’s eaved stoop, and the driver knocked on the door.  


Aerander did not doubt that his tutor would be home even though the Registration games were going on.  Alatheon never spoke of any interest in sports, probably due to his bad leg.  



The door swung open, and a short middle-aged woman in a headscarf stood at the threshold.   



“Prince Aerander requests an audience with Alatheon,” the driver told her.


“Your Grace!” the woman gasped.



Aerander could tell she was Alatheon’s mother.  She had the same round head and snub nose.  She made a hurried curtsey, waved the guests into the anteroom, and bustled into the living quarters calling out her son’s name.



In a moment, Aerander and Pyrrah were greeted by a collection of eager faces.  Alatheon had three sisters, two older and one younger, and a younger brother, all of whom assembled at the fore of the house.  They were quite a range of ages.  The eldest sister with her graying hair looked even older than Aerander’s father.  The youngest of the lot, glazed as a bun from the oven, looked like he was around Aerander’s age.  
Aerander heard a familiar limping stroll.  The sisters and brother parted at the threshold, and Alatheon stepped through.



“Aerander!  You honor us with this visit.”



Alatheon seemed to have been frozen in time:  the same bony frame, washed out look, and showing beneath his apron, a stark rigid leg whittled down from disuse.  Aerander had always thought of Alatheon as much older than he.  But with his past year’s growth spurt, Aerander had surpassed Alatheon in height.  He recalled that they were only separated by ten years.  Still, he could not imagine that he would ever be smarter than his former tutor.   Alatheon had always had an answer for every one of his questions, from the most remote historical query to Aerander’s endless interrogations about the cause of this or that natural phenomenon.



“How does a boat stay up in the ocean with so many people in it?”
“The same reason a lily pad floats in a pond.  Its weight is distributed over the water.”


“Why does the candle wax disappear when it melts?”


“Because it turns from liquid to smoke, just like the oil in a lantern.”



“If I never cut my fingernails, will they ever stop growing?”

“No, but they shall wind around themselves like the horns of a ram and you shall never be able to scratch your nose again.”


Alatheon never tired of Aerander’s questions.  He would stay well past their lesson time just to talk and tell him stories.  Aerander noticed Alatheon’s eyes traveling to his companion.



“Pyrrah of the House of Mestor,” Aerander introduced.  “She’s my good friend.”



Alatheon gave a low bow to the girl.  Pyrrah returned a friendly grin, and then her eyes were drawn to an orange and white cat that had come to investigate the commotion in the antechamber.  



“May I pet her?” she asked.



“Of course, your Grace,” Alatheon said.  “But it is in fact a he.  Kukulcan we call him, after the old Lemurian King, for he seems to consider himself of royal extraction.”


Pyrrah knelt down to the floor, and Kukulcan meandered toward her and nestled into her arms.



“I wanted to thank you for the Registration present,” Aerander said.



Alatheon cocked his head.  “You needn’t have made a special trip to deliver the message.”


“There’s more.  Can we could go inside?”



“Of course.” 
Alatheon pushed his siblings along so that the guests could enter.


The interior of the home was a single room with loft beds along its periphery and a hearth and cauldron at one end where Alatheon’s mother had started to prepare a warm concoction that smelled like dirty washwater camouflaged with cloves.  Alatheon’s eldest sister brought over two low stools and set them up in the middle of the room.  She withdrew to the hearthside with the other women of the house.  Pyrrah seated herself with Kukulcan in her arms.  The cat nudged and purred against her.  Sitting on edge of his cot, Alatheon’s younger brother looked similarly entranced by the female guest.  Aerander noticed a bloodstain smear on the boy’s forehead.


“This is my brother Deucalion,” Alatheon said.  “He just turned seventeen last month and enlisted in your father’s domestic guard.”


Deucalion wriggled his eyebrows at Pyrrah.  



Alatheon turned back to Aerander.  “I heard you won the poetry contest.”



Aerander combed the floor with a grin.



“I always knew you had it in you.  That is when you apply yourself properly to your studies.”



Aerander had always been a mixed bag for a student.  He loved to read, but when the material got heady he tended to give up.  Alatheon always pushed him with his philosophy lessons.  There were times that Aerander wished that Alatheon would just leave him alone.  But Alatheon’s enthusiasm for the subject was unflappable, and there was quite a reward in bringing out a word of praise from his perennially sober tutor.    
Aerander glanced at Alatheon’s white face.  He still had a piddling growth of whiskers on his upper lip and chin.  Aerander smirked at the notion that after five years, the measly beard was all that his twiggy body could produce.  


“Are you still teaching?” Aerander asked.



“Gratefully yes,” Alatheon said.  “I have some students in the city.  Merchant’s sons.  Nothing so prestigious as working in the palace service, but it gives me a few galleons a week so that I earn my keep around here.  We are fourteen of us now with my brothers and sisters’ sons and daughters.”


Aerander’s eyes widened.  



“The young ones have gone with their granddad and fathers to watch the games at the Hippodrome, except for Deucalion here who’s taken up the habits of our local alley cats.  He’s in bed until Moonrise then up all night on sentry assignment at the Lighthouse.  But all in all, you’ve caught us at low vacancy.”



It was hard to imagine the room more crowded than it was presently, and Aerander noticed that Alatheon’s youngest sister was pregnant.  He looked away thinking that to stare at the girl might seem rude.  Alatheon stepped over to hearth to hurry his mother along with the tea.  He returned with two steamy mugs.  Pyrrah sipped hers timidly.


“Has Punamun finally gotten a full night’s rest?” Alatheon said with a grin.



Aerander snickered.



There was a lull.  Alatheon watched Aerander curiously.

“You shall really have to tell me what has brought you here, Aerander.”  



“I need your advice about astronomy.” 



Alatheon’s eyes narrowed.  Aerander’s gaze flitted around the room.



“Let’s talk outside,” Alatheon suggested.  “I can show you the family pride:  father’s great tilting tower.”



Aerander followed Alatheon through the house.  Pyrrah looked content to visit with Kukulcan.  


The house had a rear space that had once been used as a grinding room.  It still had a round, flat stone in its center, but it had been filled with cots for the family’s overflowing members.  Alatheon led Aerander outside to a tiny lot behind the house.  It was littered with clumps of clay-filled mud.  Alatheon walked over to the edge of the rickety silo.



“We cleared it out last autumn so that my older sister and her husband could use it as living quarters for their family.  So what’s this astronomy business?  I should think you’d have a troupe of scholars at your disposal at the palace.”


Aerander explained.  “The other night, I noticed a star in the sky by the Pleiade cluster.  I think it was the Seventh Sister.”



Alatheon pivoted around thoughtfully.  “You would not be the first to claim to have seen the Seventh Pleiade star, but it is rare.  My own astronomy teacher told me that he spotted it many years ago.”



“You told me that if I see her star and speak her secret, she’ll come back to life.  Have you any idea what the secret is?” 



There was a pause.  Alatheon tilted his head, like when he was about to share something off the path of his routine lessons.  “I suppose I shouldn’t have to worry now that I am no longer in your father’s employ.”  He drew up beside Aerander.  


“Before the time of your grandfather, the Lost Sister legend was something of a sensation.  One of my former tutors told me that in Mauritania there was a cult of unmarried women who would hold nightly vigils in the countryside praying for the girl to return.  They believed that she possessed special powers and would help them find husbands if they recited her secret.”
Aerander was bursting to tell Alatheon about his buzzing amulet and the vision he had seen while staring at the star.  But Alatheon was still talking.  Aerander felt like a child again, waiting politely for his instructor to finish speaking.

“Colorful stories proliferated about the lost girl.  Some said that she defied her father’s commandment that all of his daughters remain virgins.  Atlas punished her by turning her son into a wolf that ate her.  Another story explained that a witch cursed Atlas for having insulted her, and his last daughter was still-born.  The baby girl’s eldest sister Alcyone clung on to her so tightly in her grief that she absorbed her, and that is why she shines the brightest in the sky.  Another claim was that the seventh girl was Atlas wife Pleione’s illegitimate daughter, and the Emperor had her killed in a jealous rage.  With all of these wondrous lights above us, it’s hard not to believe that there’s some fantastic story behind their appearance.  Like yourself, I spent many nights in my youth staring at the sky.”


“But which story is true?”


“Really I cannot say that I have much of an opinion on that, Aerander.”  



Aerander drew back confused.  Alatheon put a hand on his shoulder.  “Do you recall our old literary chats?”

Aerander nodded.

“I used to tell you:  ‘Heed the storyteller before you heed the story.’  In truth, that is an expression that I borrowed from my Headmaster.  He was a good friend of your mother’s and was the one who recommended me for your tutoring after your mother’s passing.  He always strived to teach his students to listen with a critical ear, and I tried to impart the same wisdom to you, though I fear that strategy did not sit well with your father.  I should expect that you have reached an age when you can appreciate looking at things from different sides.  I found it curious that you chose that old poem by Priest Weremat for the championship recital.  Why is it that you selected that poem?”

Aerander screwed up his face.  “The snout-nosed beast?  I guess because it was different.  And kind of gruesome and dark.  Not like all those boring odes by Dithydoros.”

“Yes.  Priest Weremat was good for thrilling tales.  But you might not have known that he was a close associate of Poseidon in the Great Emperor’s time.  Weremat was kind of a mysterious character.  His writings were not overtly patriotic, but he managed to become one of the Emperor’s most effective propagandists.  Some believe that he had a wry streak and inserted into his poems some of his more candid observations about the Great Emperor and his family through coded words and phrases.  But in the end, he was an immensely powerful agent for the promotion of Poseidon’s dynasty.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Well what do you think Weremat was trying to convey in the poem that you read?”

“The importance of family bonds and protecting one’s home?”

“All that is true, but consider the time when it was written.  Atlantis was expanding into an empire.  Emperor Poseidon needed to justify his campaign against the natives in Azilia.  By turning them into ‘snout-nosed beasts,’ Weremat provided a righteous cause for the invasion of the continent.  His tale was about the moral superiority of the Atlanteans.  It was meant to rally his countrymen around the conquest of the backward barbarians.”

Aerander looked askance, suddenly fidgety.

“Is there anything inherently better about one man versus another?” Alatheon went on.  “According to the great fabulist Dithydoros, all men once lived together on one continent, but Poseidon split it off into five countries, reserving the choice territory for the Atlanteans and sending away the Lemurians, Lost Pangeans, Azilians and Tamananians to the frozen wastelands.  But before they were conquered by the Atlanteans, the Lemurians believed that there were only three races of men:  those that live on the earth, those that live above the earth, and those that live beneath the earth.  Then there are the Pangean mystics who say that we are all descendants of an aboriginal Root Race that was once perfect but since splintered off into twelve different tribes doomed to struggle against each other.   Someday, the twelve factions shall reunite and an era of peace shall return, they say.  Which story are we to believe?”
“What does this have to do with the Seventh Pleiade?” Aerander pressed.
“What I am trying to say is that a legend is nothing more than a popular point of view at a particular moment in time.  In this case, the Lost Sister myth serves to remind children to obey their parents.  Or for men to be wary of immodesty.  Or for women to be faithful in marriage.  One could wonder then whether it was necessary that the Seventh Pleiade existed at all.  She was just an allegory to reinforce social control.  The story fell out of favor when your grandfather was Consul since he preferred a more idealistic interpretation of Atlantis’ Founding Age.  The notion of a banished daughter suggests a darker side to the Great Atlas, who can only be thought of as flawless for the purposes of nationalism.”



Aerander eased away from him.  Alatheon, meanwhile, continued with his musings.



“My Headmaster was fond of saying:  ‘Trust nothing that you cannot sense with your own eyes, ears, nose, tongue, or hand.’  So when we look up at the night sky, what do we see?  A beautiful martyred girl or a valiant hero?  What we see is specks of light:  little orbs that rotate around us if we trace their path over the course of nights.  It is as though our world is a giant hot air balloon tilting on an axis and giving view to all parts of a realm outside our reach.  If we could lift ourselves high enough, we might very well be able to travel there some day.”



Alatheon gazed heavenward.  Aerander’s eyes followed.  There was anything to see.  It was only late afternoon, and the sky was an endless sheet of clouds.  


“Then what did I see the other night?” Aerander said.


“One of the any thousand of heavenly phenomena,” Alatheon said.  “A shooting star.  A beam of moonlight refracted through the misty sky…”

“It wasn’t like that.  The star I saw wasn’t moving, and it wasn’t just the reflection of the moon.”

“I’m just saying what would be a logical explanation…”

Aerander huffed.

“We have to judge things based on what we know,” Alatheon said.  “Our five senses are all that we can rely on.  But if you are so certain that what you saw was real, prove me wrong.  Pay a visit to the Palace Library.  Many of the true scholarly works were removed by your grandfather, but maybe you can find some old astronomy texts hidden away.  You might discover that there were other sightings of the Seventh Pleiade.”

Alatheon cracked a grin. “Maybe she has made herself visible so that a young man shall discover her true story and amend her erasure from history.  Or perhaps she has come to watch the Registration games.”

Aerander chafed.  He was hoping to find a simple explanation for the Pleiade star, not another homework assignment.  And what about the star burning so bright last night that it took up the entire sky?  But while Aerander was caught up with the thought, Alatheon toddled over to the other side of the yard.  There was a steady clop of armored men coming from the street.  Aerander turned his head.  A troupe of sentinels.  They must’ve been out patrolling for the Law of One.
The group passed by.  Alatheon rejoined Aerander by the side of the silo.  His expression darkened.

“As for me, I’ve lost my romantic sensibility.  Children are born to families who lack the means to support them.  Wars are waged so that a few wealthy men can benefit.  A miller loses his livelihood because the city builds a great big factory where they can work men harder and pay them less money for the labor.  The movements of the stars hardly bear much consequence on such matters.”


Aerander looked at Alatheon funny.  “You sound like that crazy cult that’s they’re trying to track down.”



“There are worse things to be accused of.”



“They’re killing boys in town!”


“Yes.  We’ve all heard the news from your father’s herald.  A convenient coincidence isn’t it?  A wave of unexplained deaths, some townspeople start clamoring for political participation and suddenly it turns out that they’re a bunch of criminals.  I’ve also heard that the priests are sermonizing about the Law of One being responsible for the week’s earthquakes and storms.”


Aerander’s insides burned.  “I heard the Law of One murdered my mother.”



Alatheon raised an eyebrow.  “And how do you figure that?”



“They forced her to spy for them and then had her assassinated when she wouldn’t tell them what she’d learned.”



 “I see.  Very clever, these peasant rebels.  They even managed to infiltrate the Citadel.”



Aerander glared at him.  “Why are you defending them so much?”



“Because everyone knows that they’re a peaceful organization.” 


“If they’re so peaceful, then why are they trying to stop the Registration?”


They stood a half dozen paces apart.  Aerander stared at Alatheon.  Alatheon, momentarily stymied, recovered dryly.  “I suppose that some would say that it perpetuates a decidedly exploitative system of governance.”



Aerander scoffed.  “What have the royal Houses ever done anything to exploit the people in the city?”



Alatheon heaved his head back.  “Look around you, Aerander.  We do not all live in a hilltop palace with an army of indentured servants to wipe our noses.”



It occurred to Aerander for the first time just how many years had passed since Alatheon had come by to teach him lessons under a shade tree in the family atrium.  Alatheon’s face was flushed, his brow was sweating, and he was tottering a bit.  His lame leg had never before looked so strange and fragile.  He ambled toward Aerander with a placating grin.


“But I’ve insulted my guest.  Might I suggest a different subject?”

“No.  I’d like to hear more about the terrible injustices the peasants suffer at the hands of my family while we pay their wages and keep the criminals from looting their homes.”


“Or maybe you’d like to know more about your mother.”

Aerander froze up.  


 “Sibyllia was seventeen years old when she petitioned the Governors’ Council to speak at their annual conference.  She asked them for a share of tithes to create an academy where peasant boys could learn to read and write and earn a living as educators.  She was the first woman to be granted an audience with the Governors’ Council.


“When Sibyllia was eighteen, she led a campaign to help veterans’ widows.  She saw the plight of peasant women left destitute after their husbands never returned from the Pelasgian war, and she convinced noblewomen across the city to turn away their husbands and dress in shrouds until the Citadel treasury issued pensions for the fallen soldiers’ wives.



“At nineteen, after you were born, she took on the cause of a group of indentured workers when a wealthy mine owner refused to release them from their labor and pay their pensions.  She got the men their freedom and their salaries and helped establish of a Mine Worker’s Commission to promote fair labor standards.”



“How do you know all this?” Aerander asked.



“From the Headmaster of the academy that your mother founded.  I was too young to know her, but Sibyllia visited our school frequently.  The Headmaster always talked about how she bravely stood up to her kind for the benefit of us commoners.”



“Was she part of the Law of One?”



“Your mother might have been sympathetic to their cause, but she would never have been part of such an organization.  Her views were too divergent.  Sibyllia thought that she could work within the palace establishment to redress the kingdom’s inequities.  The Law of One is interested in a much greater social transformation.”


“But they could have used her.  Or tried to get information out of her to use against the Governors.”
Alatheon shook his head.  “The Law of One doesn’t work through spying and intimidation.  That’s the legacy of ten centuries of dynastic rule.  There are some who are committed to a righteous path of social progress.  Even at the risk of being slandered as criminals.”

Aerander searched Alatheon’s face.  “Why should I believe you?” 

Alatheon massaged his scanty-haired chin.  “Believe me, or believe those people who have brought you snout-nosed beasts, men who can split open the earth, and virgin girls trapped up in magical curses.  I for one put my faith in men not gods.  But you are old enough to make your own choices about who you should believe.  If I have taught you well, I would expect that you would question me.  Why believe anyone?  That is what our greatest philosophers have asked us, isn’t it?”

Aerander was not in the mood for an epistemological discussion.  There were too many things to think about, and he felt like punching his fist into a wall.  He turned and headed to the back door of the house.
“Aerander!” 
He kept moving.

“Did you ever consider that there might have been someone else who meant to harm your mother?”

Aerander stormed back into the house and walked over to Pyrrah.

“Let’s go.”

Pyrrah scanned his face helplessly, but in a moment Aerander was charging toward the front door.  Pyrrah passed a regretful shrug to Alatheon’s mother and followed Aerander from the house.
PART THREE

Day Seven 

 Dirging

Aerander stirred groggily from his bed.  What time was it? he wondered.  There was a trail of torchlight from his bedchamber landing, but the outside balcony was boarded up and the lamps in the room had all been turned down.  It felt as though he had been sleeping for many hours.  The days’ events returned to Aerander hazily.  He had returned to the palace after visiting Alatheon, walked Pyrrah to her family’s guest apartment, and laid down in his bed for just a nap.  He must have slept into the night.  Aerander heard Punamun’s hacking snore through the dim light.  Had he missed dinner?  He wondered why no one had woken him up.  
Aerander tossed off his covers and stepped out to the eaved landing along the upper tier of his father’s megaron.  The air was thick and gusty.  Below, there was a faint glow from the lanterns in the atrium gallery, and, across the way, there was no light coming from his stepmother’s side of the estate.  Beyond his family’s compound, the courtyard and the west side of the palace were dark.  They must have cancelled the feast due to the storm.  

Aerander dragged back into his bedchamber.  He noticed a platter with a lamb shank and a lump of boiled bulgur sitting on a calcite table at the foot of his bed.  Thessala must have left it for him.  Aerander walked over to the food and helped himself to the meat.  It was cold.  But it tasted good, and there was a goblet of wine to wash it down.  Aerander chose to drink some barley water from a decanter, however.  After last night, he was not sure if he would ever drink wine again.

Once Aerander finished the food, he looked around his darkened room glumly.  What to do now that he was wide awake?  He could rouse Punamun to turn up the oil lamps in the room, but that seemed like an odd thing to do at the late hour.  How strange to be utterly out of sync with the world.  The games had finished long ago.  Aerander wondered who had won the second boxing match and the horse race.  There was no way for him to find out until the morning.  
Aerander sat down on his bed with his wax tablet, but it was too dim to draw anything.  His hand kept dragging the stylus in circles.  Alatheon had been so sure that the Law of One was non-violent, but someone was killing boys of registering age.  It wasn’t fair that he and his family should be hated so much by a group of townspeople who didn’t even know them.  If Aunt Ornithena had been wrong about his mother being involved with the Law of One, that still left someone responsible for her murder.  Aerander flashed back to his dream about Thessala at the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  Someone didn’t want her snooping there.  Aerander’s leg bounced.  He eyed the doorway to his bedchamber landing.  Could he pull off a late night escape from the compound again?  If he made it down to the Citadel grounds, he could go back to the ancient shrine and try to figure out what his mother had seen.  Maybe she had also found the bundled corpses and the red, glowing well and there were more clues to make sense of it.  Aerander went over to his wardrobe to retrieve a cloak.


Muted noises carried from the landing.  Aerander stopped.  A voice - the House Porter?  Then footsteps - his father’s domineering walk.  Aerander stepped lightly to his curtained door.  



With a gasping snort, Punamun shook awake.  He looked at the bed and then the door.  Punamun stared at Aerander peeling back the curtain, and he started making wary garbled noises.  



Aerander put a finger to his mouth.  He peeked outside.  The landing was empty.  The Porter and his father must have descended to the living quarters to receive a guest.  It was awfully late for someone to be coming by the compound.  Aerander decided to get closer to hear what was going on.
Punamun shook his head pleadingly.


“I’ll only be gone a moment,” Aerander whispered.

Punamun eyed Aerander helplessly.  Aerander stepped out of his bedchamber and made his way down the stairways with well-calculated steps.



The atrium gallery was deserted except for its rows of spiky potted dracaena trees.  If his father had been called down for a visitor, they would be meeting in the front room salon.  Aerander crept down to the room.  He could hear his father’s voice.  Aerander drew back a tiny portion of the curtain at the door.  


Pylartes’ broad back was the first thing that Aerander saw.  He was draped in a long mantle, and his wiry hair was tossed from sleep.  Pylartes was facing someone, but Aerander couldn’t see the other person from his position.  
Aerander moved to the other side of the doorway and pulled back a fold of the curtain.  He caught a glimpse of a shiny head with twin tufts of motley braids.  Aerander doubled back into the hallway.   
Zazamoukh must’ve come to tell his father about seeing him outside the palace the other night.  Aerander thought about running back to his room and pretending to be asleep.  But he drew a breath and carefully positioned himself by the doorway to listen.  At least he could gain some advantage over the priest’s story if his father confronted him.



“I pray this late visit does not disturb you terribly, your Eminence.”


“I trust that you bring very important news for I was sleeping quite restfully.” 
Pylartes sounded irritated and for once Aerander was grateful for it.  Maybe his father would dismiss the priest outright.  Aerander listened to the conversation intently.


“I beg your mercy for my intrusion.  It is only that I have come upon a troubling development within the Governors’ Council.”


“Could this not have waited until the morning?”


“I fear not, your Eminence.  As the storm has kept the palace guests sequestered to their apartments, there has been much time for the governors to pass around idle talk, which, like a stagnant pool, steeps into a poisonous drink.”



Pylartes breathed out heavily.  “Hesperus.”



“Yes.  I have an underling priest whose nephew is in the House of Gadir’s employ, and he reports to us that our gray-haired governor continues to grouse over the Registration’s final ceremony.  He’s held meetings with other governors:  his allies Spinther and Amphigoron and lately Governor Ephegene from Autochthonus.  I do not have to tell you that this is a grave matter.  As I have shared with the Council, the ancestors’ instructions for the ceremony are quite clear.”



“Why would Hesperus be fighting the issue?”



“Petty politics, your Eminence.  Amphigoron still stews over the Council’s decision on his son’s attacker.  By withholding his grandson’s participation in the ceremony, Hesperus shows off his mettle to his friends.  If he can convince others to join him, he’ll force a stand-off in the Council, thereby embarrassing you.”



“Seems awful reckless given what’s at stake.”


“Indeed.  Not all the governors have the prudence of your Majesty.  That is why I have come to you with this urgent appeal.  Speak to your colleagues.  If my spiritual counsel cannot persuade them, your leadership must.  The future of the kingdom depends on the Council coming together.”



Pylartes sighed.  “Ah...well then...good counsel Zazamoukh.  I’ll convene the governors in the statehouse in the morning.”



Aerander fixed to scurry down the hall, chalking up the conversation to some dull political matter.  But then he heard the old priest’s voice again.  



“If I could try your patience for one more moment, there is another matter.”


“What is it?” 



“There’s a rumor that bandits were seen stalking in the Citadel wood a few night’s past.” 
Aerander’s chest tightened.


“I’ve no report from my sentinels.  There’s been no looting in the Citadel for many months,” Pylartes said.



“Yes, well, who knows the intentions of these intruders?” Zazamoukh said.  “I have never been one to put much faith in the gossip that flies around the city streets.  But the other night, the evening of the wrestling competition, I happened to be walking the canal path back to the monastery after visiting peasant families for Registration blessings.  I could swear that I saw two figures down by the Citadel escarpment.  I thought little of it at the time.  It might have been some servants gathering up water from the channel.  But what a strange hour for performing the chore!  And this combined with the rumors in town does breed worry.  Particularly with the Law of One stirred up by the losses of their key operatives.”



“I’ll speak to the Captain of the Citadel Guard.  We’ll have greater surveillance of the palace grounds.  Now if that is all...” 


“Your Eminence, I am indebted to you for your indulgence.”



Aerander could picture Zazamoukh making a fawning bow.  He turned to hurry back to his room once again.  But then he heard his name.  


“Has Good Prince Aerander taken to his bed?”



“Of course.”


“It was just that I was hoping to offer him my special benedictions for the rowing competition.”


“I shall convey them to my son in the morning.”



Zazamoukh hesitated.  “What a shame!  For such an important contest, I am certain that it would please the ancestors immensely if we were to make our prayers together.  It is a service that I have been requested to bestow on some of the other governors’ sons.  With the race so closely contested, an appeal to our divine guardians could only help Prince Aerander’s chances.”



“The hour is late, and my son needs his rest.  I’ll send him to the Sanctuary to make his prayers at Kindling.”



“As you wish, your Eminence.”



This time Aerander did not dally to determine if they were really leaving.  He moved quickly down the gallery to avoid running into his father leaving the room.  But he froze midway with a frightening thought.

Calyiches!

Aerander ducked into the oil larder off the hall and listened at the door as his father passed by on his way back to the stairways to his megaron.  Then Aerander flew back down the gallery, through the anteroom and past the baffled House Guards at the portico.
***
There were two ways to get to the House of Mneseus’ apartment from his family’s compound, and Aerander chose the less familiar path.  It was longer, but he could not risk meeting Priest Zazamoukh in the Upper Tier Colonnade.  After descending from his family’s compound, Aerander found the flight of stairs that led to the back hallways of the estate.
Aerander had no doubt that Zazamoukh intended him some harm.  The image of the lifeless hand protruding from the sack stuck in his head.  If Zazamoukh had come by looking for him, he would go after Calyiches as well.  Aerander prayed that the priest had stopped by his own apartment first.



Aerander cut a circuitous route through the servants’ path – a network of alleys and stairwells carved around the palace apartments so that the guest did not have to be disturbed by the workings of the domestic staff.  He sidestepped porters carrying steaming buckets of water.  From what he could gather, there was no hot water running through the palace pipes.  The furnace in the cellar must have flooded from the storm.    
When he reached the west side of the building, Aerander descended a stairwell to the terrace around the Grand Pavilion.  It was raining hard, and a great shard of lightning cracked down in the courtyard below.  The dining hall was boarded up and deserted.  Aerander sped along with his head tucked and face gritted mightily.  In his rush, he had no time to think over all that he had heard.



Aerander counted the giant horse head balusters on the terrace railing as he raced along:  one...two...three...four, and then he darted up a stairway to the Upper Tier Colonnade.  At the top, he gushed with breaths.  He gazed down the dim, boundless corridor.  There was no sign of Zazamoukh.  Aerander jogged up the path to the portico of the House of Mneseus’ apartment.

“I have to see Calyiches,” Aerander panted out to the House Guard.

The man eyed him skeptically.  There was no time to explain.  Aerander breezed past the guard.  But once inside the anteroom, he was met by the same harried Porter from the other night.    

“Master Aerander, please!”
Aerander sidestepped the servant and continued into the apartment gallery.  He found Calyiches’ room and burst inside.  Aerander stumbled through the dark room toward the bed.  
“Calyiches!”

Calyiches jerked awake and squinted in confusion.  Only then was Aerander seized by the faintest sense of self-doubt.  Calyiches shrugged his nose, and, for a moment, he smiled.  Then his face turned hard.
“What?”

The Porter burst into the room with a lantern, and he had summoned two guards.  He pointed to Aerander, and the guards stalked toward him in their clinking chain mail outfits.  Aerander backed into the corner of the room.  Calyiches waved the guards away.  “It’s all right.”

“Are you sure Master Calyiches?” the Porter said.

Calyiches eyed Aerander moodily.  “Yes.  This’ll only take a moment.”

The three men stepped from the room.  Left alone with his friend, Aerander was not sure that he was in any less danger than before.
Calyiches sat up in his bed.  “What is it with you?  It’s the middle of the night!”

“I had to warn you.  It’s Zazamoukh.  He’s after us!”

Calyiches screwed up his face.  “Couldn’t we have spoken about this in the morning?”

“I don’t know.  Could we?”

“So you’ve come to spar again, have you?” 
“I came to save you.  Now I can see it was a waste of my time.”
It was strange how things could turn out so differently than he had imagined.  Aerander had rushed through the palace thinking that Calyiches would welcome him, maybe even show some gratitude.  But there was nothing but disgust on Calyiches’ face, and it suddenly felt like everything in the room was dead.  Aerander turned to walk out.

“You can’t just barge in here anytime you like!” Calyiches called after him.

“What do you expect me to do?  Leave you here so the priest can put his gritty hands around your throat?!”
Calyiches stared at him.  He looked worried for a moment, but he shook it off with a scoffing grin.  “What’re you talking about?”

“He came by to meet with my father!  He wanted to get into my room.  He told my father to have more guards patrolling the Citadel, but he didn’t tell him that he saw us out the other night because he wants to take care of us by himself.  Just like the corpse that he was carrying!”

Calyiches looked suddenly sober.  He gestured to his valet to light an oil lamp at the side of his bed, and he waved Aerander over.  Aerander told him about eavesdropping on Zazamoukh’s conversation with his father and all the stories about boys dying in town.  They sat at the head of the bed trying to sort everything out.
“But your father’s herald announced that it’s the Law of One behind the murders,” Calyiches said.  

“It has to be Zazamoukh.  I thought at first that he might be in league with the Law of One, but it doesn’t make sense.  He wanted my father to be suspicious of the peasant group so that he’d have better surveillance of the Citadel.  Plus, I found out a little something about the Law of One.”

Aerander told Calyiches about visiting Alatheon.  It was hard to admit, but after hearing Zazamoukh play up how dangerous the cult was, Aerander had to agree that branding them as murderers was fishy.  Besides, they had never fought back all the times that the sentinels broke up their protests. 
“But how would an old man like Zazamoukh be able to kill so many people?” Calyiches asked.
Aerander shrugged.

“When you think about it, we don’t have any proof that he murdered anybody,” Calyiches said.  “Maybe he’s just gathering the bodies once they’re dead.”

“Oh that’s all?!”

“I’m just saying that maybe there’s another explanation for what we saw.  The priests do have strange rituals...”

“Like stealing dead bodies from the Necropolis and wrapping them up beneath the earth?!” 

“I don’t know, Aerander.  But what are we supposed to do?  We can’t tell our fathers about this.  Then they’d know that we snuck out of the palace the other night.”  

Aerander nodded.  If he told his father, it would be his word against Zazamoukh’s, and he could bet who his father would believe.  They needed to find some proof of Zazamoukh’s involvement.  
“What about the families of the boys who were killed?” Aerander said.  “They should know that their sons are being taken to that underground vault.  Gryllus was the name of one of them.  He’s a pawnbroker in town.  Maybe he knows something more about his son’s death.”
Calyiches eyed Aerander approvingly. 

Aerander remembered the dream about his mother at the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon in his dream.  He blurted it all out:  the buzzing amulet, the unlocked memories, and everything that Aunt Ornithena and Alatheon had told him about his mother.  Only Calyiches would have believed him.  Somehow they had gotten back to the same place where they had been before their fight.   
“My mother saw something, and it got her killed.  In the dream, there were four men at the temple performing some kind of offering.  I just wish I could find out what happened to her.”
“How does that amulet work?  Is there some way you can pull out more of the memories?”

Aerander took out the necklace and stared at the fishbone pendant.  “I dunno.  It just happens.  I can’t tell when it’s going to start buzzing.  I have to wait.”
“We could go back to your Aunt Ornithena and ask her if she knows anything else about what your mother found out.”

Aerander shook his head.  “I don’t think she’ll talk.  She’s bought into the whole story about the Law of One...”

Aerander seized on a thought.  “But she did mention my Aunt Guercia.  She was there as well the night before my mother died.  When she said that she was going to reveal a secret.”

“Then we have to find her.”

Aerander fretted.  “I haven’t seen her in an age.  I don’t even know where she lives.”

Calyiches tapped Aerander’s side.  “The House Catalogues.  We’ll find her there.”

Aerander looked at him askew.

“The palace library has a catalogue for each of the royal houses.  They list every member of the families, their marriages, and their canton of residence.”

“Let’s go there then!”
Aerander climbed down from the bed.  He heard some voices coming from the gallery.  Aerander and Calyiches eyed each other in silence.    

The Porter greeted someone.  Aerander stepped quietly to the curtained door.  He heard a cloying voice.  
“It’s Zazamoukh,” Aerander whispered.  “What if he wakes your father?”

“He won’t.  Father takes a sleeping draught to calm his nerves ever since Oleon was expelled.”

They listened at the door.

“Ah...but what a shame that Governor Kondrian has taken to his bed.  I wanted to bid my benedictions to Good Master Calyiches before the boat race...”
Aerander passed Calyiches a knowing look.  Then he heard the rustling of a curtain from down the gallery.
“Master Oleon!  So sorry to disturb you from your sleep.” 

“I shall receive your benedictions, priest.  After all, I am the first-born son of the House of Mneseus.”

They listened as the priest passed by the door to Oleon’s chamber.

“It shall be my pleasure.  I shall gladly give blessings to each boy in the household.”
Aerander flitted with nerves.  If Zazamoukh caught him in Calyiches’ room, he was certain to tell his father.

“We have to get out of here.”

Calyiches gestured to his valet to fetch a pair of cloaks.  Aerander had made his late night trip in just his sleeping tunic.  They listened to the priest passing by the room, and then they slipped into the gallery.   
In the anteroom, they met the House Porter.

“I’m walking my friend back to his apartment,” Calyiches said.
“Priest Zazamoukh stopped by to sit with you for your prayers.”

“Give him my regrets.”

The two boys walked out of the apartment.  The House Porter let out an exasperated sigh.    
***


Aerander and Calyiches hurried down the Upper Tier Colonnade and found a darkened stairwell to the ground floor.  Between the late hour and the teeming rain, the palace’s columned passageways were bare.  The two boys skulked along the corridor to the south end of the estate where the public galleries and antechambers were located.  They found the threshold to the Palace Library and stepped past its two great pillars crowned with gruesome falcon heads.  

In stories from the Founding Age, the man-eating birds had been protectors of an Amazon shrine.  But after the Great Atlas’ defeat of Queen Merina and her warrior women, he installed the birds to watch over the kingdom’s store of knowledge.  Aerander flashed back to the aegis in Aunt Ornithena’s apartment.  He still puzzled over the notion of women wanting to depict the look of men.  

The library was furnished with many standing lamps and chandeliers, all turned down low for the night.  The walls were stacked with boxy shelves each neatly stuffed with scrolls in cylindrical leather casings.   There was a second tier lined by a rectangular balcony with a wrought iron rail.  Many columns filled the space, and they were painted with leafy blooms at their capitals to give visitors the impression of walking through a tropical garden.  


Aerander followed Calyiches along the mosaic tiled floor.  He liked visiting the place, but in the dim light with so many shadowy corners, it was creepy.  Calyiches led him to a far wall where there were ten daises each topped with thick, well-worn tomes.  They were the genealogy catalogues – one for each of the ten descendants of Poseidon.  Calyiches found the Catalogue of Atlas in the center.  


“What was your mother’s father’s name?” he asked.



“Um...Lacrapes.”



“That’s funny.  Sounds like he was named after a turd!”



Aerander made a bleary face.



“Do you know the name of your mother’s grandfather on her father’s side?”



Aerander searched his head.  “No idea.  I told you, we lost touch with them.”


“Then this’ll take a little longer.”  Calyiches leaned over the book and flipped through the pages.  “Bring over that torch there.”



Aerander retrieved a torch from a standing brass fixture behind the dais.  He reached to light it in the flame of one of the standing lamps.  He brought the torch over and held it above the book.



“Much better,” Calyiches said.



Aerander eyed one of the yellowed parchment pages.  It was filled with tight scripted columns fanning out like a half moon and funny symbols in a genealogical lexicon.  It was too abstruse for Aerander to decipher.  Calyiches worked his way from the back of the book forward and came to a page where his finger settled on an entry.    



“Lacrapes.  Is that him?”



Aerander looked.  “Guess so.”



“Thirteen children.  He was a busy bugger wasn’t he?”



“Guercia was in the middle, right before my mother.”



Calyiches scanned the page.  “Says that she settled in Meropis.”



“That’s all the way on the north end of the Island,” Aerander said, a bit too loud.  “But maybe she came down for the Registration.”



Calyiches shushed him.  “That’d be a trick.”  He tapped his finger on the page.



Aerander squinted.  There was a little hatch mark pattern next to Guercia’s name.



“What does that mean?  Divorced?”



“Means deceased.”



Aerander stared at Calyiches strangely.  “How do you know so much about this stuff?”



“Genealogy is part of our lessons back in Lemuria.  Figures you House of Atlas stiffs wouldn’t know about it.  Even though it is sitting right under your beds.”



They exchanged a scowl. 



“Now we’ll never find her,” Aerander sighed.  “Nor anything about what my mother discovered.”


“Maybe we can convince your batty Aunt Ornithena to talk tomorrow,” Calyiches grinned.  “We have the day off before the boat race.”



Aerander wavered at the mention of the event, and Calyiches caught it.  He passed Aerander a wise look.



“I know you’re rowing with Perdikkas.  They announced the pairs at the end of the games today.  Dardy’s all in a lather.  He has to row with Mesokantes’ brother Tyranus.  He asked to team up with me, but his grandfather wouldn’t let him.  It’s all the governors’ stupid politics.  House of Gadir has to go with House of Azaes to show their support after Mesokantes’ injury forced him out of the competition.   Autochthonus and Elassippus have their first-borns rowing together since they traded engagements on Courtship Day.  And as for me, I’m stuck with Kaleidos from Amphisus who nobody else wanted.  My father said that we’re the longest shot in Governor Amphigoron’s pool.”



Aerander dropped his head, achy with self-recrimination.  But then a clever idea sprung up in his head.  “No you’re not.”



Calyiches watched Aerander curiously.



“We’ll row together like we said we would.” 


“How?”



Aerander smirked.  “Dardy and Tyranus.  All we have to do is switch partners.”



Calyiches’ nose twitched.



“Listen,” Aerander said.  “None of us are happy with the present arrangement.  Tyranus cannot want to compete with Dardy anymore than Dardy does since he knows that you two are friends.  All we have to do is convince the two of them to make the switch.  You with Tyranus, me with Dardy.”



“And how do we pull that off?”


“Easy really.  We’ll all be wearing masks,” Aerander said.  “There’s a costumed procession down to the docks just like the contests at the Hippodrome today.  We’ll meet before and exchange outfits.  We all match up pretty well.  I’m a nod taller than Dardy.  You’re a tick shorter than Tyranus.  But with everything going on at the parade, no one will notice.  Just remember to tie up your blond hair in a scarf behind your mask.”



“The Governors will have a fit!”


“So what?  It’s our competition, not theirs.  They tell us who to row with and place wagers on who they think will win.  But this’ll be our way of taking back the Registration.”


Calyiches eyed Aerander absurdly.


“C’mon, say you’ll do it.” 



Aerander watched Calyiches considering.



“All right.  I will.” 



They clasped hands.



“Talk to Dardy about it tomorrow,” Aerander said.  He thought about asking Calyiches to find out if Dardy was mad at him for getting engaged to Pyrrah, but Courtship Day didn’t seem like such a great subject to bring up again.  Instead, he said:  “I’ll handle Tyranus.  The H.A.G.’s love to gamble.  I’ll offer a bet on the race to sweeten the deal.”



“Good.  Now let’s get out of here.  There’ll be guards coming by on patrol any time now.”



Calyiches started toward the entrance, but Aerander lingered by the dais.


“As long as we’re here, let’s try a different book.  Alatheon suggested that I look up the Seventh Pleiade star in old astrology texts.”



Calyiches balked.  “You want to look that up now?”



Aerander began circulating the room with his torch.  “It was a very rare sighting that I made the other night.  Alatheon confirmed it even though he thinks that the Lost Sister was just a made up story to teach us to mind our morals.  But if I can find evidence of other sightings, I can prove him wrong.”



Calyiches huffed, but Aerander had already found a recessed area for ancient texts and started passing his torch over the titles.  He had no idea what he was looking for.  Alatheon had suggested that there would be no mention of Atlas’ lost daughter in the kingdom’s traditional lore, so his only clue was to pick out volumes that tended toward the exotic.    
He planted the torch in a sconce and turned to Calyiches.  “You take that shelf over there, and I’ll take this one.  Look for anything the least bit astrological or weird.”
Calyiches shrugged, and they set at the bookshelves.  There must have been over one hundred volumes with strange titles like Communing with the Spirits of the Dead and Incantations for Fortune and Misery.  They were volumes from the Old World mysticism, Aerander recognized, written many hundreds of years ago before the Reformation Era when the Governors’ Council established ancestor worship as Atlantis’ only sanctioned religion.  Aerander recalled from Alatheon’s lessons that his grandfather had ordered the library to be purged of many texts some years before Aerander was born.  But Glaukius must’ve held onto some of the old books as a curiosity.   The Palace Library was supposed to be the kingdom’s greatest collection of religious and scientific knowledge after all.    
Aerander thought that he had struck it rich when he came upon a collection of scrolls entitled Old World Astrology.   There were plenty of bizarre ceremonies described on the pages, including a section on a witch cult that drank the blood of newborn babies on the night of the quarter moon to preserve their youth.  But he could find no mention of the Seventh Pleiade star.    

Calyiches was paging through one of the old tomes with a screwy grin.

“Listen to this,” he said.  “The vain practice of rib-binding is an affront to the divinities.  Its practitioners shall suffer one of the worst methods of punishment in the spiritual afterlife:  asphyxiation by the cord.”  He made a gruesome face.

“What’s that?” Aerander asked.

Calyiches tossed over the scroll’s leather cover.

“The Writings of Evenor, the High Priest of Ogygia,” Aerander read.  

Ogygia was the name of Atlantis’ island before Poseidon became Emperor, Aerander remembered.  Evenor was the founder of the priesthood.  The volume must have been more than one thousand years old.

“This is pretty rich stuff,” Calyiches said.  He read another passage:  “Scarring one’s face with a pitchfork is a perfectly acceptable method for demonstrating one’s devotion to the gods, as long as the ritual is practiced correctly.  The instrument must be forged from pure mountain copper and the angle of the welt should be no less than ten degrees from vertical.  A horizontal gash is also undesirable.”

Calyiches snickered, but Aerander felt far less enthusiastic about the discovery.  Over an hour must have passed since they had started.  They had looked through at least a dozen titles and not come up with anything related to the Seventh Pleiade. 

“Quite a cheery guy, this Evenor,” Calyiches commented.

“Yes.  But it doesn’t tell us anything.”

Calyiches yawned.  “I’m getting tired.”

Aerander was as well, but he turned back to the stacks.  There had to be something in there.  He scanned the cubby holes and lingered over a curious title:  The Oracle of Halyrian:  Diviner of the Night Sky.  It was worth a shot.  Aerander unfurled the skinny volume and began reading.

“Let’s try this again tomorrow,” Calyiches said.

Aerander ignored him.  Through the corner of his eye he could see Calyiches nodding off against the wall.  Aerander focused on the pages on his lap. 
Like most of the ancient texts’ authors, Halyrian turned out to be another priest.  He had been disavowed by the Atlantean clerics for his unorthodox astrological ideas, and he had some cheeky observations about the religious establishment.  Setting off on his own, Halyrian started a priests’ settlement in Mauritania, and he gained notoriety for his claim to read the future by the position of heavenly bodies.  He wrote extensively about his clients:  governors’ wives, military generals, and wealthy squires, who all sought his counsel during troubled times.  Aerander gathered that the man had quite a high opinion of himself, and he tried to breeze through the many pages certifying the writer’s credentials.

He came to some passages about Hailryian’s predictions.  The priest had lists of every unusual occurrence in the sky that he had witnessed in his ninety-five years along with his far-fetched interpretations and some middling drawings along the pages’ borders by the book’s illuminator.  There were streaming comets that signaled warnings about the consumption of shellfish, cloudy swirls of light, which he professed boded poorly for childless couples attempting to conceive, and, worst of all, moonless nights – a premonition of brown-haired children suffocating in their sleep.  (If every thirty nights such disasters occurred, we should all be walking around with blond hair! Aerander scoffed).  He was about to close the book and wake up Calyiches to go, but then he noticed a reference to a star laying low in the sky beside the “six sisters.”  Aerander tapped his knee excitedly.

“I’ve found something!” 

Calyiches stirred awake.
But Aerander’s excitement quickly dimmed.  “There’s nothing more here.  It just goes into a section about the optimal nighttime conditions for the cleansing of livestock.”

Aerander rifled through the book’s pages.  

“Like your tutor said, they banned many of these old books,” Calyiches yawned.  “The other sections have probably been removed.” 

“Damn it all!” Aerander said.  “It felt like I was getting so close.”  He explained to Calyiches about Halyrian breaking off from the priesthood and claiming to read the future.
Calyiches straightened up in his seat.  “Then are we done for the night?   We’ve already made quite a mess of this place.”
Aerander gazed around the recess.  There were scrolls strewn all over the floor.  The two boys gathered them back into their leather holders and returned them to their shelves.  Halyrian’s infuriating treatise was the last one that Aerander stuffed back into its case.  He gave the leather cover one last look.  He noticed a tiny inscription sewn in blue thread below its title:  “Bequeathed to the House of Atlas Library from the Collection of Harmocydes.”
“Just one more task,” Aerander said.  “Look up Harmocydes in the House of Atlas Catalogue.”

“C’mon now!” 

Aerander faced Calyiches earnestly.  “Just check out some contemporaries of my grandfather.  It’s a hunch.”

Calyiches made an eye rolling protest, but he loped back to the central dais.  Aerander brought over the torch and held it by the platform while Calyiches rooted through the pages.  Aerander knew that they were pressing their luck spending so much time in the vacant library, but he was determined to find some answers that night.  He watched the library entrance for sentinels while Calyiches paged through the catalogue.  When he turned back to Aerander, Calyiches had his finger pointed on an entry.

“He’s dead.”

“Yes.  But who was he married to?”

Calyiches turned back to the book.  He looked up, spooked.

“Ornithena.”

Aerander smiled.  “My Aunt.”

“I still don’t understand why this is so important.”

“Ornithena said that her husband was a collector of antiquities, especially those concerning Mauritania.  The volume that I read must have been a copy because of all of the illustrations.  If he was true snob like my Aunt, Harmocydes would have held onto the original.  And if it’s valuable enough, like a banned book, she likely keeps it close at hand.”
“But you said Halyrian was disavowed from the Priesthood because of his barmy ideas.  What makes you think that you can trust what he had to say about anything?” 

“There must have been a reason that someone removed the pages from his book.  Even if Halyrian was a bit crazy, he might have stumbled onto the significance of the Pleiade star.  We have to find a way of getting to the original.”

Calyiches’ face turned wary as Aerander lit up with a clever smile.
“Do you feel like taking a trip to my Aunt’s apartment?”
Calyiches sighed.  “Might as well.  We’ve stayed up this long.  Lucky tomorrow we can sleep in.”



Aerander snuffed out the torch, and the two of them snuck out of the Library.
***


It was an unlikely time for paying someone a visit, let alone a guest as elderly as Ornithena.  But as the boys stepped down the palace’s northwest corridor toward her apartment, Aerander did his best to make himself look presentable.  He smoothed out the cloak that Calyiches had given him and shook out the dampness from his hair.  He and Calyiches kept their conversation to a minimum in order to avoid drawing attention to their travel, but Calyiches’ face showed growing intrigue as they neared their destination.  
Aerander strode up to the House Guard at the apartment threshold.  The man straightened his posture.  He must have recognized Aerander even though he wore a cloak with purple House of Mneseus embroidery.  The guard gave a low bow and waited to be addressed.

“I know that the hour is late, but we have some business with my Aunt.  Could you show us to her attendant?”

Calyiches cracked a grin.  It was a far more polite Aerander than Calyiches had seen breaking into his apartment.  The House Guard ushered the boys into the anteroom and went to retrieve Ornithena’s chambermaid.  Aerander and Calyiches stood quietly in the front room with its many floral wall hangings.

“This’ll be amusing,” Calyiches muttered.

Aerander’s eyes danced around the room.
The guard returned with the young, stringy-haired girl that Aerander had met the other day.  She looked startled.  Channeling a little of Governor Basilides’ charm, Aerander summoned a warm smile.

“We’re sorry to trouble your household so late at night.”

“Your Grace, my mistress has long ago gone to bed.”

“And I assure you that we have no intention of disturbing dear Aunty’s rest.”
The girl giggled.

“There is just a small favor that I require,” Aerander went on.  “The other night when I was visiting, Aunty mentioned some books in her husband’s collection that I was keen to have a look at.  She promised to lend them out, and it was rather stupid of me, but I forgot to take them before I left.  We registrants have a day of leisure tomorrow.  I should like to borrow them for reading in the afternoon.  It settles me to have a read before a tournament.”

The girl stared at him entirely entranced while Calyiches suppressed a gag. 
“Perhaps you could fetch them for me?  I am certain that Aunty would not mind.  Anything by an author named Halyrian.”

The girl looked down at her feet.  It hit Aerander that she probably could not read.

“If you bring me pen and parchment, I’ll show you what the name looks like.”

The chambermaid curtsied and went back to the interior of the apartment.  Alone in the chamber, Calyiches turned to Aerander with a smirk.  
“’It settles me to have a read before a tournament?’”
“Shut up,” Aerander said.

The girl came back with the writing utensils, and Aerander wrote down the name of the author.  

“Halyrian,” he repeated.

The chambermaid nodded and stepped back into the apartment with the paper.

As they waited, Aerander tried not to think about how late it was.  Calyiches was shifting in place like a wound up metronome.  He was only supposed to be walking Aerander back to his apartment.  Aerander drew a breath.
The girl broke through the anteroom curtain with a bound volume in her hands.

“This was all that I could find, your Grace.” 

Aerander inspected the book.  It had a worn and faded leather cover, but he could see that it was an original of the tome that he had seen in the library.

“This’ll suit me perfectly,” he said.

He took the book from the girl, and she curtsied.  Aerander flashed a grin.

“Please assure Aunty that the book shall be safely returned tomorrow.  Benedictions and good night.”

He turned and stepped from the room with Calyiches in tow.

They made their way back out to the northwest corridor.  Calyiches eyed Aerander uncertainly.  Aerander spotted a recessed area with a lit torch and hurried toward it.

“We cannot very well bring this back down to the library,” Aerander explained.  “Let’s have a look at it here.”

They settled in a corner well out of view from the main corridor.  The hallway was quiet, but Aerander knew that it would not be like that for long with night servants tarrying around on their chores and sentinels patrolling the building.  Aerander brought down the torch and handed it to Calyiches.  
“Hold it steady while I see what I can find.” 
He opened up the book.  It was difficult to penetrate with the author’s elaborate calligraphy and just a flickering torch for light.  What was more, it did not follow the order of the copy from the library, Aerander realized as he flipped through the pages.  The library’s edition must have been abridged (or censored, Aerander decided grimly), for there was far more text and many more of the priest’s self-serving musings about his encounters with important people from the kingdom.  In this version, the man claimed that King Atlas’ grandson Phaeracius had sought out his counsel.  That reference seemed to authenticate the priest’s merits a bit more, and it placed the writings some nine hundred years ago.  Aerander explained his findings to Calyiches though Calyiches did not look particularly encouraged.  

Aerander turned back to the book.  He was getting antsy trying to decipher Halyrian’s tight script, and he felt a sharp pain behind his eyes from the strain.  
“We can always try this again in the morning,” Calyiches suggested.

“No.”  

Aerander vowed to himself that he would get through the text even if it took him all night.  But Halyrian had something to say about just about everything, Aerander sighed as the skimmed the many pages of recollections from his funeral services, training of his apprentices, opinions about his parishioners, even long drawn out passages concerning his favored recipes from his monastery’s kitchen.  He took a chance and skipped some pages.   There were recordings of the priest’s private sessions with his clients divining their futures based on the alignment of heavenly bodies on the dates of their births.  Then there were pages and pages of moon-related omina.

“When the full moon appears on the eve of the first day, the crops shall flourish and the King shall have a long and peaceful reign,

“When the full moon appears on the eve of the second day, Poseidon is lazy, and sailed boats shall languish from the dearth of wind,

“When the full moon appears on the eve of the third day, the bakers shall find their bread unleavened and a wise King from the east plots his vengeance,
“When the full moon appears on the eve of the fourth day...”

Good grief! Aerander sighed.  A premonition for every day of the year!  The priest was comprehensive if not especially compelling.  Aerander moved along briskly.   

He came to a section entitled:  Celestial Esoterica and lit up hopefully.  It was the same the chapter from the library’s edition with all of Halyrian’s grand observations about unusual celestial occurrences.  The Seventh Pleiade had to be in there.  Aerander flipped the page and came upon a passage that had been underlined by some previous reader:

“Of all the astral phenomena, the Lost Sister, known also the Star of the Forsaken, remains the least understood.  She appears in the night sky in defiance of any of the natural celestial rhythms, verily as though summoned by an eleventh celestial House.  Some say that her appearance heralds the rise of the ones from below who, aided by Death’s Keeper, select unwary victims, to take into their fold.” 
Aerander’s eyes widened.  He re-read the passage out loud.  Calyiches stared at him, muddled.

“The Lost Sister.  The Star of the Forsaken,” Aerander said.  “He’s talking about the Seventh Pleiade!”

“What does he mean by eleventh celestial House?” Calyiches said.

“In ancient times, astrologers divided the night sky into ten houses, one for each of Poseidon’s sons.  But modern scientists figured out that it was easier to keep a lunar calendar with twelve houses so they added Poseidon and Cleito.”

Aerander shivered.  “What if Zazamoukh is the one Halyrian calls ‘Death’s Keeper’?”

“That book is hundreds of years old.  If the passage refers to Zazamoukh, how could he have lived that long?”

“Drinking the blood of newborn babies on the quarter moon, or something like that.”

Calyiches snorted.  “That’s really far fetched.”

 “The ‘ones from below’ – that’s what the Lemurians call the people who live under the ground.  The New Ones.  The one’s with snake heads.  Like I saw the other night.”
Calyiches had no answer for that.  Aerander turned back to the page invigorated.  There was nothing more about the Star of the Forsaken, but along the book’s margins there was a different scrawl like notations from a reader.
“Do you suppose these could be Harmocydes’ notes?” Aerander asked.

“Either him or your Aunt,” Calyiches said.
Aerander scoffed at the thought of fussy Ornithena poring over the mystical book.  When he looked back at the margin notes, he deciphered that they were dates.  There were five of them in the common style – each starting with a year named in relation to the Consul who had presided during that time, in this case, his grandfather Glaukius.  When Aerander looked at the months, they were all Atlantide – the present summer month named after Atlas.  He quickly put together that if the dates were in reference to the underlined passage, they could mean only one thing:  sightings of the Seventh Pleiade.  He rushed to explain his finding to Calyiches.
“It goes to show,” Aerander said.  “Since the Pleiade cluster is part of the House of Atlas, its stars are most visible in the late summertime.  But the Seventh Pleiade star just shows up when it wants to.  That’s what Halyrian meant by it being summoned by an Eleventh Celestial House.  My uncle must have been trying to ascertain some kind of pattern.”

Calyiches appeared suddenly on board.  “What’s the first date?” he asked.


“Glaukius, forty-ninth year, Atlantide, twenty-four.”



“And the next?” 
Aerander turned back to the page.  “Glaukius, fifty-third year, Atlantide, eighteen.”



“Four years apart,” Calyiches noted.  “Next?”     



“Glaukius, fifty-seventh year, Atlantide, twenty.  Another four years.”



“Next?”


“Glaukius, sixty-first year...then Glaukius, sixty-fifth…”



The boys eyed each other eerily.  



“Four year intervals.  Just like the Registration,” Aerander said.


Calyiches shook his head.  “This is too strange.”


“Maybe it’s like Alatheon told me:  the Seventh Pleiade has come to watch the Registration games!”



“That is what we stayed out all night to discover?”



Aerander regained his sense.  “How do we figure out if these dates coincide past Registrations?”


Calyiches shrugged.  “They only started some seventy years ago when your grandfather was Consul.  I’m sure there’s some book back at the library that lists the years of all the Registration games.”



Aerander cocked his head thoughtfully.



“But we’re not going back there tonight!” Calyiches added quickly.  He took the loose page from Aerander and folded it into a pocket of his cloak.  “We’ll check out these dates tomorrow.  Or maybe Dardy’ll know.  He knows everything about the Registration’s history.”



The boys shuddered at the sound of heavy steps coming toward them.  Someone was climbing the stair to the northwest corridor.  Calyiches snuffed out the torch in its fixture, and Aerander closed up Priest Halyrian’s book and held it to his chest.  The two stood motionless along the wall of the recess.  
Aerander’s heart thumped.  They had lost track of time.  His parents did not even know he had left his bedchamber.  
Aerander heard a man’s noisy chain mail skirt.  It must be a sentinel.  He was coming closer, and there was nowhere for them to go in their little nook.  Aerander looked to Calyiches, and a tacit knowledge passed between them:  they would wait for the man to pass by the recess and then sprint down the hallway in the other direction as fast as they could.



The only problem was that they could not see the guard from their cached position.  Aerander stood closest to the edge of the wall, and he leaned carefully around the corner to peek into the corridor.  It was a dusky scene with just flickers of light from the torch sconces along the wall.  Aerander listened closely to the sound of steady steps.  He slowly discerned the figure of a large man with a cape.  
Aerander ducked his head back into the recess.  The sentinel was maybe ten yards away.  If he stopped to inspect their spot, the two of them were doomed.  Aerander held his breath as the heavy steps grew louder and louder.  Then he caught a glimpse of the man passing by the alcove.  



“C’mon,” Aerander whispered.



The boys stepped from the recess and down the hallway on a direct line to the stairwells to the ground floor.  They were quick footed and did not stop until they had made it all the way down to the corner of palace courtyard.  Aerander’s apartment lay to the left and Calyiches’ to the right.



“Bloody exhilarating, right?” Calyiches said.


Aerander smirked beneath his perspiring brow.



Calyiches put an arm on his shoulder.  “See you tomorrow.”  He started down the hallway.



“Wait!” Aerander said.



Calyiches turned back with his nose atwitter.  Aerander pulled off his House of Atlas ring and held it out in front of him.  He angled his eyes off to the side.


“I wanted to say that I’m sorry and give you this to wear again.”



Calyiches hesitated.  “What about Pyrrah?”



“I told her everything.  She understands.  She lectured me about being humble.  So...will you wear it?”


Calyiches took the ring and made a show of inspecting it.  “I’ll hold it for pawn.”



“I’m not going to reclaim it.  You’re the one who gave it back!”



Calyiches slipped the band on his finger.  “So now will you get out of sight?  We’ve been playing it close to the line all evening.”



Aerander watched Calyiches race away.  Aerander headed off in the other direction, the way ahead in sharp focus, like discovering a starlit night for the first time.
***
Moontide
 

Aerander’s light mood carried all the way back to his family’s compound.  It was hard to be worried about Priest Zazamoukh and all of the strange things that happened that week now that he and Calyiches were back together.  But as he climbed the stoop to the compound portico, Aerander sunk back to awareness.  There was a servant snuffing out the torches in preparation for Moontide.  There was a pair of House Guards staring at him.  Aerander had no explanation for his departure from his room that night or the book, pilfered from his Aunt, resting in his hands.


“Have the House Porter return this to my Aunt Ornithena,” Aerander told one of the guards.



The man took the book and gave Aerander a frowning, sidelong glance.  Aerander stepped quietly inside the compound.



The interior was dim and still.  Aerander passed through the anteroom and into the atrium gallery.  There was light coming from the salon room at the landing of his father’s megaron.  The curtained door was drawn open.  Someone was awake.


Aerander thought about turning around and making a break from the compound.  But that was too absurd.  It would only prolong the confrontation.  Maybe it was just Thessala.  She had trouble sleeping sometimes and set herself up in the living quarters with a cup of fermented cider.  This Aerander had discovered when he had stirred restlessly from his bed late one night and wandered downstairs for a bite to eat and a glass of warm milk.  He could run past the room unnoticed with some luck.  Or talk himself out of the debacle, playing to Thessala’s sympathy toward his strained relationship with his father.  Aerander stepped forward cautiously, his eyes fixed on the open doorway, preparing to make a quick decision.  A figure popped out from the room.  It was Punamun.



Aerander and Punamun exchanged startled looks.  But as Aerander stared at the man, the entire night’s events showed on the servant’s ashy face.  A fearful confession, a wincing reprisal, and now a moment of self-recrimination.   Aerander knew immediately what lay inside the parlor.  He stepped around Punamun and entered the room with his eyes aimed on the floor.


Pylartes sat on his favored chair, a cypress wood settee lined with leather.  He seemed not to notice his son’s entrance with his hands knit together on one knee, but Aerander felt the room drop several degrees the moment that he stepped within.  He stopped ten paces away from his father and tried to straighten out his slumping posture.


“Where have you been?”



His father’s voice was hard and tense.  Aerander’s mouth dried up.



“Do not lie to me.  You’ve done enough of that already.”



Was there any point in answering? Aerander wondered.  Or would he fare better enacting a scene of speechless remorse?  No, he couldn’t do that, he decided.  Besides, the answer was obvious from the House of Mneseus cloak that he was wearing.  Aerander raised his head.


“I went to see Calyiches.”



His father shot up from his seat.  “Three nights this week you’ve snuck out of the compound to visit that boy.”



It was only two actually, Aerander thought.  The other night, he had gone out on his own.  But it did not seem to be a point worth edifying.



Pylartes’ eyes fixed on Aerander’s left hand.  “Show me your ring.”



Aerander’s stomach plunged.  His father stepped toward him.  Aerander held out his hand for Pylartes to see.



“That belongs to Calyiches,” Pylartes said.  “So I take it that you have given yours to him.”



Aerander forced a nod.



“That was a House of Atlas treasure you’ve given away.  Worn my father and his father before him.”


There was a long, tense silence.  Pylartes muttered through tight lips.  “Stealing out of the house.  Embarrassing the family of the girl to which you were promised. Throwing away your Registration gifts…”



“Is that what you did when you gave this amulet to my mother?” Aerander said, pulling out the necklace from under his tunic.



Pylartes’ face seized up red.  “You have willfully defied me.”



His voice was loud enough to wake the entire house, and he stomped forward as though ready to knock aside a charging infantry.  Aerander did not flinch.  His own sense of pride was rising.


“Why did you not even bother to find out what happened to her?” Aerander said.  “Too busy following your father’s instructions?”


“What do you think the other Governors will be saying if they find out their Council Leader cannot control his own son?  You’ve a responsibility to set an example as Regent Prince.”



Aerander rolled his eyes.  Pylartes trembled.


“We have a palace full of guests that will be talking about you.  You have disgraced the entire family!”


Aerander looked directly at his father.  “Strike me then,” he said.  


Pylartes’ face ticked.  “What did you say?” 


“Strike me.  Go ahead and get it over with.  That’s what you want to do, isn’t it?”



Pylartes looked ready to burst.  “What in the name of the ancestors has gotten into you?”


Aerander steadied himself and stared back intrepidly at his father.  Pylartes leaned toward him with his big hands clasped on Aerander’s shoulders.


“After the Registration is over, we’ll have a long talk about your behavior this week.  But by Poseidon, if there is one more instance of your defiance during the festival, you’ll have more than just a slap across the face to deal with.”



Aerander couldn’t stop himself from shaking.  But from somewhere within him came an icy reply.  “Is that all?”



Pylartes’ face contorted in acid disbelief.  “Get out of my sight now.” 



Aerander turned and walked out of the room.  In the gallery, he glimpsed a light from the balcony of the women’s megaron.  Thessala, Alixa and Danae had woken up and were staring down from the landing.  Aerander did not look at them.  He walked quietly up the stairwells to his bedchamber.  Then he dove onto his bed and beat his fists into the mattress.   
Day Eight


Rearing


Morning always felt like the most optimistic time of day.  Waking to a room aglow with white, filtered sunlight, Aerander’s head was delightfully unburdened of everything that had happened the prior night.  He stretched his arms behind his head, thinking about lingering in the bed for a good while before joining his family for mid-morning meal.  But as he gazed easily around his chamber, he locked eyes with an enormous square-jawed man with disturbingly hairy arms sitting at the gypsum bench by the doorway.  Aerander put it all together quickly.  His father had assigned him a new valet.  He eyed the man over.  The wooly titan looked exceedingly alert and much less corruptible than Punamun.
Aerander rolled onto his stomach.   He would be stuck in the family compound all day now, wouldn’t he?  He might as well never leave his bed.  He would protest the punishment by refusing to eat and boycotting visits from his stepmother and his sisters.  He certainly would not accept his new attendant’s services.   

But then Aerander remembered what he and Calyiches talked about last night.  There was so much to do today!  They needed to go back to the library to see if the dates in Halyrian’s book matched the dates of past Registrations.  He was hoping to uncover more clues about the identity of the Seventh Pleiade.  He had to talk to Tyranus to arrange for the swap of costumes tomorrow before the boat race.  Now Aerander couldn’t do any of these things.  He would have a great brute watching him all day long.  
 

Aerander glared at the man.  “What happened to Punamun?”
“He’s been re-assigned.”

He had a gruff, bass voice.  Aerander made a surly face.
“Where?” 
“Water closets.”

Aerander curdled beneath his sheets cursing his father.  Pylartes had contrived this punishment just because he had to leave the compound last night to save his friend’s life.  But of course, his father wouldn’t understand.  It was all about appearances with him.  But as Aerander sulked, he came upon a scheme. 

“I want to take a warm bath,” he said.  Aerander remembered the porters with their buckets last night.  There would be no hot water pumping up to his father’s megaron since the cellar furnace had flooded.  
The hirsute bounder stood and stepped from the room to retrieve heated water from the hearth downstairs.

Aerander climbed down from his bed and rummaged through his pinewood chest.  He grabbed a piece of parchment and a quill and leaned against his bedside table.  He scribbled down a note, threw on a robe, and hid the letter beneath the sash at his waist.  He stepped from his room onto the landing, gauging his surroundings.

Aerander heard voices from below – Danae’s spirited screech and Alixa calling after her reproachfully.  They were playing some kind of game in the family parlor.  Most likely, Thessala would be there with them.  
Aerander quietly stepped down the stairways to the atrium.  Let his father be down in his chambers, Aerander prayed.  He heard Thessala’s voice.  Aerander reached the doorway to the parlor and hid behind the folds of the drawn curtain.

“Whistle, bristle, thistle,

My little thistle tree...”

Aerander snorted.  It was that stupid song they were singing again.  He peeked around the corner of the drapes.  Danae was skipping around the room while Thessala and Alixa looked on with amusement.  Alixa’s back was toward him, and Thessala stood off to the side.  He had to get his sister’s attention.  Aerander took a chance and craned his neck around the corner of the door.

“You grow out in the desert,


Where everyone can see...”

Alixa wasn’t looking at him.  She was clapping along to Danae’s awful singing.  If only he had something to throw at her.  Thessala sat down on a settee.  That was good.  She could not see him from that angle.  Aerander concentrated on Alixa turning to face him.  Miraculously, she gazed over her shoulder.  He waved to her frantically.  Her face brightened.  Aerander put a finger to his mouth.

“I’m going to retrieve my lute,” Alixa told her mother.

“Send one of the servants for it.” 

“I don’t mind.  I know exactly where it is.”

Alixa stepped from the room and joined Aerander in the hall.  Her face was brimming with curiosity.  Aerander huddled with her some steps away from the parlor.

“What happened between you and father last night?” Alixa asked.

“We had a row.”
“A bloody awful one!  You woke everyone up.”

“That’s not important.  I need you to do me a favor.”  Aerander took out the note.

“Is that for Calyiches?” 

“No.  It’s for Tyranus.  House of Azaes.”
Alixa made a daffy face. “Tyranus?  The one who pushed Calyiches down on the race track?  Do you have crush on him now?”
Aerander glared at her impatiently.  “It’s nothing like that.  Listen Lixie:  I don’t have time to explain.  Just deliver this letter to him.  I’d do it myself, but there’s no way father will let me out of the house.  Knowing him, he probably instructed the House Porter to look through my letters.”
Alixa stared at the note curiously.  “Can I read it?” 
“No!  It’s private!” 
Alixa crossed her arms.  “I don’t know.  You’ve been awfully moody lately.”

“Please Lixie,” Aerander said.  “You’ll find out everything tomorrow after the boat race.”

He stared at his sister pleadingly.  Alixa sighed.

“All right.  I’ll do it.”

Aerander stuffed the letter into her hand, and she hid it in a fold of her robe.

“You missed morning meal.  Do you want anything?” Alixa asked.

“No.  I’ve made a vow of fasting.”

Alixa looked at him absurdly.  “You’re so strange.”

“Go!” 

Alixa dashed down the hall to the stairways to her mother’s megaron. 

Aerander crept back toward his bedchamber.  As he neared the first flight to his bedchamber, he was distracted by the sight of an open door at the water closet off of the atrium gallery.

He peeked inside the room and saw the bony, bare back of a tan-skinned man bent over on his hands and knees scrubbing the tiled floor.

“Punamun,” Aerander whispered.

The man jolted and drew back cautiously.  Aerander sank at the sight.  He took two steps into the chamber and brought out his Lemurian dialect.

“I do not blame you for what happened.  It was my own doing.”

Punamun watched Aerander carefully.

“My father didn’t strike you, did he?” Aerander asked.
Punamun shook his head then added:  “Did he strike you?”

Aerander smirked.  “No.”  He ventured further into the room and crouched down beside Punamun.  “I like you much better than my new valet.”

Punamun broke a tiny smile.

“And I’m sorry for everything that happened.  When this is all over, I’ll see about getting you a better post.”

Punamun nodded.  He looked content to call everything even and get back to his work.  But Aerander recalled their conversation earlier in the week and the passage from Halyrian’s book; he had a question.
“Remember when you told me about the New Ones?  The people who live below the earth.  You’re absolutely certain that they never come above the ground?”

Punamun’s eyes shifted to the doorway.  Aerander shrugged.  There was no one in the hall.  Aerander looked at Punamun intently.
“Shamans say they are weak on the surface,” Punamun said.  “And they cannot see.”
“What about them having some sort of glowing stone?”

Punamun held himself very still.  “The Skull Stone.  It belonged to the Old Ones, but they sent it away.  It is very powerful.  The Life-Bringer, it was called.”

Aerander flashed back to his dream about his mother visiting the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  There were two, tall figures in hoods.  One of them was carrying a skull-shaped stone.  
“So if they had the stone, they could come up from underground?  It could protect them?” Aerander said.

Punamun shook his head.  “I don’t know.”
“It’s just that I’ve been having strange dreams lately…”

Punamun’s eyes flashed, and one side of his mouth curled up.  “There is an expression in Lemuria:  The Atlanteans never dream.”
Aerander looked at him askew.

“Because they never have to,” Punamun said.  “They already have more than any one could imagine.”

Heavy footsteps carried from the gallery.  The House Porter.  Punamun returned to scrubbing the floor vigorously.  Aerander withdrew from the room, sped up the stairways and went back to his bedchamber.   
***


Midday

Aerander’s fasting protest was more difficult to accomplish than he had imagined.    When he emerged from his bath, his eyes quickly traveled to a platter of breads, cheeses and figs that Thessala had sent into his room.  Then there was Alatheon’s gift basket of lotus fruit sitting invitingly on a table.  But Aerander resisted the offerings, lolling moodily on his bed and passing intermittent dirty looks at his new valet.  The boredom was excruciating, and to make things worse, he couldn’t get his sisters’ ridiculous thistle song out of his head.  He tried not to think about the plate of food.  He pulled out a book of drawings and, later, re-read a few verses from his poetry book.  Then Aerander stared at the basket of lotus fruits, stomach rumbling.  Maybe it wasn’t really cheating if he ate one.  At least they weren’t from his family.  Aerander stepped over to the basket to further rationalize the decision in his head.

The House Porter called out from the other side of the door.  Aerander stepped light-footed away from the basket.  He did not want anyone to see him having the pleasure of eating and then reporting it to his father.  His valet lumbered over to lift the curtain for the visitor.

It was Artemon, looking pale and glum.  He was probably the only person that Aerander’s father had approved for visits.  Aerander gave him a tiny grin and flopped back on his bed.

“My father said I should come by and wish you good luck at the boat race tomorrow,” Artemon explained.  The valet brought over a rattan chair, and Artemon took a seat.  “Everyone’s saying that either you and Perdikkas or Radamanthes and Didophyles are the teams to beat.  At least according to Governor Amphigoron’s pool.”
Aerander tried to look grateful and engaged in the conversation.  But he wished that it was Calyiches instead of his cousin who had come to visit.

“I’d like to scull, but I can’t on account of my thin blood,” Artemon said.  “I get winded too fast.”

Aerander nodded.  Thin blood.  It was Artemon’s excuse for everything.  He couldn’t play skittles but for so long and somehow it affected his skill at marbles.  Aerander took out his necklace and spun around the fishbone pendant.

“Is that the House of Atlas amulet?” Artemon asked.

“Worn by Atlas himself,” Aerander said.  He stared at the thing, wondering when it was going to start vibrating again.
“And Atlas II.”

Aerander looked up at his cousin.
“He had thin blood too,” Artemon said.

Aerander turned back to his amulet.

“I studied him a lot in my lessons on account of us having the same condition,” Artemon said.  “You know, it’s horse crap about him.”

“What do you mean?”

“They say he’s buried beneath the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon with his grandparents, but my tutor told me different.  When the Amazons invaded the island and went tearing up the Citadel for loot, they only found two tombs beneath the shrine.  My mom says Atlas must’ve buried his son somewhere no one would find to keep him safe from looters.”

Aerander felt a shiver.  He sat up and stared at Artemon’s washed out face.

“Do you know anything about the Seventh Pleiade?”

“Atlas’ lost daughter?  I figure it’s a made up story.  He probably only had six girls, but seven’s a lucky number so the historians threw in the last.”

“But the other night, I was looking at the Pleiade cluster and I saw a star there I’d never seen before.”

Artemon grinned.  “Staying up late to figure out childhood rhymes?  And everyone says I’m loony.”

“I saw it!”

Artemon yawned.  “I never had much interest in astrology anyway.”  He stood up from his chair.  “I should get going.  It’s time for me to take my meal.  Gotta eat something every couple of hours or I get the spins.”

He tipped his hand.  Aerander watched him step out of the room, entirely galled.

***



Blenching


Some hours later, after Aerander had thoroughly premeditated the swap of costumes before the boat race, itemized a mental list of everything he hated about his father and stepmother, swooned grievously with thoughts of Calyiches, and picked out a half dozen tiny cracks in the moldings of his bedchamber wall, Aerander took up a writing tablet and stylus.  He decided to write down everything the Seventh Pleiade could have done to get banished by her father.  He’d prove Alatheon and Artemon wrong.  He quickly jotted down some possibilities:  lying, stealing, tripping her thin-blooded brother coming down the stair.  In a short while, the tablet was full top to bottom.  Aerander set it down on his bedside table by his monocular, ready for lookout for the star that night.   
 
But in the meantime, he had worn out just about any activity he could do in his room.  His empty stomach was cramping.  He looked to his manservant who was picking at one of his ears.


“Bring me up the game of Azilian tops,” Aerander told him.

The boxed game was down in the parlor.  His servant hoofed out of the room.  Aerander set his eyes on the abundant plate that Thessala had sent in.  What was the point in punishing himself more?  Aerander stepped over to the platter and tore into the food.

His mouth was full with an inelegantly improvised sandwich of bread and cheese when he heard footsteps approaching his door.  Aerander took a hasty swallow and flew back to his bed to compose himself irascibly.  Thessala broke through the curtain.
She had an easy look in her house gown and her hair gathered behind her head with a scarf.  Her eyes traveled from the empty plate of food to Aerander.  

“The rain stopped.  I don’t think your father would mind if you joined us for a game of skittles.  He’s working in his chambers anyway.”

“No thank you,” Aerander said flatly.  He slyly wiped a crumb from the corner of his lips.  Thessala stepped further into the room and hugged her shoulders.
“We ought to have the servants do something about the dampness in here.  I’ll ask your new valet to open up the balcony curtains for a while.”
Aerander picked at a hangnail.  Thessala sat down next to him on the bed.  Aerander thought about telling her about the Seventh Pleiade and his buzzing amulet.  She was the one who had told him about memories being locked in old things.  
“There’s no need for you to brood in your bed all day,” Thessala said.  “It only proves a point to your father.”

“So what?”  Aerander rolled onto his back away from her.  A decision was made:  he was not saying anything.
Thessala spoke to him quietly.  “What did you think would happen?  You are your father’s only son.  I told you how to deal with your situation, but you insisted on handling everything recklessly.”

“You made your choices.  I’ll make mine.”
Aerander stared away.  The room was still.  Then, he heard Thessala shifting around.  Probably getting ready to lecture him some more.  Her voice came, cold, a bit forced.
“If you change your mind, we’ll be out in the atrium.”

Aerander turned around to face her, but she was already walking out the door. 
Day Nine



Rearing
Aerander’s hands were sweating as he waited in the northwest corner recess of the palace’s Great Entrance Hall.  He tried not to look at Calyiches and Dardy, both of whom were eying him with tight expressions of uncertainty.  The Inter-House boat race procession was to start momentarily, and there was no sign of Tyranus.



“Are you sure your sister gave him the note?” Dardy asked.



“She better have,” Aerander vowed.

They wore capes and kilts corresponding to their Houses, and they held their terracotta masks in their hands.  Aerander was wide awake even though he had stayed up past Moontide hoping that the rain would let up and the clouds would part so he could catch a glimpse of the Seventh Pleiade star again.  No such luck.  His valet had woken him, scarcely moments after he had lain down in bed it seemed, and it had been a non-stop push to get dressed and down to the entrance hall on time.  The three boys had each stolen away from their families with the excuse of using the water closet.  Now Aerander felt like he really had to use it.  
“You made out pretty good on Courtship Day, didn’t you Aerander?” Dardy said.

It was the conversation Aerander was hoping to avoid.  Especially when his stomach was hovering in his throat.
“Listen Dardy…”

“Nah – no hard feelings here,” Dardy said.  “Calyiches told me all about it.”

Aerander glanced at Calyiches, and Calyiches nodded.

“It is kind of a waste though,” Dardy went on.  “The best looking girl in all the kingdom getting stuck with the likes of you.  Meanwhile, my grandfather set me up with my cousin Lapdyrna.  She’s big as a horse!  And every time she talks, she’s got a foamy dollop of spit in the corner of her mouth.”

Aerander and Calyiches exchanged a sly look.  With Dardy’s long head and speckled face, it didn’t sound like such a lopsided match.   


“What’re we going to do now?” Dardy said.  “They’ll be calling us to line up any minute.”  

“Go peek into the Entrance Hall,” Aerander told him.  He prayed that Alixa had not flubbed his instructions.  
Calyiches fidgeted with his mask.  The commotion from the Entrance Hall echoed into the vestibule.  The other boat race competitors were meeting with their fathers, grandfathers, uncles and older brothers for their final well wishes.  Aerander passed a grim look to Calyiches.  If Tyranus did not show up, their whole plan would be spoiled.  
Dardy spoke in an urgent hush.  “I think he’s coming!”


They gathered together trying to look casual.



Tyranus entered the vestibule wearing a snarling tiger mask decorated with flaming emerald feathers.  He removed the mask and eyed the three boys.  His scowling face fixed on Aerander.


“I got your note.  What’s this all about?”


“We want to make some changes in the rowing pairs. You switch with me, and Calyiches switches with Dardy.”



Tyranus snorted.  “And why would I do that?”


“None of us had a say in how the pairs were chosen.  Calyiches and I wanted to row together since the beginning of practices.  You and Dardy were matched up because Dardy’s grandfather wanted it that way.  We think that we should have the right to compete with who we want.”


Tyranus took it in with a flout.  “Why should I care that the two of you want to row together?”



He leaned toward Calyiches.  “Your brother mauled Mesokantes.”



Calyiches held his ground with an ugly glare.  Aerander intervened. “And you can vindicate him by beating us at the race if you’ve got it in you.  Better with Perdikkas than Dardy who could give a rat’s arse about your quarrel.”


Tyranus sneered, but Aerander could see that there were thoughts churning in his short-cropped, bulky head.



“You three are all barmy,” Tyranus scoffed.  “When the governors find out what you’ve tried to do, you’ll be peppered within an inch of your lives.”



“So you’re sallow, is that it?” Calyiches said.



“Am not!” Tyranus said.  “It’s tradition is all.”



“Sounds sallow to me,” Dardy joined in.



“I could easily take on any of you at the oars,” Tyranus said. 


“Then prove it,” Aerander said.



Tyranus shut up.


“You’ve a chance to beat all three of us if you switch places with me,” Aerander said.  “Plus you’ll have all the other boys’ respect for outwitting the governors.  And three hundred galleons if you win.  We’re each putting up one hundred in wagers.”



Aerander watched Tyranus carefully.  Beyond boastful retorts, the boy had little in his repertoire.  He looked riddled with conflict.  Then, his mouth curled up in a smirk.
“If you’re so keen to part with your gold, I’ll gladly be the one to take it from you.” 
Aerander tightened his face so that the glow of pride inside him wouldn’t show.  The four boys clasped hands in agreement and quickly exchanged their outfits.

***


Noontide


Twenty oars swept through the wind-tossed water.  The five teams launched from the dock.  From the side of the Citadel canal, a crowd, many hundreds deep, cheered wildly.  The race was once around the mounted island, and spectators, braving sheets of rain, were stretched along the southern arch of the oval course as far as the eye could see.  Peasant boys with bloodstain smears on their foreheads had found perches on the trunks of palm trees lining the bank.    


On the channel, drenching gusts from the shore pulled up foot-high swells.  Aerander faltered in making his adjustments.  He and Calyiches had never practiced like this.


“C’mon!” Calyiches said.  


He pulled back the oars steadily in the boat’s second position.  Aerander found his rhythm and kept an eye out for their direction from the fore.    



After the lousiest start of any of the teams, Aerander and Calyiches inched toward the lag pair.  Corydallus from the House of Eudemon and Borus from Diaprepus were struggling to synchronize their rowing.  A heaving swell sent Corydallus and Borus off balance and toppling over to one side.  Aerander and Calyiches rode out the wave and pulled past the waterlogged team.    

Spectators hollered from the bank, and horsemen clopped along the canal path to monitor the action.  Aerander blocked it all out.  They had three boats to catch.  The purple and aquamarine pennant scull was a few yards ahead.  It was Dardy, in Calyiches’ gear, and Kaleidos from the House of Amphisus.  Beyond, Aerander could see the blue and silver posts of Tyranus and Perdikkas in second place.  The lead team had shot off with a sizeable advantage:  Radamanthes from Autochthonus and Didophyles from Elassippus.  After winning all three contests yesterday, Radamanthes had a record to aim for: tying his uncle Valoratron Nikomachos record of four championship medallions.    



“Keep in pace with me,” Calyiches said.  “The other teams’ll tire and then we’ll make our move.”



Aerander knew the strategy.  With the stiff breeze whipping at their sides, the teams were fighting to stay in the center of the channel.  But they would pick up a good tailwind when they curved around the westside of the Citadel.  That’s when he and Calyiches could step up their pace and overtake the leaders.  Aerander called out the directions for their turn, and he and Calyiches maneuvered the boat along the channel’s curve.  Aerander felt a blast of wind against his back.



“Go!” he shouted.



They dug their oars into the water.  Sure enough, the lead teams loosened their rowing to conserve energy.  Aerander and Calyiches cruised past Dardy and Kaleidos.  They came up on Tyranus and Perdikkas and angled their boat to pass them on the right.  With the sharp whistle of wind, Tyranus and Perdikkas didn’t hear their approach until their boats were neck and neck.  Tyranus and Perdikkas sprung into action to fight the pass.  But Aerander and Calyiches’ momentum pulled them solidly ahead. 


The noise from the canal bank tapered off.  There was just the sound of horsemen relaying messages about the boaters’ positions to the crowd back at the landing dock.  The other side of the channel was a steep slope, deserted of spectators.  The wind and current carried Aerander and Calyiches’ along on a straight course.



Aerander set his sight on the lead boat.  The tan and goldenrod pennants of Radamanthes and Didophyles were just a few yards ahead.  Aerander and Calyiches accelerated their drive forward and edged along their rivals’ boat.  Radamanthes and Didophyles picked up their pace to stay with them.  But in the end, the two resigned to let Aerander and Calyiches take the lead position.  



Aerander eyed the next curve of the channel.  “Right side pull, easy,” he called back.  



There was a lot of action on the water from the coastal gusts, but they managed a seamless turn and came about parallel to the north end of Citadel.  The cliff side sheltered them from the wind, and the rain tapered off.  Aerander relaxed his strokes to catch his breath.



“C’mon,” Calyiches said.  “We can’t let up now.  We’ve got to keep our lead before we hit the wind on the other side.”



Calyiches was right, but in those few moments of slowing his pace, Aerander felt a painful fatigue in his upper chest.  He gritted through to get back into rhythm with Calyiches.  They swept along, close to the Citadel ridge where the waters were the calmest.  Aerander’s amulet vibrated against his chest.  He tried to ignore it.  But then, he realized that they must be nearing the place where they had met Zazamoukh on the Citadel bank.  Somewhere above them was the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon and the underground tunnel with the wrapped up bodies.  Aerander glanced over to the shore.  His oaring loosened.



“What’re you doing?” Calyiches shouted.  “Keep up with me!”



Aerander could hear another team approaching steadily.  He snapped back to attention and bore down harder with his oars.  The buzzing of his amulet went away.  Aerander glimpsed the bow of a boat in his peripheral vision.  The other team glided up beside them with a formidable momentum.  The two boats swept forward neck and neck.  Then, with an impossible burst of energy, the other team surged ahead.  It was only then that Aerander glanced to one side to see who it was.  A stallion and a stork head:  Radamanthes and Didophyles.  



“Don’t give up!” Calyiches shouted.



He might have read Aerander’s thoughts.  They had taken a grave risk – pouring it on when they could have eased along with a tailwind, and now it felt as though the better half of his energy was spent.  Aerander could hear the rhythmic sweep of other teams catching up as well.  They were all strong pairs, and Tyranus and Perdikkas were known for having amazing endurance.  



Aerander summoned a greater effort.  He and Calyiches were still in striking distance from the leaders.  There was another bend coming up with choppy swells, and they could make a pass during the difficult maneuver.  



Radamanthes and Didophyles eased up their pace to make the turn around the bend.  They cut a course close to the shoreline, and it allowed Aerander and Calyiches plenty of space to pass on the left.   Working with precision, they steered themselves alongside the lead boat.  A squall of rain pounded against them as they came around the eastside of the channel.  Radamanthes and Didophyles fought their advance, but in their haste, they made a sloppy turn, nearly tipping over.  Aerander and Calyiches pulled ahead.  


The channel was a wet blur for the eastern portion of the race.  Every time Aerander brought his oars back, it felt like pulling through wet concrete.  Calyiches’ strokes were weakening and still Aerander struggled to keep in pace.  Aerander prayed that they had gained enough of a lead to finish before the others.



But as he fought to stay with Calyiches, Aerander listened to an ominous sound.  There were sweeps and grunts behind them.  Radamanthes and Didophyles must be making a move.  


“C’mon…they’re coming…” Calyiches said.


Aerander told his body pleadingly to respond.  It sounded like the boat was right behind them.  Radamanthes would never give up, and he was known to pour it on in the last leg of the race.  Aerander cocked his head, and through a rain-washed scene, he saw the tip of the other boat.  His lungs burned, but he kept pulling steadily.  The rival crew inched along their boat.  Their heads were tucked, and they swept in perfect synchrony.  Aerander did a double take.  It was his own blue feathered mask on Tyranus and the silver lion’s head of Perdikkas.  Somehow they had overtaken Radamanthes and Didophyles.



“C’mon!” Calyiches called out hoarsely.
He stepped up his sweeps, but Aerander lapsed in finding his rhythm.  Aerander watched Tyranus and Perdikkas slip ahead, helpless for a moment, like being caught in a nightmare.  The other team took a boat’s length lead.

Aerander gritted his face and pushed himself to stay with Calyiches’ pulls.  Their boat accelerated toward the leaders.  They retook their position alongside Tyranus and Perdikkas.  


The two boats cut through the torrid channel side by side in a bitter contest.  On the canal bank, a crowd, in hoods and upheld palm fronds, cheered on the final bend of the competition.   

As the teams approached the southeast curve of the Citadel, Tyranus and Perdikkas took the inside position.  Tyranus and Perdikkas edged ahead while Aerander and Calyiches navigated the broader turn.  

“Right pull!” Aerander shouted.

The wind whipped against their side, pushing Aerander and Calyiches sharply toward the Citadel, but the two made their adjustments.  They straightened out for the last stretch of the race.  They had several yards to make up on the leaders, but their oars swept easier through the water now that the wind was out of their path.  Calyiches grunted a faster rhythm.  They were gaining on the other team.  The Citadel Bridge was a Hippodrome’s length away, and beyond it was the finish line:  the boat landing.



A boisterous cheer broke out as the crowd along the south side of the canal caught sight of the lead teams.  It lifted Aerander, and he worked up an even greater effort.  But Tyranus and Perdikkas gave no indication of letting up.  They matched Aerander and Calyiches’ pace sweep for sweep.  Aerander flashed with the image of his parents’ shocked faces when they saw him in the boat with Calyiches.  He hesitated for an instant.  But showing his father that he could win the race on his own terms seemed like the only right path for him.  Aerander threw back his oars with all of his strength.  When they reached the bridge, the bow of their boat was at the rival pair’s stern.  

Aerander and Calyiches pulled forward under the shelter the bridge.  With the sudden calm, it was like shooting through a vacuum.  When they re-emerged into blustery rain, they were halfway up the length of the other boat.  Aerander and Calyiches gave another burst of strength, and they evened themselves with Tyranus and Perdikkas.



Everything was hollers and shrieking gusts of wind.  Aerander stared fiercely ahead.  The landing dock was in sight.  He willed away the cramping protests of his body and pulled harder and harder.  He told himself:  the dock was freedom but only for the first team to arrive there.    

Tyranus and Perdikkas fought Aerander and Calyiches’ advance.  But just yards before the dock, the bow of Aerander and Calyiches’ boat poked ahead of their competitors’.  With a final, grueling sweep of their oars, Aerander and Calyiches cruised forward and crossed the line of the dock a hand’s spread in front of Tyranus and Perdikkas.   



The crowd roared at the tight finish.  Aerander and Calyiches dropped their oars and shot up to their feet.  They tossed off their masks and threw their arms around each other.  They were each a mess of sweat and rushed breaths, but in the excitement of the moment, Aerander felt like they could do it all again.    



Calyiches’ flashed a grin and jumped into the channel.  Aerander plunged in after him and quickly felt the wear of the race as he fumbled to push himself up to the surface.  He reached over to the boat to hold onto its edge.  Calyiches swam over to his side and spit a smirking stream of water into Aerander’s face.    



They climbed back into the boat and made their way back to the dock at a leisurely row.  Like magic, the rain stopped, the wind lightened up, and the sun glowed through the clouds.  A sentinel helped Aerander and Calyiches onto the landing.  It was only then that the problem of their situation set in.  All of the other teams had made it back to the launching dock.  Dardy and Tyranus had removed their masks, and the other boys were gathered around them, sorting things out.  Heads turned to Aerander and Calyiches.  Aerander overheard Tyranus explaining:   “It was their idea.”


Aerander locked eyes with Perdikkas for a moment, and Perdikkas looked away in disgust.

The Registration Master came over.  He turned Aerander and Calyiches to face the crowd on the canal bank and raised their arms into the air.  Most of the townspeople had no idea what was going on, and they clapped and cheered.  But at the governors’ grandstand, set up just beyond the landing dock, there were more than enough miffed looks for Aerander to take in.  

There was Governor Hesperus’ uncomprehending face.  With Calyiches’ wearing Dardy’s bear mask, he must have thought that the House of Gadir had won.  Governor Amphigoron came lumbering over to Tyranus’ side to swat his nephew in the head.  Governor Basilides stared at Aerander, and his face transformed from blank bewilderment to pained disappointment.  Pylartes kept his thoughts well disguised as he stepped toward the boys.  He stood next to the Registration Master while he prepared to present the championship medallions.  But as the official went to hand out the prize necklaces, the whole lot of governors came forward.

Old Governor Spinther spoke first, shaking his walking stick.  “The contest is a forfeit! The boys switched partners.  It’s against the rules.”

Most of the other men drew up beside him.  Calyiches’ father Governor Kondrian stood off from the group looking lighter than usual.
“There are no rules about such matters,” Kondrian said.  “The prize goes to the fastest team, and that’s Calyiches and Aerander.”

“But we’ve all been deceived!” Governor Amphigoron said.  

“Mixing up the pairs gave these two boys an unfair advantage,” Governor Deuterion stammered.  “Calyiches was to row with my nephew Kaleidos.”

“And Aerander with Perdikkas,” Governor Basilides added.

“It’s all off,” Governor Ephegene said.  “The race and its wagers.”

Calyiches looked down at his feet while the group stared daggers at them.  Aerander raised his voice.  “We only did it because we wanted to race together.”

No one paid him any attention.  They were much too busy arguing.

“The boys all had equal chances,” Kondrian said.  “Besides – the House of Atlas was to row with the House of Mneseus from the beginning.”

Amphigoron glared at him severely.  “You say that now, Kondrian.  But if it was not your son who benefited from this farce, you’d be the first one to protest it.”

“You ought to keep a better eye on your brood,” Governor Trachmenes told Kondrian.  “This is now two contests that your sons have ruined.”

Pylartes stayed silent through the fray.  He and Aerander averted one another, like two positive poles of a magnet.
“This pair is bent on making fools of all of us,” Spinther complained.

“Trachmenes is right,” Basilides said.  “It’s the House of Mneseus to blame.  Now one of their registrants has even corrupted our Consul’s son.”

“It was my idea.  Not his,” Aerander said.

“Well I won’t part with a penny from this contest,” Deuterion said.  “The team I bet on was not even properly represented.”

His colleagues nodded along.  Pylartes stepped away to consult with the Registration Master.  The men were still squabbling when he returned, and he had to speak loudly to be heard.

“Cousins, you’re quite right that our pool cannot be executed.  I’m certain that Governor Amphigoron will return every promissory note.  But our Registration Master has informed me that there’s no reason that these two boys should be denied their honors.  The spirit of inter-house competition held intact, and they clearly bested all of the other teams.”

“Embarrassing our Governor’s Council in the process,” Amphigoron barked.

There were huffs and clucks, and Aerander was quite sure that the other governors would not bow down to his father’s statement.  The men looked to Governor Hesperus who held a thoughtful look.      

“I think for once, we are in agreement, Pylartes,” Hesperus said.  “I see the wisdom in your proposal.  By denying these boys their win, we’ll only draw attention to their delinquency and thereby to our inability to govern them.  So let us celebrate these two clever athletes.  We’ll show our subjects we too have a sense of levity among us.”

It took a little while for the others to consider.  But gradually their frowning faces turned speculative.

“’Tis true.  No one has to know that we were not in on the ruse,” Governor Eulian said.

Governor Amphigoron quickly nodded along.

“I’ll always say privately that the race was fixed against my son Radamanthes,” Governor Ephegene demurred.

Basilides heaved a sigh.  Kondrian crossed his arms smugly.

There was not a word of protest as Pylartes took a final sweep of the men’s faces.  He nodded to the Registration Master, and the man waved up to the Citadel Bridge Tower.  A sentry called out the announcement. 


“All rise as the Registration Master and his Eminence, Consul Pylartes present the championship medallions to Prince Aerander of the House of Atlas and Prince Calyiches of the House of Mneseus.” 
***
Midday

The crowd around the landing dock slowly broke away in batches.  Along the cobbled canal path, the royal families made polite farewells before mounting carriages to the palace for the afternoon feast.  Though they had been given a brief reprieve after the race, the skies looked as though they could open up with rain again at any moment.
Aerander stood on the dock receiving the last trickle of congratulating guests.  It seemed as though every one of his far flung relatives had miraculously appeared after the race.  It had been an onslaught of stodgy men and funny-faced women glowing with praise for his performance, including Aunt Ornithena who chided him lightly for his trick with the masks.  But a sidelong wink betrayed a hint of collusion in her nephew’s pulling one over on his father.  
Aerander and Pylartes took them all in graciously while Calyiches and Governor Kondrian received a similar envoy to their right.  Aerander and Calyiches had been fitted with woolen cloaks after their plunge into the water, and they wore their prize medallions on the outside of their clothes.  Aerander felt high from the win, even more so than after the poetry recital.  It was not until he looked up at the empty canal bank, trodden with muddy grass and confetti, that he wondered what it would feel like tomorrow when it was all over.  There would be the Parade of Victors through the city with all of the Registration Champions riding through the streets on decorated chariots.  Then, after the last celebratory feast, the Registration would be over.  


Beyond the dock, Aerander spotted Governor Basilides, Chorea, Pyrrah and Perdikkas talking to Thessala and his sisters by the carriages.  No one from the House of Mestor had stopped by to congratulate him and Calyiches.  Aerander caught Pyrrah’s curious gaze before her father ushered her into their covered transport.  He hadn’t meant to hurt them.  Aerander wished that there was some way that he could make them understand.  

Kondrian drew Calyiches away to their family carriage.  Calyiches was in such a blissful fog he forgot to even say goodbye.  Aerander and Pylartes stood on the dock with a couple of sentinels milling around.  Thessala, Alixa and Danae approached from the bank.  All three were quiet.  None of them had bid him congratulations either.  They stepped onto the dock.  Aerander tried to provoke a smile.  


Thessala deflected his gaze.  Aerander felt icicles in his chest.  He turned to Alixa.  She wouldn’t look at him either, and she was holding Danae’s hand tightly.  

“I’ve spoken to Chorea,” Thessala said.  “The wedding is off.”

She sounded matter-of-fact, but Aerander inferred a great deal more.  From up the bank, Calyiches was jogging toward him.  What a time for him to be remembering his goodbyes!  Aerander turned to his father.

Pylartes threw a powerful slap across Aerander’s face.  It sent Aerander off balance and cringing over in pain.  When Aerander withdrew his hand from his nose, it was covered with blood. 


“You’ve earned your right as a Registration Champion, but by Great Poseidon you shall know your place in this family,” Pylartes said.


Aerander’s eyes teared from the blow.  He looked up at his father in shock.


“You orchestrated all of it, didn’t you?” Pylartes said.  “Everything to embarrass me.  To make me look like a fool in front of the Governors’ Council.”    



He looked like he was going to swing again.  Aerander ducked away.   Thessala took some steps back with Alixa and Danae cowering against her.
“I give you everything, and this is how you repay me?” Pylartes said.

It flipped a switch in Aerander.  “Take it all back then!”  He lifted the medallion necklace from his head and threw it at his father.  “Take it all!”



Aerander turned and ran away.  
***
“Aerander!  Aerander!”



The voice had been calling after him for some time, but Aerander barely registered it.  It seemed like a fragment of the swirling thoughts in his head.  Why had he done it?  He had ruined everything.  Everyone was going to hate him.  He wished that he had lost the stupid race.
Since setting off from the boat landing, Aerander had run for more than half a mile, now past the Hippodrome and onto the west side of the city.  He was edging along the Citadel channel, and, to his left, the landscape was a dense expanse of slummy apartment buildings smoldering with hearth fires.  For mid-afternoon, it was strangely dark outside.  A yellowish-gray sky hung above.
“Aerander!” 
He would run away and start everything over, Aerander decided.  He did not need his family anyway.  Aerander had read in one of his moral books about a King who had been cursed so that everything he touched turned to dust.  That was him.  He had to get far away.

“Aerander!  Where are you going?”
Aerander stepped up his pace.  He didn’t want to see anyone.  But he couldn’t get enough air in his lungs, and his legs were giving out.    



“Aerander!”


The voice was catching up to him.  Aerander broke into a stumble and gasped for breath.  He heard the clinking of a chain behind him.  

Aerander set his sight on a cypress tree along the path and leaned over its scratchy trunk.  Calyiches jogged toward him, his medallion necklace swaying on his chest.  He found a spot on the tree trunk and imitated Aerander’s pose.  


Aerander turned away to hide his face.  It was stupid maybe but he didn’t want Calyiches to see his bloodied nose.  Calyiches tried to meet his gaze.  Aerander stared at the ground.  Then, Calyiches put his hands on Aerander’s shoulders and pulled him close.  Aerander melted with choking sobs.    
“Don’t be sad,” Calyiches said.   



Aerander shut his eyes tight.  In the darkness, everything was better.  Every one of his senses was blocked out, and he could pretend the fight with his father never happened and just feel Calyiches close.  The warmth of his chest.   His soft hair against his face.  The smell of him:  even after the boat race and his plunge into the canal, he had a faint scent of fennel oil that he used for washing.  


Aerander listened to the sound of rain falling on the needled canopy above him.  A rain drop landed on the back of his neck and trickled down the collar of his tunic.  


They looked at each other.  Calyiches winced at Aerander’s red and swollen nose.  Aerander noticed the scrape on Calyiches’ cheek from the footrace.



“Now we have matching faces,” Aerander said.
They exchanged a grin.  
Aerander and Calyiches settled on the ground beside the tree trunk where there was more shelter.  Calyiches leaned against the trunk and pulled Aerander close so they were seated chest to back.  They stared out to the channel where a group of mottled sea ducks were swimming by the canal bank.  The rest of the world was stripped away.      

“Everyone will be waiting for us at the feast,” Calyiches said.
“You should go, but I’m not going back.” 
“Nah, better to stay here.  Least until the rain lets up,” Calyiches said.

It started teeming, but they were dry beneath the tree.  Calyiches linked his arms around Aerander’s waist.  Aerander felt Calyiches’ lips against his neck.  He leaned back and closed his eyes.  
Aerander broke from their embrace with a thought.  “Let’s pretend today that none of it matters.” 
“What do you mean?”

“The feast, the contest, the whole Registration.  Let’s pretend that we never have to return to it all.”



Calyiches chuckled.  “What’ll we do for money?  And food?”



Aerander searched his head.  He could feel Calyiches shifting around behind him.  The prize medallion appeared in Aerander’s hand.


“That should fetch some coin,” Calyiches said.


“You can’t.” 



“Why not?  You threw away yours, now I’ll throw away mine.  Although at least you could have sold yours.  We could have bought our own villa and a carriage to get around in with the both of them.” 



“You don’t have to do it.”


“I want to do it.”   
Calyiches stood and pulled Aerander to his feet.  “Like you said, the Governors try to make the Registration about them.  But the prize medallion…that’s about us.”

Aerander brightened.  Calyiches looked toward the city.  

“Now let’s get into town and find an inn.  I haven’t eaten since morning.  I feel like I could eat an entire hog.”  



Calyiches threw his cloak over his head and stepped out from beneath the cypress tree.  



“C’mon!”



Aerander covered up, and the two sprinted along the canal path.
***


Blenching

Aerander and Calyiches headed to the quarter of the city that was most familiar to them:  the Agora District in the center of town.  They retraced their route along the Citadel channel, keeping their eyes fixed ahead as they passed by the city’s gloomy Westside.  Even Aerander who had grown up in the city had only once ventured further from the Citadel than the Hippodrome and that was just two days ago when he had gone to visit Alatheon.  Atlantean families of wealth stuck to the broad tree-lined boulevards around the Temple of Poseidon and did their business in the Grand Agora.  Besides, they always traveled by horse carriage.
Aerander knew that their easiest route would be to walk all of the way back to the Citadel Bridge and then follow the Boulevard of Heroes to the Agora.  But that would risk running into his family and the sentinels back at the boat dock.  So when they passed the Hippodrome, Aerander pointed Calyiches to a road that seemed to jut toward the center of the city.     

It proved to be more complicated as the road came to an end at a many forked intersection.  The rain came down hard, and Aerander and Calyiches faced a maze of narrow cobbled streets.  Besides the city’s three rings of walls and canals, its street plan was a nearly inscrutable network of roads, lesser waterways and alleys so that raiders would be unable to figure out the way to the Citadel.  Aerander judged a path to the marketplace.  He stepped up their pace.  The sewer troughs along the road were choked with water.  They spilled over into pools at the corners of the streets.  One low lying intersection had become a lagoon that Aerander and Calyiches waded through in order to travel further east.  The empty streets echoed with the sounds of hammers.  Residents were reinforcing their roofs and balconies with wooden planks and stringing their thresholds with clay effigies to protect themselves from the storm.  At the top of a hill, Aerander looked to one of the westside canals and stopped dead in his tracks.  One of the waterway’s wooden bridges barely stood.  Its girders drooped into water that was swelling much too high. 


Aerander and Calyiches shot down a dry alleyway and finally found themselves at the edge of the Great Agora.  Aerander expected to see a busy square of merchants and street peddlers who could sell them some food and heavier garments.  But the sunken marketplace was a pool of stagnant water.  Food stands had deteriorated into piles of rubbish, and baskets and boxes were strewn around the flooded square.  The handsome white stone statues of the founding members of the Market Guild protruded out of the hip-high water.   Aerander spotted chickens and rabbits floating in the mess, all of them drowned. 



A lone merchant stood at his storefront, discarding his ruined wares into a wagon.  Aerander and Calyiches forged through the water toward him.



“These people don’t know you can’t leave your goods out here in the water to rot.  We’ll all catch our death from the rats.”
The merchant’s comment was directed to no one in particular.  Aerander and Calyiches approached him cautiously.  The merchant had a scraggly beard and bumpy face, and his eyes were crowned by bushy brows that had grown together.  He was tossing waterlogged coconuts into a cart.  He passed a sidelong glance at the boys, and his gaze delayed on the fine embroidery of their cloaks.  


“If you’re all that Consul Pylartes has left for tax collectors, I’ll suppose that the Citadel was hit by the storm worse than his heralds reported.  But there’s nothing to pay you today, sirs.  As you can see, no coin’s been made in the Agora for quite some time.”

“We’re looking for a place to eat,” Aerander said.



The merchant turned back to his work.  “A better idea would be to run home.  Another rain’s started, and this is no place for the two of you what with the Law of One afoot.”



Aerander stared at the man pleadingly.  He hadn’t eaten since early morning, and his whole body was achy and tired.  If he and Calyiches couldn’t find shelter, food and drink in the Agora District, he had no idea what they were to do.  The merchant sighed.    



“The only inn that’ll be open is down the other end of the Agora, past the livery and down the first alley on the right.  The rest of the houses of restoration are bailing out their cellars from the storm.”


Aerander and Calyiches grinned in appreciation.



“But I’d put away that necklace,” the man said.  He gestured to the medallion around Calyiches’ neck.  “If you hadn’t noticed, there’s a desperate mood taken hold of the city.”



Calyiches nodded and folded the amulet into his fist.  The boys set off toward the far end of the agora.  The merchant watched them go with his eyebrows knitted together with a thought.


“Hold on.”
He stepped into his store while Aerander and Calyiches exchanged curious looks.  The merchant emerged with two coarse woolen robes.  He threw them to the boys.



“There’s another miserable night ahead,” he said, “And maybe if your fathers remember this little act of charity, they’ll be a bit more understanding when they send their tax collectors around.”     
***


Glowering


Aerander stared at the wooden shingle dangling above the inn to which the merchant had directed him and Calyiches.  The Captain’s Tourniquet, it read.

Aerander pictured a group of ship medics exchanging gritty stories from their workday as they tossed back their yeasty mugs.  Or maybe it was the kind of establishment that traded room and board for blood.  The place was a windowless two-story wooden house tucked along a forlorn alley.  All sides of the building had been painted black, and its only decoration was an enormous phallus scrawled across its planks pointing to a whorehouse down the street.
“Are you sure we should go in?” Aerander said.

“Where else are we going to go?” Calyiches said.  “The merchant said it was the only place open.  C’mon.”

Calyiches pulled the arched wood door open, and they took some tentative steps inside the inn.  Immediately, Aerander was struck by the clamor of the place.  The high-ceilinged ground floor room was filled with a scruffy blend of shopkeepers, farmers and journeymen hunched around long tables in noisy chatter.  The air was thick and damp, and the straw-lined floors were a muddy mess from all of the patrons’ sodden boots.  Calyiches’ nose twitched, but this time it was not from any sort of emotional response.  The place smelled like a combination of rotting wood and sour mead.  But with their scratchy robes clasped around them, the boys pushed their way through the crowd and eked out two places on a bench.  

No one seemed to be the faintest bit interested in the boys’ entrance, but Aerander held himself cautiously.  There was a portly trio across from them with beards so overgrown that he could barely make out their faces.  Aerander was wedged beside a spindly old man slumped over in inebriation and, on the other end, Calyiches was trying not to brush up against a pock-faced brute whose arm ended in a stump.  An oily faced fellow across the table winked at them, lifted his wooden goblet, and let out a piercing whinny.   The whole lot seemed to have no more than a dozen teeth between them.  But they were enjoying themselves, and Aerander loosened up as he realized that they were much too preoccupied with their drinking to recognize him or Calyiches.


A young man made his way toward them.  Aerander tensed.  The gangly youth had a scar reaching from his left nostril down to his chin, and he was outfitted in a filthy apron.  Calyiches nudged him.

“He must be our waiter.”

The boy stood before them with a merry look. “What’ll it be lads?”

Beneath the table, Calyiches detached his medallion from its necklace.  He brought the chain link out and kept the prize coin in a pocket of his robe.

“This is all we have,” he said.

The waiter eyed the chain skeptically.

“It’s pure gold,” Calyiches emphasized.



“I don’t know ‘bout this,” the waiter said.  “We’re a legitimate business.  We deal in coin, not barter or stolen goods.”

He eyed his two customers, but then he turned with a chummy expression.

“But ‘tis an awfully lousy night, isn’t it?  And I bet you two have made a long journey.  Lemme ask the Captain for you.”



He took the necklace and disappeared into the house’s back room. 

“Cappy does all the cooking!” their old neighbor piped up with a barmy grin.  Then he melted back into his weary pose.

Aerander and Calyiches eyed each other absurdly.  Aerander flashed with an image of a gruff old salt hanging about the kitchen with a missing arm or leg.  The burly fellow next to them pounded his stump against the table.

“More mead!”
The boys turned away from one another with tense smirks.  

The waiter drifted back through the room.

“Hold on.  You’ll get your mead in a minute!”
He turned to Aerander and Calyiches.  “He says that’ll get you a Captain’s Special and some wine.”

“What’s a Captain’s Special?” Aerander said.

“Plantain stew,” the waiter said.  “It’s got mollusks in it.”

Aerander and Calyiches exchanged a helpless look.

“We’ll take it,” Calyiches said.

The waiter retreated into the back room once again.



For all the improbability of their situation, Aerander and Calyiches relaxed a bit as they waited for their server to return.  Aerander listened to a loud man down the table complaining about having lost his entire sugar cane harvest in the storm.  His fields had sloughed off into the irrigation ditches, and he would now be penniless until the next growing season.  Others complained of roofs blown off of their houses.  Aerander and Calyiches overheard that the bear-faced men across the table were brothers who were reeling from the lack of clients for their water barge business.  
Aerander’s eyes followed the waiter floating from table to table.  They were probably about the same age.  Aerander considered what it would be like to switch places with him.  It couldn’t be that bad, could it?  Everyone seemed to like the waiter.  No one cared about the scar on his face.  How had he gotten it? Aerander wondered.  A boisterous patron?  A reprimand from his boss, the Captain?  Or maybe it was from his father.  He didn’t seem to be the type to brood about it, in any event.    


The waiter returned with two shallow bowls of yellowy soup, some stale bread, and a pair of clay goblets filled with watered down wine.

Calyiches took a taste of his bowl first.  “Not bad.” 

Aerander tried his.  It was warm and rich, though despite the waiter’s description, the only thing resembling mollusks in it were bits of broken scallop shells that he had to carefully spit out with each slurp from his spoon.  But with his empty stomach, the meal was satisfying.  Aerander demurred from the wine, though Calyiches tossed back his goblet liberally.  
“Do I have to get drunk by myself?” Calyiches asked.

Aerander frowned at the brimming goblet in front of him.  Would he ever drink wine again?  He gazed around the room.  He and Calyiches were the only ones eating.  Maybe the other patrons had their suppers already, or they drew all the sustenance they needed from mead and wine.  Aerander’s eyes fixed on a man across the room slogging down a tall mug.  He had a bandage wrapped around his forehead.  Just like the bodies in the underground vault.  There were still so many things to figure out.
Aerander turned to Calyiches.  “Did you find out if those dates in Halyrian’s book match past Registrations?”   
Calyiches hiccupped.  “Forgot to tell you.  I showed the page to Dardy, and he confirmed it.  Still don’t get what one thing has got to do with the other.”
Aerander’s eyes shifted around the room.  He counted back.  There was a Registration when he was eleven, when he was seven and when he was three.  The same year his mother died.

“The passage in Halyrian’s book said that it was a warning.  Death’s Keeper and the Ones from Below, remember?  I couldn’t see the star last night, but, during the race, my amulet started buzzing again while we were coming around the north side of the Citadel.  By the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon.  It must’ve been my mother trying to tell me something again through the amulet.  We’ve got to talk to one of the father’s who lost his son.”  
“I thought we were going to leave everything behind for the night?” Calyiches said.

Aerander spotted the waiter and waved him over.  



“We need to find a man named Gryllus.”



“Search me.  Never heard of him.”


Aerander frowned.  But then the old drunk to his side stirred from his stupor.


“You won’t find Gryllus in a place like this.  He’s much too high and mighty for our company.”



“Do you know where he lives?” Aerander pressed.



“He keeps a home and pawn shop over the next canal, foot of the street with all the jewelry makers.  But you’ll find him in an awful mood.  His son died the other day.”



The waiter cleared their bowls and refilled Calyiches’ goblet.


“C’mon, we’ve got to go,” Aerander said.



“We’ve only just gotten here!”  Calyiches gripped his goblet and took another swig.



“We’ve got to tell Gryllus about the underground vault,” Aerander said.  “He might know something about why there are boys dying in town and why Zazamoukh is taking them below the temple.  We ought to visit him before it gets too late.”



Calyiches rolled his eyes.  Aerander tried a different tack.

“Besides, I think that man across the table has taken a fancy to you.” 


Calyiches turned and glimpsed a hulk of a man who wore his sudsy quaff on his beard.  His eyes, sunk into fatty sockets, fixed on Calyiches greedily.  

“All right, we’re off then,” Calyiches said.  He gulped down one last quick swig from his chalice.  



They stood to make their exit, but Calyiches lingered by their drunken companion.


“Why do they call this place the Captain’s Tourniquet?”


The old man looked up at him with a bleary face. “It’s the Captain’s Special.  It’ll bind you up for days!”


He broke out in a cackle and soon the entire table was chortling along with him.  Calyiches froze, but Aerander pulled him by the collar toward the entrance to the inn.
***


Repeating the old drunk’s directions in his head, Aerander hurried down the alley away from the Captain’s Tourniquet.  Calyiches tarried behind him.  It was darker out than before they had entered the inn.  Rain teamed down, and the streets were bare.  Calyiches caught up to Aerander and tugged his shoulder.

“Couldn’t this wait until the rain has let up a bit?”

“We have to find out what Zazamoukh is up to.  For all we know, he could be stealing more bodies tonight.”

“But what if Gryllus doesn’t want to see us?  We’re strangers to him.”

“We have to try.”

Aerander plodded down the waterlogged road.  He looked skyward to see if he could make out the Seventh Pleiade.  But it was much too cloudy to see anything that night, not even the moon. 
There were many crossroads along the way, and Aerander tried to stay to an eastern route.  Each time he came to an intersection, he looked in all directions for the canal that the man back at the inn had mentioned.  His robe was soaked through from the rain, and every few paces, he had to brace himself against a gust of wind.  They came to a little square that Aerander recognized as a marketplace for bread makers.  Glancing down one corner, he glimpsed a footbridge.  He hastened toward it.


“You’ve gotten a bit obsessed about this, haven’t you?” Calyiches called after him.  “If Zazamoukh’s involved with the boys’ murders, then it’s a matter for the sentinels, not us.”


“But something isn’t right.  They’re blaming the Law of One, and everyone’s acting like everything’s normal when quite clearly it isn’t.”



Aerander reached the bridge and jogged over the canal.  A number of roads split off ahead, and Aerander searched for some indication of a jewelry district.  Most of the streetlamps had been blown out from the storm, and the storefronts along the streets were boarded up.  Aerander spotted a signpost glittering with glass beads.  He headed briskly toward it.  Calyiches lagged behind peevishly.


“Who’s going to believe us anyway if it’s true that Zazamoukh’s involved?” 


Aerander strode on without answering.


“We could be dry back in the inn, settling on a room for the night instead of wandering around with no idea where we’re going.”

 “I know where we’re going!”  Aerander pushed ahead implacably.  The signpost led to a broad avenue of polished limestone shops and grand columned homes.  Gryllus’ house was supposed at the foot of the street.  Rainwater sloshed down the graded walk along the street.  All of the stores were closed up for the night.    
As he came down the slope, Aerander spotted a tall archway at the end of the street.  He pulled Calyiches toward it.  It was the threshold for an enormous house with a stone stoop bordered by twin statues of crouching dogs.  There was a large “G” at the top of the arch.  Aerander took the stairs two at a time.  


The boys caught their breaths beneath the door awning and tried to shake off some of the rain.  Aerander peered around.  The place looked condemned by all of the wood boards covering up its windows.  

Calyiches eyed Aerander impatiently. “Well let’s have it then.”
 He grasped the heavy door-knocker and rapped.  

The loud noise echoed through the street, and Aerander doubled back.  He stared at the door.  There was no sound from the interior of the house.  Calyiches grasped the door fixture to knock again, and Aerander braced himself.  

A shuffling sound came from the other side of the door.  The eyehole slid open, and a pair of wrinkled, bloodshot eyes stared out at the boys.

“If you’ve come for business, the shop is closed.  And if you’re beggars, my Master sends his regrets.” 

It was a male voice and not particularly friendly.  They probably looked like street urchins from their travel in the rain, Aerander realized.


“We need to speak to Gryllus.  It’s very important.”



The man’s eyes narrowed skeptically.  “Who are you and what is your business?” 



“Please sir, it’s a personal matter.  We have to speak to Gryllus directly.”



Beneath the porter’s reddened eyes, Aerander heard a cluck.



“No one gets beyond this door without stating his name and his business.  So I bid you good night.”



The man slid closed the eyehole.  Aerander glanced at Calyiches who was shaking his head.  Aerander turned back to the door.


“You can tell your Master that it’s Prince Aerander of the House of Atlas and Prince Calyiches of the House of Mneseus who desire his reception.”


“You’re crazy,” Calyiches whispered.  He looked down to the street to see if anyone had heard Aerander.  



There was a moment’s hesitation at the other side of the door.  Then, a heavy bolt slid along its metal hinges, and the door cracked open.  The Porter’s pale head appeared, and he scanned the boys.  Aerander composed himself self-righteously.  He elbowed Calyiches, and Calyiches withdrew his medallion from his robe to show the Porter.  The man searched around them as though he were expecting a large procession behind the boys.  But seeing that the boys were alone, he looked from one to the other in disbelief.  


“Tell Master Gryllus that we only request a few minutes of his time, but our visit is most important,” Aerander said.          



The Porter drew open the door and stepped aside to let them in.  
The interior of the home was dim; all of the oil lanterns were turned down.  Aerander recalled that the family must be in mourning.  For such an impressive house, it was a bit of a mess inside, and it smelled like dirty laundry.  The anteroom was cluttered with dusty idols, candles and dull-colored urns, and the wool carpet looked like it had not been cleaned for some time.  The Porter bid his guests to wait in the entryway, and then he hurried down the darkened hallway that led further into the estate.   



Aerander could see a number of curtained doorways off the central hall and a tall wood staircase leading to the rooms for the pawnbroker’s family.  He wondered if they were disturbing the grieving family.  Absent-minded, Calyiches wrung out the hood of his robe on the rug.  Aerander passed him a reproachful look.  


The Porter returned and caught a glimpse of the puddle at Calyiches’ feet.
“Shall I dry your coats by the hearth?” he said.

The boys nodded gratefully and handed him their coverings.  The Porter directed them to follow him down the hall to one of the rear chambers.  He held open the curtain, and they entered a room whose plaster walls were entirely covered with stacks of shelves.  
It was a claustrophobic sight – so many boxes and loose scrolls packed together without any apparent method, and it looked like the whole collection might tumble to the ground with the faintest tremor.   Aerander did not even notice that there was someone else in the room until he heard the mellow tone of a man’s voice.
“If this had been any other week, I would not have believed my eyes.  But please sit.  May I offer you a drink your Graces?”
The man was seated behind a slate work table filled with stacks of papers and a tall abacus.  It surprised Aerander that Gryllus was a native from Lost Pangea.  In fact, Aerander had never seen one before, but the man’s honey-skin, heavy lidded eyes and high cheekbones were unmistakable characteristics of the race from the far western continent that Aerander had read about in his lessons books.  There were few Pangeans in the city.  They were said to prefer the agrarian lifestyle in their homeland, and the few that had ventured to the capital only found work at the lowliest of jobs that even the Azilians would not take – working the orichalcum mines and excavating the city’s canals and grottoes.  Yet here was a man that clearly had made quite a run of it for himself by his generous abode.  Gryllus looked to be fortyish with silky dark hair thinning at his temples and the beginnings of jowls at his cheeks.  
Aerander and Calyiches took seats on two wooden chairs in front of the table and shook their heads at the suggestion of a drink.  At their proximity, Aerander could see the puffy circles beneath the pawnbroker’s eyes.  


“We’re sorry to trouble you at such a late hour,” Aerander said.



Gryllus sorted through some papers on his desk.  “Trouble me now.  Trouble me in the middle of the night.  It matters little to me these days.  But I must say:  I’ve never had clients of your stature.  What is your business, I beg you?”


 
By the pawnbroker’s sophisticated command of the Atlantean language, Aerander gathered that he was not a recent immigrant to Atlantis.  Gryllus’ eyes traveled to the gold medallion on Calyiches’ lap.  His face lit up with a crooked smile.


“As a pawnbroker, I have occasion to hear the unlikeliest of stories.   But I can see that this promises to be a long and satisfying tale.”



“No.  We’re not here for trade,” Aerander said.



Gryllus’ eyes narrowed.



Aerander considered what to say.  He sighed.  There was no delicate way to put it.



“We wanted to speak to you about your son.  I think that we know where his body was taken.”


Gryllus stood up from his seat.  He was barely taller out of his chair, but his face drew up fiercely.  “My son?  What do you mean?” 


Aerander hesitated.  “I mean...there’s a place under the Citadel.  A vault.  We’re pretty sure that High Priest Zazamoukh has taken him there.  And he may be responsible for all the other young people who have disappeared even though everyone is saying that it’s the work of the Law of One.”



Gryllus stared at Aerander for a moment.  Calyiches pointed his eyes at the floor.  The pawnbroker gradually eased back in his chair.     



“I wonder what you know about Priest Zazamoukh?” Gryllus said.

Aerander shrugged.



Gryllus massaged his chin.  “I hope it shall not offend you, but my wife is Atlantean.   She was a devout supporter of the priesthood, and when you get a little older you’ll understand that sometimes it’s easier to give in to one’s wife’s habits than to fight her.  Shortly after our wedding, I renounced my native religion.  I went through the priests’ indoctrination ceremony, was anointed with a new Atlantean name, and began attending services with my wife at the Temple of Poseidon.”

Aerander and Calyiches exchanged a sidelong glance.  What was the point of the story? Aerander wondered.  Gryllus went on.

“That was where I was introduced to the Great Priest Zazamoukh.  My wife adored him.  So fiery and inspirational from the altar! she would say.  She insisted that all of our children be raised under the priest’s influence.  We made our weekly offerings and kept our idols, and as the Registration approached, we looked forward to our son Attalos going through his rite of initiation just like any other pious family in the city.”

Gryllus’ face tightened.  “If I had thought for a moment that any harm could come to my boy, I would have stopped it.  But there are none more stubborn than the recently converted.  There were rumors flying around the city, you see.  I would not expect that they would travel to the Citadel, but we city folk call it the Registration Curse.  Every four years when the Registration comes around, a peculiar evil spreads through the city.  Children end up missing or dying for no apparent reason.  Mostly wayward youths or children from the poorest of families mind you, but it was an unsettling coincidence.  Zazamoukh told us that it was a reminder from the ancestors that we needed to show our devotion with greater generosity.  We crowded into his temple and filled his altar with our most prized possessions.  Some families gave all they owned to ward off the curse.  And true to the priest’s word, the disappearances stopped once the Registration was over, and everything returned to normal.”

Gryllus paused for a moment to take a sip from the earthen goblet on his work table.  Aerander and Calyiches watched him transfixed.   

“When we heard about the first child who died this year, the panic started once again.   This time it was no guttersnipe who had passed away.  The curse had come for a child from a good family.  The father worked the orichalcum mines on the north side of the city.  He was a faithful patron of the temple.  Then there were others:  the son of pineapple farmer and another boy whose father was a gamekeeper for a noblewoman.  We were frightened.  We kept our children close and visited the temple daily to pray to the ancestors for their mercy.   We gave everything we had as offerings just to protect ourselves.”

Gryllus’ eyes flashed.  Aerander tightened up in his seat.  He couldn’t produce a word though Gryllus stared at him with his jowls billowing.

“We saw Zazamoukh carrying one of the boys in a sack the other night,” Calyiches said.  “We know he’s involved.  We just don’t know how.”

“Or why,” Aerander added.

Gryllus looked from one to the other, a decision flickering on his face.  He glanced toward the ceiling, and then his lips screwed up in a reluctant smirk.  “Aye.  You’ve come to the right place.  You see, my son Attalos was one of the boys selected in Zazamoukh’s lottery.  It was our family’s greatest honor.  You should’ve heard my wife bragging to all of our neighbors that the High Priest was making a special visit to our home.”
Gryllus looked down at his hands.  They started shaking, and when Gryllus looked back up, his face was fiery red.  “And when Zazamoukh came calling to meet with Attalos, I did nothing.  Nothing!  Like some cowardly fool handing over his child for sacrifice.”
Aerander shifted in his seat, wondering if it might have been an apt time to step out of the room for a moment.  He watched Gryllus’ trembling hand grasp his goblet and bring it to his mouth.  Aerander caught a waft of the cup’s potent contents.



“What did Zazamoukh do to your son?” Calyiches asked.



Gryllus turned with a lopsided smile.  “What did he do?  He gave him his blessing.  He came to the house, offered to meet with my son, and left in less than a half hour’s time.  Attalos was fine when the priest arrived, and when we looked in on him later that night, he was the same as we had left him.”


Aerander and Calyiches glanced at each other again, utterly lost.  Gryllus gathered his thoughts.

“A storm raged that night, I remember.  We all took to our beds early.  And when we woke, everything was quiet and still.  My wife rose just after Kindling to take her servant with her to the Agora so it was I who went to Attalos’ room to wake him.”


Gryllus gazed beyond the boys, struck hollow.  “There was such a sense of peace when I entered the room,” he said.  “You may not believe me, but I swear I knew the moment before I had even looked upon my boy.  The air in the room was too still.  It had happened sometime during the storm.  There was not a single mark on Attalos other than the priest’s benediction on his forehead.  He looked like life had simply left him, like it had flown out of the window in the night.”


Gryllus must have noticed his guests’ helpless looks.  His face sharpened up, and he tapped his hairless temple.  “Aye, but I’ve figured it out.  For I had thought it strange that he wore a glove that night he visited Attalos.  Not for strangling, stabbing or any other kind of violence, but for the single bloody swipe across the boy’s forehead.  I’m sure of it now.  In that bull’s horn he carries around his neck he puts some vile substance, so powerful that it seeps ‘neath the children’s skin and turns their bodies cold.  Not for every boy, just the ones he selects to kill.  In this clever manner, he’s blameless.  He chooses just enough victims to remain below suspicion.”


Aerander seized up cold.  Every boy in the city must have gotten benediction bloodstains, including all of the Registrants at Opening Day temple service.  
“Then Zazamoukh stole Attalos’ body from the Necropolis,” Aerander said.
Gryllus nodded.  “And so you complete the story.”

“Do you know anything about the predictions of a priest named Halyrian?” Aerander said.  “Death’s Keeper bringing tribute to the One’s from Below?  We think it has something to do with what Zazamoukh’s up to.”
Gryllus shook his head.  “I would not dare to guess for what infernal purpose Zazamoukh gathers the bodies.  But I shall tell you this:  tonight, his evil comes to an end.  We fathers who’ve lost our sons have organized, and we’re paying a visit to the priest at his temple.  But instead of food and coins, we’ll have torches and spears.”
It clicked in Aerander’s head that Gryllus’ frequent draws on his goblet were as much for assuaging his grief as for gathering courage.  He was barely taller than most twelve-year olds.


“We’ll help you,” Calyiches said.

“Your offer is appreciated, Prince Calyiches, but this is no task for two young men of noble birth.” 



“But we’re here and willing to help,” Calyiches said.



“True,” Gryllus said.  “But if I understand your friend, there is another important matter for the two of you.  Bring back the boys’ bodies from the Citadel.  They should be returned to their parents and given a proper funeral.  We cannot go there ourselves.  You are the only ones who know their location and have access to the grounds.”


Aerander drifted back in his seat.  “There’s just one problem.”



Gryllus furrowed his brow.



“We’ve run away.”



Aerander told Gryllus about the rowing competition and the fight with his father. 



“It sounds like you and your father are cut from the same cloth:  stubborn threads,” Gryllus said.  “Of this I cannot give you any advice, but I can tell you one thing for certain:  two young noble men roaming the city alone at night is a reckless matter.  There are dozens of desperate people who would gladly take you for ransom or worse.  But listen here:  behind my estate there is a canal landing and a boat that I use for transporting merchandise.  I have a boatman who can take you to the Citadel and bring you back here once you have recovered the boy’s bodies.”


Aerander stood up from his seat.  “We should go.  I heard Zazamoukh talking to my father about some special Registration ceremony tonight.  We’ll be able to get out onto the Citadel grounds while everyone’s busy with it.”


Gryllus sent his Porter to fetch the boatswain for their departure, and Aerander fidgeted behind his chair.  Calyiches meanwhile remained in his seat.  His eyes had never left the pawnbroker. 



“What’ll happen to you after the temple’s been burned?” Calyiches asked.



Gryllus grimaced. “It’s hard to say what will become of any of us after all of this is over.  By all rights, I should have lost my taste for religion altogether this past week, but I cannot help but wonder whether Zazamoukh has loosed the rage of some divine force by his vile acts.  The storm’s a sign of divine retribution, whether you should like to call it the will of the ancestors or the rage of the Sky God we used to worship in Lost Pangea.  I only pray that Atlantis still stands after tonight.  If we can make amends by destroying the priest and returning the children’s bodies to their rightful place, perhaps there will still be a chance for Atlantis.  As for me, I have already lost too much here...”

Gryllus drifted off for a moment.  Calyiches eyed him expectantly.  With a scratch of his bare forehead, Gryllus recovered his mellow fluency.  
“Do not mistake me, Prince Calyiches.  I love Atlantis.  Despite my brothers’ warnings, it had always been my life’s goal to live here – the Navel of the World, where anything was possible.  I think my brothers were haunted by the ghosts of our ancestors who shook in fright when the Atlantean legion landed on our shore in their warships and bronze-plated armor so many centuries ago.  They told me that I should never trust the colonizers and after my marriage to my fair-skinned wife, we drifted apart.
“I never thought that I would say this, but the events of the past week have killed my dream to make a life in Atlantis.  My wife could not bear the pain of losing our son, and she took her life last night.  My business here is over – every penny of my wealth given away to the temple priests in the vain hope of protecting Attalos from the Registration curse.”



Gryllus gestured to his shelves.  “All that’s left is promissory notes from my clients.  Most of their items I have already sold off, and if they are claimed I have no way to redeem them.  So you see, there is nothing for me here in Atlantis.  If we fathers are successful tonight, I can only hope to find some way to return to my homeland with my younger girls and start anew.”



Calyiches bowed his head.  The Porter stepped back into the room with the boys’ dried robes.


“Now go then – you have an important task ahead of you,” Gryllus pushed them along.



Calyiches looked back at Gryllus one last time before the Porter led him and Aerander through the curtained door into the hallway.  They followed the man to the rear entrance of the house.  When the Porter opened the door, they could see a tall hooded figure untying a little barge attached to the canal bank.  There was a cabin in the back of the vessel.  Aerander headed toward it.  Calyiches waited a moment.  He turned to the Porter and withdrew his victory medallion from his robe.



“Here,” he told the Porter.  He placed the medallion in his hand.  “Give this to Master Gryllus.”



The Porter stared after the boys as the two climbed into the boatswain’s vessel.   

***


Dirging

Rain poured down hard as Gryllus’ boatman pushed the little barge with his single oar.  Aerander and Calyiches eked out places inside the hooded cabin amid empty crates and burlap bags.  They traveled a route of canals and grottoes beneath the city’s streets.  It was dark and windy, and thunder cracked all around them.

Calyiches was going on about what a nice man Gryllus was.  Aerander slumped against a pile of burlap bags.  His stomach burned, and he couldn’t tell if it was from nerves or from the awful stew that they had eaten at the inn.  Aerander pulled his cloak tight around his shoulders.  He felt his amulet pulsing against his skin.  
“How much do you figure that victory medallion is worth?” Calyiches said.
Aerander gazed blankly away.

“One thousand galleons?  Two thousand?”  
Calyiches stared at his unresponsive companion.  “Well what do you think?”  
Trancelike, the dream about his mother at the ancient shrine replayed in Aerander’s head.  He saw the temple, glowing with red light, and then the four men in robes gathered for some sort of offering.  He couldn’t see what was on the altar, but, this time, by his mother’s frightened look, Aerander was dead sure.  The amulet stopped buzzing, and the image faded out.  
Aerander pulled out the necklace from under his tunic and looked at the fishbone pendant.  If it unlocked memories from a previous wearer, he realized something was off.  The memory showed Sibyllia in plain view walking through the woods and standing at the temple.  Someone was watching her.    
“What’s wrong?” Calyiches asked.   
“This must be the secret that my mother figured out.  She was at the temple when they were offering the boys’ bodies for sacrifice.  And so was someone else.”

Calyiches gaped.  Aerander explained.  
“You think the other person could be who murdered her?” Calyiches asked.
“I dunno.  Maybe...”  Aerander had the impulse to toss the amulet into the channel.  Thessala hadn’t mentioned anyone else wearing it, but to think that, all along, he had been accessing some stranger’s memories made Aerander want to take the thing off, strip down and scrub himself.  He went to lift it over his neck.

Calyiches stopped him.  “You can’t take it off!  What if it gives you more clues?”

Aerander felt sea sick, feverish and confined.  He replaced the necklace and slunk down on the floor, knee bobbing.  Calyiches drew up beside him.  
“At least wear it until we get the boys from the vault.  It could give you some kind of warning if we get into trouble.”
Trouble like creatures with snake heads and whoever was stalking his mother that night, Aerander thought.  His mind raced.  He wished that he could turn it off.  Aerander looked out of the cabin and saw the bonfire of the Great Lighthouse in the distance.  Alatheon’s brother Deucalion would be on duty there.
Calyiches slid down so that they were shoulder to shoulder on the floor.  “After we finish doing what Gryllus asked us, we’ll figure out who killed your mother, all right?” 
Aerander nodded.  Calyiches got comfy with his head on Aerander’s lap.  He must’ve been spent from the boat race and all of their running around the city for soon Aerander could hear him breathing drowsily.  Aerander couldn’t rest.  They were retracing a path that his mother had taken twelve years ago, and it had ended in her death.  He felt a pinch in his chest.  Sibyllia had risked her life to stop Zazamoukh.  Aerander had come to think of her as strong and brave, but really it was an incredibly reckless thing to do.  She had ended up hurting the two people who depended on her.  Maybe that was why his father never spoke about Sibyllia.  She had never considered what would happen to her family.  Aerander thought about Danae, Alixa and Thessala.    

Aerander gathered a burlap bag from the floor of the boat and gently maneuvered Calyiches’ head on top of it.  He crawled out of the cabin.

“Let us out at the next landing,” he told the boatman.

Aerander stepped around the cabin to the front of the barge.  He cupped his hands over his eyes to keep the rain out.  They were nearing the Grand Canal that cut south to north from the Great Harbor to the Citadel channel.  Northward, the flaming lights of the Citadel Bridge loomed in the distance.  They couldn’t go back there.  Aerander had such a terrible feeling about it.
The boatswain pulled the boat to the side of the canal.  He climbed out and secured the vessel with a rope.  Aerander went back to the cabin to wake Calyiches.

“C’mon.”

Aerander stepped off the boat and waited for Calyiches on the bank.  Calyiches came out, groggy and confused.

“Why are we getting off here?” 

“I’ll explain later.”

Calyiches disembarked.

“Thank you for your trouble, but we won’t be needing you anymore,” Aerander told the boatswain.

“What?!” Calyiches said.

Aerander waved him over to the side while the boat launched off the bank.

“What’re you doing?  We have to get back to the Citadel.”

“We’re not going.”

“What’re you talking about?  We promised Gryllus.”

Aerander pushed down the street against a blast of wind.  Calyiches caught up to him.
“We’re going back to the inn,” Aerander said.

“You are!  I’m going back to the Citadel to return the bodies.”
The ground shook with a tremor.  Aerander caught his balance and held the sleeve of Calyiches’ cloak.  
“We’ve done enough already,” Aerander said.
“How can you say that?  Gryllus and the other fathers are depending on us.”
“So let them sort it out themselves.  It’s their business, not ours.”

Aerander set off down the street at a brisk pace.
“You’ve gone batty!  Or spineless is it?” Calyiches called after him.
“Call me whatever you want.”

Aerander stepped around to judge a direction back to the inn.  They had to cross over the Grand Canal to get back to the Agora District.  He peered down every street that he passed.  Despite the storm, there was a lot of commotion going on.  People were calling out from the balconies of their apartments, and there were young men gathering outside their homes.  Aerander caught fragments of their conversations.

“The Pelasgians are coming!”

“The Imperator’s army failed!”

“The barbarians are pushing to the coast.  They’re headed to the capital!”

It was too much for Aerander to take in.  Besides, the only thing that was important was getting back to the inn.  He found a road that looked like it veered toward the Grand Canal.  He headed toward it.   

Aerander heard Calyiches’ footsteps running up to him again.

“How can you turn away when we’ve gotten this far?” Calyiches said.

Aerander pushed ahead.

“You’re being very selfish!  Do you not see how important this is?”  

Calyiches stood in place.  Aerander continued on.   Calyiches shouted after him.  

“Do not make me choose between you and doing what’s right.”
Aerander turned around.  Calyiches shook his head, eyes wet with tears.  Aerander searched Calyiches’ face.  He had so many questions, but Calyiches was just a boy.  His mother hadn’t been much older when she died.  How could she have been so sure that what she was doing was right?
“You got me into all this, don’t forget,” Calyiches said.

Aerander wished that they could just get to some dry quiet spot where he could sort through everything stirring in his head.  To figure out some guarantee that everything would be all right.  But the wind was whipping hard, and they were getting soaked.  Calyiches’ face conveyed the only certainty that he knew.  

Aerander started back toward Calyiches.  If they hurried, they might be able to catch Gryllus’ boatswain.  
“Halt there!” came a voice.  
Aerander shuddered.  A spear pressed against his back.  Calyiches hurtled toward him.  Aerander looked over his shoulder and glimpsed a spiked breastplate.

***


High up in the cupola of the Great Lighthouse, Deucalion looked out at the storm.  The night sky pulsed with sheets of lightning.  Black clouds lumbered toward the shore.  Deucalion tinkered with the fillet around his forehead.  The platform bonfire in the cupola enclosure was burning vigorously.  He had grown used to the heat, but the sweat dripping into his eyes was an on-going problem.  

Deucalion’s flat chest and slight build had earned him the sedentary post.  But coming from a poor home with three sisters, a brother and a growing tenancy of nephews and nieces, he had learned to make the best of a dull situation.  Deucalion passed a sportive glance at the pretty, blond haired girl who he had snuck along with him on his shift that night.



“If any ships are traveling tonight, their crew had better be making a plea to Poseidon!” 

Pyrrah fussed with one of her hair plaits that had come apart during the gusty climb to the top of the tower.  She pointed her blue eyes at Deucalion moodily.  It was boiling hot in the pinnacle enclosure, and it was so windy on the gallery, where Deucalion was standing, she was certain to be lose her balance and tumble over the railing.  

“C’mon, Pyrrah.  Have a look,” Deucalion said.

An unlikely chain of events played over in Pyrrah’s head.  When she had opened up the note that Deucalion slyly passed her back at his house, she laughed and tucked it, absent-minded, into a perfume bottle on the table in her dressing room.  It was a poorly-written invitation to join him that night, the kind of thing that would have her male cousins plotting a kidnapping and beating of the boy.  Then, the news came that her wedding was off.  Her mother told her that she would have to stay in her bedchamber for the rest of the Registration festival in order to enact a proper scene of devastation and betrayal.  Quickly, a decision was made.  Pyrrah dislodged the attar-soaked scrap of paper, changed outfits with her chambermaid, and hired a carriage into town while everyone was busy at the feast in the Grand Pavilion.  Now, being confined to her bed didn’t seem like such a bad way to spend the evening.  

A great gust of wind blew through the pinnacle deck.  It carried a briny spray that doused the brazier.  The fire crackled and smoldered.  Pyrrah jumped away.

Deucalion called down to the workers on the middle stage of the lighthouse.  They needed to bring up more oil-soaked logs for the fire.  Deucalion looked down the shaft in the center of the cupola.  Two men loaded a copper drum with wood and raised it up the hollow core with a pulley.  Deucalion steadied the drum, fixed the pulley with a knot, and began feeding the logs into the pit.

“You could help me,” he said.

Pyrrah shook her head.  She kept herself to the shelter of one of the pinnacle columns, trying not to brush up against its sooty surface.

Deucalion shrugged and went back to stoking the brazier.  The fire soon flourished again.  Deucalion cocked his head with a thought.  He climbed the steps of the brazier platform and unsheathed a concave mirror that was fixed to a floored wheel encircling the fire pit.  He maneuvered the contraption so that it caught the fire’s glow and sent a great beam of light onto the ocean.

Pyrrah looked on with amazement.  Deucalion nodded with a grin.

“Come up here,” he said.

Pyrrah smoothed out her smock and stepped up the platform.  Deucalion guided her hands to the sides of the mirror.  With his hands over hers, they turned the mirror this way and that, projecting the brazier’s light over the dark seascape.  

“It’s not so bad is it?” Deucalion said.  

Pyrrah smiled.

“If it weren’t for the Lighthouse, ships would crash into the rocky shore all the time,” Deucalion said.  “A few months ago, a big fishing galley slammed right into the island wall because the sentry had fallen asleep.  Glad it wasn’t me on that night!  I’ve dozed off a couple of times on my shifts.   But I’m lucky that way.  Always had that streak.  When every one of my sisters and brother caught the pocks, I was still healthy as a horse.”  
Pyrrah gazed out of the cupola.  The mirror shone a great spotlight on the wicked movement of the sea.  The water was cresting in great peaks.  Deucalion and Pyrrah wheeled the mirror around the fire pit to project the light toward the shore.  Pyrrah watched the waves pounding against the wall that protected the coastline.  Sprays of water chuted high into the air, some traveling over the wall.  They wheeled the mirror back to its original position, and Deucalion fixed its pedaled stop. 
“We get these storms in winter, but not typically this time of the year,” Deucalion said.  “We had a real rough one last season.  The ocean even took out a section of the wall.  They don’t build it like the lighthouse here.”  He stooped down to the platform and tapped it.  “Marble bricks and lead mortar,” he said.   He drew up close to Pyrrah and put his hand on her waist.

Pyrrah tensed up.  None of the boys who had courted her had ever been so forward.  She squirmed her shoulders so that Deucalion wasn’t pressing against her so tightly. 
“Tell me a secret,” Pyrrah said.

“What do you mean?”

“You know what a secret is, don’t you?  Something no one else in the whole world knows about you.  But make it good.  Something that would mortify your father and make your mother’s skin curdle.”

Deucalion twisted up one side of his mouth.  “All right.  I shouldn’t have been selected for military service on account of my height.  But when I went to enlist, the medic who examined me made a mistake on his report.  He wrote down five foot nine instead of five foot six.  Just tall enough to make sentry.  Now whenever I see one of my commanders, I walk on the tips of my toes.”

Deucalion gave a teetering demonstration around the bonfire platform.  Pyrrah laughed.  He stepped behind her at the mirror and put a hand on her arm.
“That’s funny,” Pyrrah said.  “But technically, it’s not a secret.  Your family must know.  I mean, every one can see how tall you are.”

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“As Poseidon is my witness, I swear your story is safe with me.  May he strike me with his lightning bolt and make my hair stand up like a monkey’s mane should I ever speak it.”

Deucalion squeezed her side.  “Your turn.”

Pyrrah hesitated.  “Well then.  My fiancé broke off our engagement because he’s in love with his rowing partner.”

Deucalion guffawed.  “And your parents don’t know?”
“They know now.”

“Then it’s not a secret.  You’re not keeping to your own rules.  That means you have to let me kiss you.”

Pyrrah glared at him, slack-jawed.  Deucalion flitted his eyebrows.  She sighed.  Deucalion moved in, and their lips met.  But when he tried for a second kiss, she gently pushed him away.
“All right.  I’ll tell you.”

Deucalion watched her, glazed.  Pyrrah stared away.

“I’m in love in my cousin Perdikkas.”

She felt his arm slip off of hers.

“But it’s not like that,” she said.  “He’s getting married to someone else.”

Deucalion sorted it out in his head.  For the Registration, his parents gave him a little box tied up with strings.  When he opened it, he found a pocket knife, the same one his older brother had received on his Registration day.  But it still cut the fishing line and scraped off the calluses from his feet just fine.  He put his hands on Pyrrah’s waist and nuzzled against her.    
Pyrrah watched the roaring surf and the great show of lightning overhead.  Deucalion’s hands traveled up her stomach toward her breasts.  Pyrrah breathed out, trying to relax.  Maybe she should close her eyes, she thought.  She listened to the swirling, whistling wind, the boom of thunder, and the waves crashing against the shore.  Deucalion’s mouth nibbled at her neck.  It tickled.  Pyrrah giggled.



Deucalion stepped away from her.  Pyrrah suddenly felt terrible about her giddy outburst.  She opened her eyes and turned to read his expression.  But Deucalion didn’t look embarrassed.  He looked horrified.



Deucalion stumbled down the platform to the gallery.  Everything had settled into a strange calm.  It looked at first as though the entire sea had vanished.  Deucalion looked down at the endless bed of sand, and he glimpsed a silvery fish thrashing around.  He turned to the lighthouse beacon and squinted to follow it far into the distance.  From some hundred yards away, he saw it:  a giant wall of water.  Deucalion leaned over the railing and shouted down to the workers below.  Then, he ran up to get Pyrrah and pulled her behind one of the cupola columns.  

There was a great thud, like the toppling of a poplar tree, and the entire building shook.  When it settled, Deucalion sped out to the gallery.  The lighthouse was submerged up to its middle stage.  All the workers on the deck had been washed away.  Deucalion hurried back up the brazier platform and swung the mirror around toward the coastline.  The ocean poured over the battered island wall. 

Pyrrah climbed up the steps to look.  Water rushed through the coastal plain, ripping through cottages and farms.  Deucalion steered the light to the Great Harbor.  The complex of docks and ships was completely gone.  The wake of the wave must have carried the wreckage inland.  Even the colossal statue of Poseidon had broken apart from its base.    



Deucalion swung the mirror back and forth over the landscape to warn the sentries at the city’s interior fortifications.  There was an outer watchtower, an inner one, and the Citadel, five miles away.  In the space of breaths, the ocean engulfed the island’s coastal zone, casting a cold dark blanket over everything in sight.     

Pyrrah stumbled backwards in tears.  Deucalion pointed the light directly at the burning pinnacle of the city’s outer watchtower.  He shifted the mirror up and down to convey the urgent message.  It was too far to make out, but the wave was surely reeling toward the city.  Then, the watchtower light across the distance disappeared.      
***

Clusters of governors and registrants were gathered in the Grand Pavilion when a pair of sentinels brought Aerander and Calyiches into the chamber.  They had made the journey on foot until their armored escort reached the Citadel Bridge barricade and pointed them into a carriage.  All eyes in the hall seized on Aerander and Calyiches, and then they widened at the boys’ raffish appearances.  The two were soaking wet and wearing peasant cloaks. 
Aerander spotted his father.  Pylartes’ face showed a hint of relief, but then he strode across the room, a steam-filled pipe ready to burst.  Governor Kondrian followed on Pylartes’ heels.  


“These two will join the others for the final rite of the Registration,” Pylartes told the sentinels.  


“We’re not going,” Calyiches said.



He and Aerander had not spoken all the while the guards led them back to the palace.  But given some time to think about his decision to get off Gryllus’ barge, Aerander drew up beside Calyiches, shoulders rolled back, ready to make amends.


“What’s this all about?” Kondrian said.


“We’ll deal with the boys’ misconduct when they return from the temple,” Pylartes said.  “Their escort will be arriving at any moment.”



Aerander scanned the room.  There were four other governors:  Basilides, Amphigoron, Hesperus and Ephegene, and four boys:  Perdikkas, Mesokantes, Dardy and Radamanthes.  There was something familiar about the combination.  It hit Aerander with a chill:  the boys had all won registration medallions, well, Mesokantes more through sympathy than achievement.  Aerander wondered where the rest of the boys were if they were going to temple service.    


“You can’t make us go,” Aerander said.  “There’s something important we have to do.”



Pylartes drew a deep, nasal breath.



“We discovered something,” Aerander said.  “The reason the boys died and their bodies were stolen.”


Pylartes turned to his companions with a light-hearted grin.  “You see – while we were all back at the palace worrying about these two, they were busy doing the work of my domestic guard.”


“It’s true,” Calyiches said.  “Priest Zazamoukh is behind everything.  We’ve proof in the tunnel beneath the Citadel.”



Kondrian eyed his son peculiarly.  The other governors exchanged weary grimaces.  Basilides raised his voice.
 

“Perhaps it would be better if these two stayed back at the palace.  Haven’t they done enough today to ruin the Registration festival?”  

Amphigoron and Hesperus nodded along.  Perdikkas and Mesokantes wore skeptical mugs.  Dardy’s eyes were bugged out.
“By Great Poseidon, it would bring me no greater pleasure than to lock these two in the Palace Keep for the night,” Pylartes said.  “But the High Priest has made our ancestors’ instructions clear.  All the registration champions must dedicate their victories at the temple in order for the storm to end.”

Aerander felt ready to burst out of his skin.  If he had stayed in Gryllus’ boat, he and Calyiches could have avoided all of this.  Fortunately, Calyiches did not look sore about the matter.  Aerander tried again with his father.
“We’ve just come from talking with one of the fathers who lost his son.  He’s certain that Zazamoukh’s the killer.”
“Let him show you the tunnel so that you’ll believe us,” Calyiches told his father.

Then all heads turned to the sound of footsteps coming from the Pavilion portico.  Priest Zazamoukh, dressed in layered, ceremonial vestitures, stepped into the chamber.   His short braids were shiny, waxed to deflect the rain, and he held a serene grin.   
“He’s a murderer!’ Calyiches called out.  “He killed Gryllus’ son and all the others!”

The guards took a step closer to Calyiches with a tight hold on their spears.  It was like the most awful of dreams, Aerander realized.  No one believed them.  He stared pleadingly at his father, but Pylartes walked away to make greetings with the priest.  Then Zazamoukh came over.  Calyiches looked ready to pounce on him, but a guard held fast in front of him.  
“Be at peace, children,” Zazamoukh said.  “There’s no reason to fear.  Tonight you shall deliver the ancestors their greatest glory.”
Aerander’s throat went dry as he noticed the bull horn around Zazamoukh’s neck.  Zazamoukh turned to speak out to the group.  
“We’re going to the temple to enact a sacred rite.  You shall be the first ever Registration group to participate.  It is a great honor.”



Governor Ephegene nodded proudly to his son Radamanthes, and Basilides gave an encouraging pat to Perdikkas’ shoulder.  Then, Zazamoukh unsheathed a silver dagger that was tucked into his robe.

“It is a simple procedure,” Zazamoukh said.  He stepped in front of Aerander and Calyiches.  “Yet the holiest of sacraments.  Each of you shall perform it while dedicating the glory of your win to the ancestors.”



“He’s demented!” Calyiches broke out.  “He ought to be locked up!”


Zazamoukh narrowed his hairless brow.  He gestured to one of the sentinels, and the man brought over a standing torch.  With his eyes fixed on Calyiches, Zazamoukh raised his right hand.  With his other hand, he pressed the tip of his dagger to his palm.  Then he held his hand over the torch.  Droplets of blood singed in the flames.  Zazamoukh showed off the tiny puncture on his palm to everyone in the chamber.


“Our offering to the ancestors,” he said.


Mesokantes pointed out Calyiches and Aerander’s wooden faces with a smirk.  Perdikkas and Radamanthes fell out with chuckles. 



“He’s an evil lunatic.  You must believe us!” Aerander said. 



 Pylartes stepped over and gestured to the sentinels.  They pulled Aerander and Calyiches over to the side of the room and bound their hands behind them with cords.  


“One more word from either of you, and they’ll also bind your mouths,” Pylartes growled.



Aerander and Calyiches eyed each other grimly.  Meanwhile, Zazamoukh went down the line of governors and registrants across the hall.  He made unctuous greetings and patted the young men on the head.  
Aerander locked eyes with Dardy for a moment.  Dardy’s face was blank.  He too must have thought that Aerander and Calyiches were crazy.  Pylartes stood firmly at Aerander’s side.  Aerander tried again.


“You’ll find the missing bodies in a vault in the woods.  We saw Zazamoukh taking one of them there.”


Pylartes spoke to him through tight lips.
“You’ll follow the priest’s instructions or I swear to you, I’ll have you bound in a cell for the rest of your life.”



“My mother found out about what he’s doing.  She didn’t kill herself.  Someone killed her.  It’s in the amulet you gave me.”



Pylartes hesitated, off-balance for a moment.  He looked at Aerander with a sober face.
“You must put your mother’s death behind you, Aerander.  That is the way of men.”



Zazamoukh called out from across the room.  “Your Eminence, we should depart for the temple in order to arrive by Moontide.”


The temple, Aerander bristled.  Gryllus and the other fathers were going there to burn it down, and Zazamoukh wouldn’t even be there.  He exchanged an agonizing look with Calyiches.



Zazamoukh walked over with his eyes set on Aerander and Calyiches. “These boys are overly excited.  By the ancestors’ instructions, they must make their pilgrimage to the temple unaccompanied.  But we wouldn’t want anything to interfere with our sacred ritual.”


Pylartes considered for a moment.  “We’ll have two of the strongest boys escort them to the temple.”  He looked to Governor Kondrian, and Kondrian, nonplussed, vaguely nodded.  Pylartes added:  “Should either of them do anything to disrupt the temple service, their escorts have our full authority to coerce them physically.”


He picked out Radamanthes and Mesokantes.


“Gladly,” Mesokantes said.  He took Calyiches’ side while Radamanthes joined Aerander.



“Now follow me, young men,” Zazamoukh said.  “Divine tidings await us at the temple.”
***

A group of forty or so men sloshed through the city streets, ankle deep in water.  Their arms were raised with torches, and they carried a makeshift assortment of weapons:  pitchforks, work axes, sickles, hammers and fishing spears.  The men marched closely together, gusts of winds whipping at their sides and a steady pour of rain from above.  Those at the rear of the group pulled a large cart behind them covered in burlap.

Gryllus was at the front of the pack, staring out from his hooded cloak.  He had an iron spear at his side.  It was an old item that had never been claimed from his shop.  Gryllus never thought that he would use it.  He had never used any sort of weapon before.  But that night, he was unafraid of death. 
The streets were wild.  Groups of street youth were looting the shuddered storefronts, drunks stumbled along the flooded gutters, and, every few paces, the screech of an angry housewife carried from one of the apartment houses.  Men stood at their thresholds with knives and clubs, on guard from the rumors of the Pelasgians headed to the city.  Gryllus’ group was barely noticed.   


They turned a corner, and Gryllus set his eyes on the Temple of Poseidon – a sleeping giant in its broad cobbled square.  Puffs of smoke rising up from the chimney of its annex showed that there was life within the sanctuary.  Gryllus signaled to the others to step lightly on their approach.  

A half dozen men withdrew clay jugs stuffed with rags from their wagon and crept carefully around the back of the temple.  Gryllus watched as two others brought out metal tools from beneath their cloaks and began prying open the tall wooden doors of the annex.  With a powerful crack, the doors split open, and light spilled out into the night.  Quickly, another man walked over to the open doors, lit a jug with his torch and held it high above his head.

“This is for our children!” 
He threw the jug deep into the annex.  There was a shattering crack and a whoosh of flames.  Three others lit their jugs and hurled them through the door.  

The men spread out around the temple, guarding its entrances with brandished weapons.  There were three ways into the building, one at its rear annex, one along its side, and then the great columned threshold with its towering metal doors.  Gryllus led a group to the front.  They stood quietly at the top of the stairs and listened to the growing commotion.  
Frantic cries echoed through the square.  Gryllus heard the sound of a spear piercing someone’s body and a scream from one of the priests trying to escape.  Then, a herd of footsteps coming from the temple’s door.  Someone fidgeted with the bolt that held them inside.  

Gryllus readied his weapon.  He eyed the great bronze-plated door, listening to the long bolt scrape along its hinges.  The door eased open, and a group of men from behind Gryllus threw their flaming jugs directly at the priests, dousing them with oil and fire.  One priest flew blindly toward Gryllus, crying out as fire fed upon his robes.  Gryllus drew back his spear and plunged it into the priest’s stomach.  The man writhed pitifully against the weapon.  Gryllus ripped it back to release him, and the priest collapsed onto the marble stoop.  His writhing body was still burning.  

The square filled with the sounds of the priests’ screams and pleas, but the men’s assault was unrelenting.  Each priest that dared to break out of the temple was met by a stabbing spear or a pounding hammer against his body.  The clerics were hardly fighters and fell easily.  Those that stayed inside the building cried out desperately for help.  But no one was leaving their homes that night, even to answer the call of the besieged priests.   
The fracas tapered off.  All that remained was the sound of the temple smoldering from its insides amidst a swirl of rain and wind.  

Gryllus stepped down the temple stoop to the square, eyeing the fallen priests littered on the steps.  Few had succeeded more than a yard beyond the portico.  Those inside the building were being devoured by flames.  They had done it, he realized.  At the bottom of the stoop, Gryllus looked up to the incredible sight of the giant temple glowing with flames.  He heaved with breaths.    

A stream of cool seawater poured over Gryllus’ legs.  He looked down in disbelief.  He was covered up to his knees in a frothy pool.  Gryllus felt a current against his feet.  Several of the other men looked around with mixed expressions of absurdity and shock.  It seemed as though the square had flooded out of nowhere.  
Gryllus heard a great rumbling noise.  He dismissed the image that it stirred.  But then he felt a cool tacky breeze against his back.  He turned to face it and saw a massive, black torrent of water surging through the streets toward the square.     
***


With his hands leashed to a hemp cord, Aerander stumbled behind Radamanthes onto the Grand Pavilion terrace.  It was wet and gusty, and while the other boys had drawn their hoods, Aerander and Calyiches were left bareheaded.  Aerander tried to hold onto the belief that, once beyond the Citadel Bridge, there would be a chance to break away amidst all of the commotion in the city.  But for now, they were in procession behind Zazamoukh like ducklings following their mother.  They took the stairwells to the courtyard.  At the landing, Zazamoukh waved his oil lantern and led the group along the courtyard gallery toward the north gates of the palace.  
Aerander fluttered with panic.  They were supposed to be going to the south end of the palace and mount carriages to the Temple of Poseidon, weren’t they?  But instead, they were headed to the Citadel wood, and then quite certainly the other temple.  Why hadn’t he figured it out before?  The priest meant to kill them all at the Temple of Cleito and Poseidon and then store their bodies in the nearby underground vault.   

At the palace gates, Radamanthes pulled Aerander to the head of the pack, just behind Calyiches, who was leashed to Mesokantes.  Zazamoukh wanted to keep a close watch on them.  He kept turning back from time to time with that awful grin planted on his face.   Could he overpower Radamanthes? Aerander wondered.  It would be difficult, but if he succeeded, he could make a dash into the forest and lose the group in the dark brush.  But what about Calyiches?  He might not be able to get away from Mesokantes or he might get hurt in the process.  No, he had to think.  Maybe there was still a chance to reason with the other boys.  
They made their way through the sodden Citadel meadow.  Aerander hopped on one leg with the pretense of losing his sandal.  Radamanthes stopped while Aerander fidgeted with his foot.  Somehow, along the way, Radamanthes had found a grape stem to chew on.  When the others had moved on a good distance, Aerander whispered to Radamanthes urgently.
“You’ve got to believe us.”
“I’m not talking to you, chum,” Radamanthes answered.  “You and your friend made us all look like fools at the boat race.”

“C’mon, Rad.  It was just a joke,” Aerander said.  “You still won more contests than any other registrant.”

“It’s not the winning, it’s the principle,” Radamanthes said.  “You were supposed to row with Perdikkas.  Now the games will be remembered for the scandal, not the champions.”

Radamanthes gave the cord a solid tug that had Aerander tripping over himself.  Aerander regained his balance and made another plea.

“There won’t be any of us to remember if Zazamoukh finishes what he plans to do tonight.”
Radamanthes looked at him absurdly.  “You sound like you’ve lost your marbles.”
“I saw the bodies of the boys who were killed.  Calyiches and I spoke to a man in town who swears that Zazamoukh murdered his son.  He’s going to burn down the Temple of Poseidon with a bunch of the other fathers whose sons were killed.”

Radamanthes pulled out the grape stem from his mouth.  “If the priest tries anything, I’ll be the first to beat him down.”

“Good!” Aerander said.  “Now help me loosen the cord.”

“If he tries anything,” Radamanthes said.  He turned and pulled Aerander back to the front of the group.

They entered the forest where there was some cover from the rain.  It was darker – harder for Zazamoukh to see what was happening behind him, Aerander realized.

“Let’s stay together boys,” Zazamoukh called back.  “We have a good hike to the temple ahead of us.” 



Aerander searched around.  There was no way to get Calyiches’ attention.  Mesokantes was yanking him along sadistically well in front of him and Radamanthes.  He looked over his shoulder to try to get Dardy’s attention.  Dardy was chatting away with Perdikkas though his wavy haired companion looked terribly bored.  As Aerander cocked his head back and forth, he heard a crackling sound in the darkened brush.  He thought that he glimpsed a figure stalking alongside of the group.  It must have been his nervous mind imagining things, he rationalized.  Aerander stared hard at Dardy, and Dardy perked up curiously.

Dardy made his way to Aerander’s side.  “What’s going on?” 

Aerander explained about Zazamoukh as best as he could though he was getting tired of repeating the story.

“Everyone’s right pissed at the two of you for screwing up the race,” Dardy said.

“You were in on it too!” Aerander said.

“Yes, but they don’t seem to notice as much since I didn’t win.  Did you know it was me and Kaleidos who made it into third?  He’s a sour lot.  Keeps saying he would have won if he had kept his team with Calyiches.”

“Dardy – there’s no time for this,” Aerander said.  “You’ve got to help free us so we can stop Zazamoukh!”

Dardy looked away uneasily.  “I’m sorry Aerander, but I’ve gotten into too much trouble with my grandfather already.  He says we’re all four lucky we weren’t expelled from the Registration.”

“Please Dardy!”  

Zazamoukh turned back to the group.  “No talking boys.  We must be silent as we approach the ancestors’ holy place.”

Radamanthes caught on and jerked Aerander forward.  Dardy dutifully stepped away, but his eyes lingered on Aerander.
***


The Captain’s Tourniquet clamored with boozy voices.  Every inch of space on its wooden benches was filled with men, and there were dozens more crowded around the room’s periphery.  A group of livery workers at a corner table broke out in a bleary song.  Others shouted to each other across the tables with boasts and an assortment of absurdities.  As the inn’s sole waiter took a breath against the banister of the second floor stairway, he thought to himself that he could not recall a busier night.



Not that he could blame any of the patrons for coming.  They had been stuck inside their homes all week due to the storm.  Now there was news that the Imperial legion had been defeated, bringing more men to the inn to channel some courage in the event that they would be called up for service.  The front door flew open and a gust of wind blew through the room.  The waiter watched another waterlogged group of patrons stumble into the place.  With the storm continuing into the night, none of the men would want to leave for quite some while, the waiter sighed.  He’d get a good tip at the end of the night from the Captain, but truly, he wished that he could just crawl upstairs to bed.


“More mead!  More mead!”



It was a chorus from the customers turning louder by the moment.



“Keep your shirts on!” the waiter shouted.  “Cappy’s gone down to the cellar to bring up more tuns.”

The waiter went over the inn’s stock in his head.  They had gone through twenty tuns of wine and twelve of mead since the beginning of the night.  There could only be one or two tuns left downstairs.  This great mob of men could easily turn factious once their beverages ran out.  He decided to peek in on the back room to check on the Captain’s progress.    


The waiter threw open the door and searched around for the Captain.  The room was cluttered with empty barrels and cups and plates that needed washing, but there was no fat, balding man in sight.  The hearth was smoldering from lack of tending.  The waiter put a hand on his hip.  The Captain had said that he was going to fetch the barrels quite awhile ago, and now he had left his only employee with a roomful of angry patrons ready to wreck the place.  Had the old man nodded off in the cellar?  The waiter cursed and stepped over to the hatch above the underground space.


The wood plank door was closed.  It was strange since they always left it open when bringing up stock.  It was pitch dark down there.  The waiter hesitated with a troubling notion.  Maybe the big oaf did not go down to the cellar at all but had gone upstairs to bed.  It wouldn’t be the first time.  The Captain was getting lazy in his advanced age and expected him to do everything.  Besides, the waiter had seen him sipping from his clay jug earlier in the evening while he was tending to his cauldron, and he was quite sure that it was more than barley water in that container.


As he stared at the cellar hatch, the waiter’s eyes widened at a remarkable sight.  There was water seeping out from beneath the door.  He watched in disbelief as it trickled to the edge of his feet.  

The waiter threw open the hatch and skidded back on his heels.  Bobbing at the brim of the compartment was the waterlogged body of the Captain in a pool of green seawater.  The water swelled.  The waiter turned to a creaking sound coming from the wall of the building.  Water seeped through the planks, and then, all of a sudden, the wall gave way with a great bursting wave.

***


Moontide


Zazamoukh broke through the forest clearing.  The other boys followed, hunched against the heavy rain.  Aerander set his eyes on the ancient temple.  His stomach dropped.  With the flashing storm overhead, it looked like a likely place for a massacre.  Aerander dragged his sandals, but Radamanthes tugged him along to the building’s threshold where Zazamoukh stood waiting.  


The group crowded beneath the temple’s narrow eave.  Scanning his companions’ faces, Aerander could see that the strangeness of the occasion had set in.  Radamanthes was really gnawing on his grape stem.  Mesokantes’ eyes were shifty.  Dardy and Perdikkas passed blank looks to one another.  Aerander finally made eye contact with Calyiches, and he wondered if his own face showed such fright.  



“Wait here while I prepare the temple for the ceremony,” Zazamoukh told the boys.

He stepped into the temple with his lantern.  The boys stood around in silence.  With Radamanthes turned spooked, Aerander slyly edged away from him.  


He jumped when Dardy grabbed his hands and started loosening the ropes around his wrists.  



“I figured ‘what the heck?’” Dardy whispered.  “It’s not right for them to tie the two of you up like this.”



Aerander breathed out.  His bonds were almost undone, but then Radamanthes looked over his shoulder.



“What’re you doing?  Stop that!”



He lurched forward to interfere, but Aerander wrested his hands free and gave Radamanthes a powerful shove.  Radamanthes fell back against one of the threshold columns.



“C’mon.  Let’s get Calyiches,” Aerander told Dardy.



Mesokantes saw them coming, and he pulled Calyiches over to the edge of the façade.  “You’re not getting this one.  It’s Governors’ orders.” 



Aerander and Dardy approached him warily.



Calyiches stood off to the side, calculating a maneuver.  Aerander passed him a reassuring look.  But then Aerander glimpsed a hooded head just beyond Calyiches’ shoulder.  Aerander stared at it.  All the other boys were behind him watching the mounting scuffle.  Zazamoukh was in the temple.  Aerander recalled the shadowy figure that he had seen in the forest.  The stranger behind Calyiches lifted a large rock with both of his hands.  It happened too quickly for Aerander to react.  The rock came crashing down on Calyiches’ head.  Calyiches collapsed onto his back.



“Calyiches!” Aerander gasped.

He sprung toward Calyiches.  The rest of the group stood paralyzed with shock.  The figure threw off his hood.  It was Oleon, glowing with a deranged smile.



“Hello First-Born Cousins!  I have come to join you for the final rite of the Registration.  Now I shall be the rightful heir to the House of Mneseus!  I shall receive the blessings of the ancestors with all of you tonight!”    



Mesokantes reacted first.  “Bloody lunatic!” he cried.  



He leapt at Oleon.  Mesokantes knocked him down onto the slate temple foundation, and then he jumped on top of him with his good fist pounding the boy’s sides.  It was retribution for Oleon’s attack on the wrestling field and much more.  Mesokantes started punching Oleon’s face.  Oleon tried to protect himself, but he made a weak defense.  He was soon bloodied and writhing.  Mesokantes’ shook Oleon by the shoulders and, with a final convulsion, sent his head smacking against the stone foundation.  Oleon lay lifeless.    

Aerander knelt at Calyiches’ side.  His hands trembled.  Calyiches wasn’t moving, and his eyes were closed.  
“C’mon Calyiches,” Aerander muttered.  “Get up.”
Dardy, Perdikkas and Radamanthes gathered around him.  Aerander unfastened the cords around Calyiches’ hands, and he threw off his cloak and went to place it beneath Calyiches’ head.  He felt warm blood seeping out of from the blow.  Aerander’s face seized up helplessly.

“That bastard Oleon!” Dardy cursed.

“He’s going to be all right,” Aerander said.

His voice was shaky.  Aerander swooned.  Everything that had happened that night spun around his head.  If they had just run away and not gone looking for Gryllus, it never would have happened.  If he had gone along with their plan to take the barge back to the Citadel, Calyiches would not be lying there looking like death lay moments away.  He could have fought to free him while they were traveling in the forest.  Why had he not acted?!  Tears streamed down Aerander’s face.  He gripped Calyiches’ hand.  It was warm but limp.  Aerander squeezed it hard as though he might somehow transmit some life to him.    

Hurried footsteps traveled from inside the temple.  The other boys drew back.  Zazamoukh came out.  He looked back and forth from the two boys splayed out on the ground.     

“What’s happened here?” Zazamoukh demanded.

Radamanthes motioned from Oleon to Calyiches.  “This one attacked the other.”

His companions hung their heads.  

“Everyone into the temple!” Zazamoukh snarled.  “And leave the wounded ones outside.”    

The boys stepped into the shrine now lit up by the lantern and a row of candles at its altar.  Aerander stayed back with Calyiches, leaning over his face to shelter him from the fall of rain.  Zazamoukh stood by a column watching Aerander intently.

“I said everyone into the temple!” 
Aerander looked back feebly.

“You’ll join the rest of the group inside immediately!” Zazamoukh ordered.  

Aerander didn’t budge.  He could hear the old priest huffing impatiently.  Whether by mercy or indifference, Zazamoukh turned away and went back into the shrine.
Aerander stared at Calyiches’ face.  Was it the look of death? he wondered.  He remembered Gryllus’ story about entering his son’s room on that sad morning.  Aerander wept in violent spasms.  
“Get up Calyiches!  Come on now.  You’re going to be all right.” 

The rain came down hard.  It was spilling over the temple eave.  Aerander couldn’t just sit there and watch Calyiches getting soaked.  He would get him help.  Carry him back to the palace if he had to.  But for now, he had to bring him out of the rain.  Aerander carefully grasped Calyiches’ shoulders and pulled him under the temple’s roof.  

It was dark in the back of the temple, but the floor was dry.  Aerander used the sleeve of his cloak to pat the rain off Calyiches’ face.  Could he run to the palace and bring back a medic from the infirmary?  Somehow it didn’t seem like there was enough time.  He couldn’t leave Calyiches to die alone.  
Further inside the temple, the other boys were seated on the floor facing the priest at the altar.  Zazamoukh recited some sort of incantation.  
Maybe a sentinel would come by to help him, Aerander considered hopefully.  He stared out to the rainy scene outside.  He hoped that Oleon was dead.   Then Aerander glanced over at the altar.  Zazamoukh was holding up his bull’s horn with a gloved hand.  He motioned to the boys to come up to the altar.  Everything came back to Aerander with a jolt.  
“Don’t do it!  It’s poison.”

All eyes shot back to Aerander.  He got up on his feet.

“Ignore him boys,” Zazamoukh said.  “Prince Aerander doesn’t know what he’s saying.  Each of you must wear the holy mark before making your offering to the ancestors.”
“Then mark yourself!” Aerander said.  He staggered toward the priest.
The boys turned to Zazamoukh.  Zazamoukh recovered coolly.  
“This is a special blessing, reserved only for this year’s Registration Champions.” 

“Liar!” Aerander said.  “It’s the same poison you used to kill Attalos and the others.”

Aerander stood a few steps from Zazamoukh with his finger pointed at the horn.  The priest twitched.  The other boys watched him keenly. 
“Go ahead.  Open up the horn and drink from it like you do at the Temple of Poseidon,” Aerander said.

Zazamoukh looked to the horn.  There was a rapt silence.  

“The intake of the blood can only be performed when the blood is fresh from the sacrifice,” Zazamoukh said.

Aerander snorted.  “Then tell us why you wear a glove to give out our benedictions when every other time you use a bare hand?”

“It is part of the sacred rite...”

“Just as you wore it giving out blessings to peasant boys.  They all ended up dead the next morning.”

Zazamoukh’s eyes flared, and his face tightened up.  He recovered himself with a sigh and looked to the other boys.  “This young man has lost his wits in the excitement of the occasion.  Tonight’s offering has been commanded by our holy fathers.  Each Registration champion must dedicate his victory to the ancestors in order for the storm to end.  Now who shall be first to receive the blessing?”

“Tell them about the corpse you were carrying around the other night,” Aerander said.  “And the underground vault and the wrapped up bodies.”

Zazamoukh’s jaw clenched.  “You shall sit down quietly until the ceremony is over or I shall report back to your father that you sabotaged our ritual.”  Then to the others, he said:  “Let us have a first to come up to the altar.”

Zazamoukh looked from one boy to the other.  They were wide-eyed and frozen.  Zazamoukh glared at them, red-faced and trembling.  Aerander seized on his distraction to snatch the bull’s horn from Zazamoukh’s hand.  He tossed it out of the temple.

Zazamoukh faced Aerander with a vicious snarl.  “You don’t know what you’re doing.  The ancestors shall be very angry.”


Mesokantes leapt to his feet.
“Murderous bastard!”  He charged toward Zazamoukh.  Radamanthes intervened.  
“If what Aerander says is true, he should be taken back to the palace to be dealt with by the governors.” 
It would not have been the worst thing to let Mesokantes at the priest, Aerander considered, but in the end he joined Radamanthes to block Mesokantes from getting to Zazamoukh.  Mesokantes scowled at the two and backed off.  Zazamoukh brought out the silver dagger from beneath his robe.

“Step back,” Zazamoukh said.  “I’ve had enough interference tonight.”
He fixed on Aerander, eyes flashing with the desperation of a cornered panther.  Aerander calculated a defensive move.  Then Dardy and Perdikkas grabbed Zazamoukh from the side.  Dardy knocked the blade from Zazamoukh’s hand.  Zazamoukh shook the two off and lunged toward Aerander.  But Radamanthes and Mesokantes blocked him, held him back, and Perdikkas wrestled the priest’s wrists behind him.
“We need something to bind him!” Perdikkas said.  
Aerander remembered the cords that had been tied around his and Calyiches’ hands.  They were outside of the temple.  He went to retrieve them.

When Aerander returned, Zazamoukh was pleading with his captors.

“You don’t understand!  They’re coming!  They’ll be very displeased.”
It triggered a recollection.  The New Ones coming up from below – like the passage in Halyrian’s book. 
The other boys went about their business.  Radamanthes took the cords from Aerander, and he and Perdikkas fastened the priest’s hands behind his back.  Zazamoukh turned to Aerander, wild and desperate.
“They’ll be coming with a very powerful artifact.  If you release me, I can help you fight them.  Their stone is the only thing that can save your friend.  But they’ll not give it willingly.”
Aerander looked back at Calyiches, sprawled out motionless.   Zazamoukh nodded emphatically.
“He’s talking nonsense,” Radamanthes said.  “Let’s get him back to the palace along with Oleon and Calyiches.  We’ll need our two strongest to handle the priest.  I figure that’s me and Mesokantes.  The rest of you can manage the Mneseus’ boys.”

Aerander rushed over to Calyiches. 



“Why not send somebody back to the palace for help?” Perdikkas said to Radamanthes.  “Those two are an awful lot for the three of us to manage.  Especially in this storm.”



Aerander knelt down at Calyiches’ side while Perdikkas and Radamanthes tried to work the matter out.  Calyiches was still motionless, and all of Aerander’s prickly fear came back to him.  Could he really handle carrying Calyiches’ back to the palace?  It was a twenty minute hike.  He had to do it.  He pulled off his cloak, tore off the sleeve and fastened it around Calyiches’ head.  



“Take me if you must, but we have to leave this place,” Zazamoukh said.  “They’ll be coming any moment.”



Radamanthes and Perdikkas could not come to terms with what to do.  Mesokantes was only complicating matters by insisting that they ought to beat down Zazamoukh to shut him up.  Somehow, he had appropriated the priest’s ceremonial dagger.  Dardy stepped over to give Aerander a hand with Calyiches.



“Do you not see?!” Zazamoukh cried out.  “They’re here!”



Aerander looked up from Calyiches.  By the temple altar, there were two tall figures covered in hoods and gauntlets.  Radamanthes, Perdikkas and Mesokantes doubled backwards.  A gust of wind blew out the lantern and all of the candles on the altar.  In the darkness, Aerander heard some commotion and the scratching of a flint.  When the light returned, he saw Dardy holding the lantern and Radamanthes and Perdikkas eying each other helplessly.  Zazamoukh was gone.  
***
Aerander stared at the strangers.  They were covered up in cloaks, but by their height and swaying movements, he was certain that they were the ones who had been at the temple in his dream about his mother.  The other boys stood frozen.   

“Who are you?” Mesokantes said, clutching Zazamoukh’s dagger
The strangers made no sound, and with their cloaked heads turning this way and that, they looked equally as confused as everyone else.  One of the strangers let out a raspy noise.   Then, they approached the boys with short, unsteady steps.    
“Come no further!” Mesokantes said.  He pushed ahead of Radamanthes and Perdikkas to show off his weapon.  The strangers made a steady, labored path toward the three.  One of them peeled back its cloak.

“He’s reaching for a weapon!” Perdikkas cried out.

Mesokantes, Radamanthes and Perdikkas ran toward the strangers to attack.  Mesokantes tackled the one who had pulled open its cloak.  It collapsed easily to the ground, and the impact loosed a leather satchel it was keeping beneath its covering.  The purse flew across the temple floor.  Mesokantes and Perdikkas beat the stranger with their fists and feet.  Radamanthes went for the other one.  It looked as though it was watching its fallen companion, but it made no movement.

“Zazamoukh...” it hissed out.

“Get it!” Mesokantes said.

Radamanthes grabbed the stranger by his sides, while Mesokantes laid into the other one with a kick.  Then, Mesokantes drew back Zazamoukh’s dagger and plunged it into the stranger’s chest.  His victim wriggled feebly, and as it tried to raise its head, its hood slipped back.  Mesokantes jerked backward.

Aerander rushed over to look.  What he saw only vaguely resembled a man.  For one thing, it was covered in the strangest skin – black as oil that bubbles up from a steamy marsh and cratered like the parched earth.  Its head was flat, and it had two diamond eyes that flashed iridescent yellow, a pair of nostrils and an elongated mouth that looked like it could clamp down on a hinge.  Aerander drew open its cloak.  No neck, just a broad, tubular body and four long limbs, poorly formed.  It looked like it might travel easier slithering on its belly.  Aerander noticed a fat tail poking out from beneath its robe. 

Mesokantes stared at it with disgust.  “Let’s kill them both.”  

He gave the fallen creature another powerful kick then turned to its partner.  Radamanthes held it fast, and Mesokantes threw a boxing blow into its midsection with his good hand.  It fell down easily and lay on its back.  Mesokantes brought out his blade to finish it off.
“No!” Aerander cried out.     

He sprang in front of Mesokantes.   Mesokantes eyed him threateningly, and he had Perdikkas and Radamanthes to back him up.  But Aerander held out his hands.  

“He’s defenseless. You’ve done enough already.”

Mesokantes sneered, but as he looked down at the body languishing on the floor, he seemed resigned to agree that there was no threat from the stranger anymore.  
Aerander knelt down beside the creature’s head.  He drew back its hood to reveal a black gory face similar to the other.  
“Who are you?” he asked it.

A wheeze came out of its mouth, and its head was trembling.  Slowly, it spoke out in a raspy voice.

“Where is Zazamoukh?” 

When it opened its mouth, Aerander glimpsed a set of fangs that looked capable of creating a gash several inches wide.
“He’s gone.  Escaped from the temple,” Aerander said.  “Why are you looking for him?”

The creature took some labored breaths, and its yellowy pupils moved back and forth.  It appeared to be having trouble forming words.

“It’s some kind of monster,” Mesokantes said.  “We ought to kill it.”

Aerander glared at Mesokantes to quiet him.  He turned back to the creature.  “Zazamoukh’s gone now.  Why did you have him bring us here?”

The creature brought out a wheezy response.  “We brought you here to save you...”  Then it started coughing, the first sound Aerander recognized as familiar, like when his grandfather was very sick.

“Save us?” Aerander balked.

The creature sputtered.  Aerander watched its lipless mouth.  The other boys closed in around him.

“To save you from the storm.” the creature said.

“Save us -- how?!” Aerander said.  “By giving us poison and wrapping us up like pieces of meat?  Why are you doing this?  Why are you stealing bodies and putting them in the vault?”

The creature shifted weakly.  Aerander hovered over it. 
“Bring me the stone, and I shall show you.  But quickly.  There is not much time.”

The Skull-Stone.  The Life Bringer.  Aerander remembered that the New Ones needed their magical stone to survive outside of their realm.  But his mind traveled back to Calyiches.  Aerander put his hands roughly on the creature’s chest.

“Where’s the stone?”

It let out a soft wheeze.  Then it went still.  

***
The speck of light was about ten degrees above the horizon.  Pyrrah had never stopped watching it since Deucalion had told her that it was the Citadel.  But the flood was coming for it.  Pyrrah could tell.  Ever since the city’s inner watchtower went dark, the sky and ocean blended together, and it looked like the light from the Citadel was sinking down the black landscape.  They had the lighthouse beacon set on it, but now the bonfire was more smoke than flame.  There were no more logs to feed it.  Pyrrah perched on her toes, gripped the gallery rail, and screamed toward the Citadel light until her voice was hoarse.    

Deucalion made his eightieth or ninetieth turn of the gallery, searching for a piece of wreckage in the water.  Every few moments, the building shook from a tremor.  They were sinking into the ocean floor, and the water was rising.  Deucalion had a plan:  find something to float on and head to the mountains on the north side of the island.  But he hadn’t sighted anything, and the last time he peeked down the side of the lighthouse, it looked like he could touch the water if he stretched his arm.  There was nothing on the cupola deck except tools for tending the fire.  Deucalion clicked with an idea.  
He ran up the brazier platform and spotted it:  the wood drum hanging over the shaft.   Three feet deep, four feet long, it was heavy, but the two of them could fit inside it snugly.  

Deucalion called down to Pyrrah.  “C’mon.  We’ve got to get this thing down.”   He tugged at the knot in the drum’s pulley.  Pyrrah hurried up the steps.  

“We can launch it once the water reaches over the railing,” Deucalion said.
Pyrrah brightened.  “We can warn the Citadel.  They must have ships for evacuating.”
Deucalion minded the knot.  The harbor had been destroyed.  There were no galleys for survivors.  Even if there were a few small ships moored by the Citadel, there hadn’t been any time to load them with passengers.  

Pyrrah clasped his hand.  “Tell me.  They’ll be all right, won’t they?”

Deucalion faced her, aggressively.  “Everything’s gone.  We’ll be dead too unless we get this thing down.”
Pyrrah backed away, pale as milk.  Then she heard a splash.  Ocean waves were breaking over the gallery.  She hurried back to help Deucalion with the wood drum.
Deucalion untangled the pulley knot.  Loose, the drum dropped a few inches as Deucalion struggled to manage its weight with the rope.  
Pyrrah grabbed part of the rope and sank down to the floor.  The copper drum dangled three feet over the Lighthouse core.  Pyrrah could hear seawater swirling inside the shaft.

“We’ve got to drop it onto the floor, but easy so it doesn’t get damaged or tip over,” Deucalion said.  “We’d never be able to turn it back right side.”
Pyrrah held onto the pulley rope while Deucalion tried to angle the drum away from the open shaft.  There wasn’t enough slack.  Then, the drum lurched down.  Pyrrah was losing her hold on the rope.  Water poured over her feet.  It was rising up from the core.  The ocean gushed into the cupola from all directions and flooded the space halfway up the platform.     
“I think I can do it now,” Deucalion said.   “Let it go when it’s over the floor.”
He shoved the drum to one side.  Pyrrah released the rope.  The drum came down with a thud.  

Deucalion tossed out the remaining logs in the container and retrieved a shovel and a poker from the floor.    

“We have to wait until it can float,” Deucalion said.  “The two of us might be too heavy and it’ll flood.”

The ocean flowed over the floor of the platform.  Deucalion and Pyrrah held themselves against the drum.  Pyrrah started shivering.  The water was rising up fast, now to her knees.  The drum didn’t budge.  Deucalion started breathing hard as the water reached his waist.  It was only a few inches from the lip of the drum.

Deucalion grasped the edge of the drum and tried to shake it.  “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon!” 

Pyrrah felt it first.  The drum lifted up.  She nodded to Deucalion.

“Get in,” he said.

Pyrrah climbed over the lip of the tun.  It sank back down to the floor.  Deucalion couldn’t wait; he jumped inside.  He took the shovel and tried to wedge it beneath the drum to push it up.  It didn’t budge.  He sat down in the vessel and tried holding himself very still.  Pyrrah hugged her knees to her chest, staring at the narrow space between the waterline and the lip of their vessel.    

The drum bobbed upward.  Deucalion and Pyrrah exchanged tight smiles.  The current pushed their vessel out of the flooded pinnacle.  They drifted away from the Lighthouse.

       
Deucalion lifted himself by the lip of the drum and let out a victorious howl.  He turned to Palmdyra.


“Lucky I told you!  Blasted lucky I am!”


Pyrrah kept her thoughts well disguised.  They were floating in the ocean, not a spot of land to see, and if they were to descend more than an inch or so, their vessel would be flooded.  She glanced back at the Lighthouse, and, through the dusk, she saw the silhouette of its pinnacle statue of Poseidon waist deep in water.   


Deucalion took to oaring with the shovel.  They were pushing along with the current, and if he kept his sight on the Citadel light, he could keep them to a northward direction.  They’d make it to the mountains.  Deucalion was sure of it.


Pyrrah watched the Citadel light.  It was just a few degrees above the horizon.            
***



Night
 “The stone!  Tell me where it is!” 

Aerander shook the creature on the floor.  Its wheezing was shallow.  Its incandescent serpentine eyes did not move.  Its face – not much to render to begin with, was expressionless though Aerander hung over it wearing every ounce of his desperation.  



Aerander glanced back at Calyiches.  Dardy was kneeling at his side.  By Dardy’s nervous cast, Aerander could tell that Calyiches was growing fainter.  

Aerander searched the creature’s robe.  Then he rifled through the covering of its lifeless friend beside it.  There was nothing to be found.  They had to have brought the stone with them, hadn’t they?   Mesokantes, Perdikkas, and Radamanthes watched Aerander, baffled. 
“Did anyone see one of them carrying a stone?” Aerander asked them.

They were all blank faced.

“It looks kind of like a skull.  It’s red.  They must’ve had it.”

Everyone was silent.  They all thought he was crazy.  Aerander snorted and wandered around the place at double speed, searching for the magical object.    


“Aerander!  Is this it?”


Dardy’s voice.  Aerander looked over.  Dardy was holding a leather purse.  Of course –one of the creatures had been pulling it out just before Mesokantes attacked it.  
Aerander sprang toward Dardy, grabbed the purse and unfastened the drawstring.  He turned it over and emptied its contents into his hand.  A burst of red light filled the temple.  The other boys shielded their faces.  Aerander ran over to Calyiches’ side with the stone in hand.



Only later would Aerander consider what a strange thing he had done.  He placed the stone on Calyiches’ chest, crossed his hands over it and willed it to work in urgent meditation.   



“Save him!”


Aerander shut his eyes tight.  He could still see the burning brightness.  It felt like everything around him was the stone’s pulsing energy.  His heart raced.  Aerander cleared his mind of any doubt that some magic was happening.  He had to believe that something would restore Calyiches – whether a power too otherworldly for him to comprehend or the purity of his conviction. 



Aerander opened his eyes and looked down at Calyiches.  His body was still motionless.  Aerander screwed up his face in fright.  But then he saw a quiver in Calyiches’ hand.  Calyiches lifted it to the back of his head where Oleon had hit him with the rock.  His hair was still matted with blood, but as Calyiches looked drowsily around him, Aerander could see that he was going to be all right.  Calyiches focused dizzily on Aerander and cracked a smile. 



The other boys pressed closer.  They all looked seriously impressed by what had just taken place.  

“What is that thing?” Perdikkas asked.

Aerander didn’t answer.  How could he?  He took the stone off of Calyiches’ chest and stuffed it back into its satchel. 
Mesokantes nudged the two snake creatures with his foot.  There was a choking smell of sulfur that had the boys covering their noses and mouths.
“They’re surely dead now,” Mesokantes said.  “And they stink something horrible!”  He turned to Radamanthes.  “I’m not carrying those things back to the palace.  We ought to toss them in the channel.”
Everyone looked to Radamanthes for direction though their champion was at a loss after all that had taken place.

 Aerander meanwhile sat with Calyiches while he regained his strength.  Calyiches’ nose twitched curiously, but Aerander was so busy grinning, it took him a moment to help his friend out.  
“It was Oleon,” Aerander said.  “He snuck out after us and hit you over the head.  But everything’s all right now.”

“The stone?” Calyiches asked.

“Yes.  The one I told you about.  I saw it in my dream.”

Aerander motioned to the leather satchel.  Calyiches’ eyes widened.  He sat up.

Everything started shaking.  The oil lantern fell off the altar and shattered.  It was a tremor, but much more forceful than the ones from earlier in the week.  Aerander and Calyiches flattened themselves against to the floor.  Some of the other boys looked to the temple’s columns for support.  From just outside the temple, Aerander heard a great cracking noise, louder than a giant poplar tree split open.   

One side of the temple heaved upward.  Mesokantes howled.  The entire building was in motion, sliding toward the Citadel escarpment.  The ground below sloughed into the channel.  
Aerander fastened the leather satchel around his neck and climbed toward the high side of the temple.  He looped one arm around the base of a pillar.  He turned back to Calyiches who was struggling to make it up.
“C’mon!”

Aerander reached his free arm toward Calyiches.  They locked hands.  The temple floor tilted steeper.  Aerander caught glimpses of the other boys struggling to hold on.  Radamanthes had his arms and legs anchored between two columns.  Perdikkas and Dardy grasped at the temple’s raised foundation.  Mesokantes clung to the stone altar.  The snake creatures rolled down the floor, out of the temple’s anterior columns and down the cliff.  

Then, the roof split with a sharp crack.  Pieces of slate crumbled to the floor.  With his hand linked solidly with Calyiches’, Aerander maneuvered himself onto his back so he could dig his heels into the floor.  When he looked down, Aerander saw a great ocean of water below (what had happened to the city?!).    
With all of the motion of the temple, Aerander could not say how long his amulet had been buzzing.  He looked skyward.  Through the crack in the roof, he could see a flickering light.  No other star could penetrate a cloud-filled sky.  The Seventh Pleiade.  The rhyme played over in Aerander’s head.  
“Unlock the Seventh Sister and the girl shall be,

Your personal guardian for all eternity.”

It was one last chance.  Aerander searched his head.  Halyrian had said that the Seventh Pleiade star was a warning.  She was trying to tell him what was going on with Zazamoukh, the missing boys, and the snake creatures.  But there was some connection to his amulet.  It buzzed whenever he sighted the star.  Maybe the unlocked memories inside it were from the Seventh Pleiade herself.  That meant she must have worn it.  There was something strange about that.  Why would Atlas have given the amulet to his youngest daughter?  The necklace passed from father to son, a tradition that only Pylartes had broken when he gave the amulet to Sibyllia.  The Seventh Pleiade could have stolen it and that was why she was banished.  He looked up to the star to try his theory, but then he stopped himself.  Aerander remembered his conversation with Artemon.  Artemon thought that Atlas only had six daughters and one son.  But when Atlas’ son’s tomb had been dug up, there was nothing in it.  What if it was Atlas’ son who never existed and not the seventh daughter.  The line of Atlas had trouble producing male children.  After having six daughters, Atlas could have hidden the seventh girl’s birth and raised her as his heir.  No one ever spoke much about Atlas’ son anyway.  He had died in near obscurity.  Aerander focused on the star.    
“You’re Atlas II!”

His hand was slipping from the pillar.  Calyiches stared at him in fright.  Then, a great blast of while light shone down on the temple. 
***
The group of sentinels charging through the wood came to an abrupt halt when they reached the clearing on the north side of the Citadel.  Their eyes fixed disbelievingly on the great fracture of land where the ancient temple had once stood.  There had been a copse of laurel trees around the escarpment’s edge, but now the fractured slope dropped vertical, giving a broad view of the flooded city.  
The Captain of the group stepped forward to investigate, tipping back his visor.  He was a veteran of the Atlantean army, but this mission that Consul Pylartes had assigned him was stranger than any orders that he had ever received.  The city was under siege by the greatest sea storm it had ever seen, and the Governors’ Council had sent a group of boys out to the forested shrine.  Now they were to retrieve them.  The wind whipped through the clearing as the Captain traveled warily to the site of what was once a stone slab structure.  He marveled at the wonder of the earth rented from the side of the escarpment.  He looked below.  Though he could not make out any part of the temple in the surging waters, he could only reason that the building had collapsed down the bank.    
The Captain took a sweep of the remaining space.  He spotted a young man lying in the center of the meadow.  He motioned to his officers to approach with him.    

 The Captain squatted over the lifeless body.  He recognized the boy as Prince Oleon of the House of Mneseus.  But what was he doing there?  Consul Pylartes had told him that it was just the Registration champions who had been sent out to the ancient temple, and Oleon had been expelled.  The boy had clearly received a pummeling.  The Captain motioned to his charges to spread out around the meadow to search for the other boys.  

The Captain stirred uncomfortably as he watched the men step through the clearing with their torches.  The place was obviously devoid of any survivors.  Now there were two outlandish things for him to report to the governors:  the temple had crumbled into the channel and Governor Kondrian’s son was dead.    



As one of the sentinels wandered further from the group, he called out and pointed to a rush of waves lapping at the ridge of the Citadel escarpment.  The Captain called his men back.  There was no time to continue their search.  He ordered two of the guards to lift Oleon’s body from the ground, and he led the group back into the wood.  He affected a brisk pace.  The roar of the ocean was all around them.  
EPILOGUE

Day Nine



Night

It was like being in the center of an inferno except there was no heat, just blinding light.  Shrunk against the floor, Aerander felt the temple foundation righting itself.  He heard sounds of his companions scurrying for an escape.  
Aerander lost track of Calyiches.  Wincing against the brightness, Aerander moved around on his hands and knees.  He knocked into someone.  

“What’s happening?!” Calyiches yelled out.

Calyiches was a blurry silhouette.  Aerander grasped his shoulder.
“It’s the Seventh Pleiade.” 
The temple shifted.  Aerander felt a knot in his stomach, like when he had been up in a hot air balloon.  They were rising.  Quickly.  Aerander steadied himself on the floor.  Dardy and Perdikkas called out for help.  Aerander squinted toward the ceiling to try to figure out what was happening, but the light was too strong.   

Just as quickly as it had started, the light vanished.  Everything was pitch black.  Other things had changed, Aerander noticed.  The air felt cold and dry.  There was no scent of ocean or the forest, and he couldn’t hear the storm.  The temple was still except for the disembodied shuffle of the other boys re-orienting themselves.  Aerander crept along the floor to try to find Calyiches.  

“What’s happening?”  Calyiches’ voice.  This time it was an urgent whisper. 
“Is everyone all right?” Radamanthes called out.

They could not see each other, but one by one, the boys answered:  “Aye, Perdikkas,” “Aye, Dardy,” “Aye, Mesokantes,” “Aye, Calyiches,” and “Aye, Aerander.”  They followed Radamanthes’ voice to one side of the temple.  Even Dardy was silent.
A white light descended through the fault in the ceiling and formed a cone of illumination on the floor.  Aerander watched the spot breathlessly.  There was something forming there.
It was a silhouette against a beam of light filled with floaty things, like a thousand tiny lightning bugs.  The image came together, a reflection in a wavy pool.  A figure dressed in a short tunic with indigo embroidery.  The other boys backed away.  But Aerander got up on his feet and approached.  

The figure was a young woman, fair-skinned with hair cropped short like a boy’s.  With her slight breasts, narrow hips and no adornments other than her House of Atlas patterned covering, Aerander could see how she could have passed for a young man. 
“Prince Aerander.  You have released me.”
Her voice was warm and lilting.  Aerander glanced back at Calyiches.  “She’s the one.”

Calyiches’ eyes narrowed.  The rest of the boys pushed a step closer.

Aerander brought out the fishbone pendant from beneath his collar.  “This belonged to you,” he said.  
“Yes,” the woman said.  “I hid that amulet in the Citadel wood with the hope that someone would find it and discover my true story.  For many centuries, I have been trapped up in the night sky looking down at a world that I was no longer part of.  The name my mother gave me is Calaeno.”
“Who sent you away?” Aerander asked.
“The one you call Zazamoukh, I knew as Eudoro.  Like me, his real name was lost with the passing of years.  Besides my parents, he was the only one who knew me as a woman.  We ran away to a place beneath the earth to hide from my father.  But I did not know that Eudoro had made a pact with the New Ones to gain eternal life.  When I pleaded with him to change his ways, he chose the stone over me.  He used its power to place me in the heavens.  But he could not abandon me completely.  His curse left one provision for my return.  Through the ages, with every person who sought my secret, my light burned stronger.  I tried to warn people about what Eudoro was doing.”

“Like my mother.”
Calaeno gazed at Aerander kindly.  “Yes, Sibyllia was on the verge of revealing everything.  But she was killed before she could find others to help her.”
Aerander’s face turned hard.  “By Zazamoukh.” 


“You are mistaken, Prince Aerander.”


Aerander looked at Calaeno askew.



“Your grandfather was the one who unearthed that amulet.  He never understood that it was a device for unlocking my memories, but the visions led him to the underground vault where he discovered Zazamoukh and the missing boys.  But Glaukius was corrupted into the conspiracy with the promise of eternal life.  It was he who started the Registration to create an occasion for Zazamoukh to gather the boys.  When Sibyllia threatened to expose them, Glaukius murdered her.”



Aerander shook his head.  He hated Zazamoukh so much, he had sworn off any possibility of forgiveness.  His feelings toward his grandfather, on the other hand, had never fully formed.  Like a dusty jar of briny fish in the larder, too diluted to eat.  

“But if the stone could make my grandfather immortal, like Zazamoukh, how come he died?” 


“Glaukius was betrayed by Zazamoukh.  After Sibyllia’s murder, Zazamoukh feared that Glaukius had become too reckless.  He convinced the New Ones to cut off Glaukius’ access to the stone.  Your grandfather had no recourse.  He was left to the ravages of time.”

Aerander sank with the memory of standing at the bedside of his ailing grandfather.  All that time, he had been told to pity the man who had killed his mother.   Meanwhile, the other boys looked completely lost. 


“I am grateful to you for restoring me, Prince Aerander,” Calaeno said.  “But I fear that both of us are too late.  Atlantis is no more.”



Aerander’s head shot up.  The other boys drew up beside him. 


“I have taken you to a place of safety,” Calaeno said.  “But as you can see, the ocean has washed away what was once our kingdom.”



Calaeno lifted her hand, and the space filled with light.  Outside, the sky was dark and stormy.  The temple was suspended some hundred yards above the Citadel.  

Aerander stepped between two columns at the temple’s edge.  When he looked down, he wavered from the height.  Gradually, Aerander picked out familiar things in the scene below.  He shifted around in disbelief.  The palace watchtowers jutted out of undulating waters.  The observatory tower still stood, but the ocean was halfway up its pinnacle.  Beyond the Citadel, everything was flooded.  Wooden wreckage floated in the murk, but there was nothing more there.  Aerander’s stomach felt tight and woozy.  He dropped to his feet.  

Calyiches took Aerander’s side, looked down and his face seized up with grief.  Radamanthes, Dardy, Perdikkas and Mesokantes hurried over.  

Mesokantes let out a curdling scream.  “Father!”  
Dardy wept.  Perdikkas stood frozen.  Radamanthes stumbled around the temple’s periphery, searching for some sign of hope.


“The earth has entered a new age,” Calaeno said.  “You are Atlantis’ sole survivors.  A very important journey lies ahead of you.”

Calaeno’s voice and everything around Aerander faded out.  Danae, Alixa, Thessala and his father were all gone.  Pyrrah, Punamun, Alatheon, Cory One, Cory Two, and all the boys he had met through the Registration as well.  Aerander buried his head in his hands.  Then he stood and rushed back to Calaeno.



“Why did you leave the others behind?”



“I could only use my power after being freed from the spell,” Calaeno said.   “But you have saved your friends by releasing me.  And if you are successful in your quest, you shall create a new home, and life shall start again.”



“I don’t want to go anywhere!  Change it back.  Make everything the way it was.  You’re supposed to be my personal guardian, aren’t you?”


Calyiches and Dardy stared at Calaeno hopefully.


“I wish that I had the power to do that,” she said.  “But be strong, Prince Aerander.  Your friends need you.  And there is little time.”


Aerander grasped the satchel.  “What about this magical stone?  Couldn’t it undo what happened?”



“The stone belongs below the earth.  That is where it originated.  Its arrival above the surface many centuries ago was the start of our world’s undoing.  It cannot help us now.”  


Aerander thought about his family.  When the flood came, were they mad at him for not being with them?  It occurred to him that by forcing him to go to the final Registration ceremony, his father had assured that he would live while everyone else had perished.  Had Pylartes somehow known how things would turn out?  There were so many uncanny happenings that night.  If he and Calyiches had not run away after the boat race, they would have gone along with the temple ceremony and succumbed to Zazamoukh’s poisoning.  If they had followed Gryllus’ instructions, they would have been swallowed up in the flood while trying to bring the boys back from the vault.  If they had not been caught by the sentinels, they would have drowned in the city along with everyone else.  They had been lucky, exceedingly lucky, but it made Aerander feel hollow.  


Mesokantes strode toward Calaeno.  “How do we know that you did not do all of this?  What are you anyway?”



“It wasn’t her,” Aerander said.



“Where are we going to live now?” Perdikkas said.



“Can we not go back?” Calyiches said.  “Please – we might be able to help the others.”



“Give us a chance to see our families once again,” Dardy said.



Calaeno eyed the boys sympathetically.  “Sorrowful men – the tragedy of Atlantis cannot be undone.  Remember that I too once walked the earth and called Atlantis home.  You shall believe me that your kingdom’s demise was inevitable:  the collision of two worlds that were never supposed to meet.  The stone allowed Atlantis to grow in a place that was not ready for its creation.  Ever since the New Ones reclaimed the stone, Atlantis has been living out of time.  Tonight, natural forces brought our world back into balance.  Mourn for what you have lost, but do not turn away from one another.  You are all that you have.  The Princes of Atlantis.  Heirs of a kingdom that shall rise again.”


Aerander spotted a tallow that had fallen to the floor from the altar.  He picked it up, Calyiches found a flint, and together they lit the candle and traveled to the temple’s edge.  The other boys joined them.  Dardy teared up, and Calyiches put a hand on his shoulder.  Mesokantes paced the floor.  Perdikkas stood some distance away, pale and shaky.  Radamanthes, who was known to prefer action over emotion, abandoned the vigil to address Calaeno.



“So what is it that must be done?”



“You must save those who have been taken from Atlantis.  Over many hundreds of years, Zazamoukh has smuggled young men to work as slaves for the New Ones.  He wrapped up their bodies in the vault so that the New Ones can transport them to their world below the earth.  You must go there, free the boys and bring them back to the surface.”


“You mean they’re not dead?” Aerander asked.



“No – Zazamoukh used the New Ones’ venom for his bloodstain benedictions.  It creates a state of catatonia that lasts for several days.  When they boys wake up, they are prisoners in the New Ones’ mori-mori mines.”


Aerander flashed back to his vision of the enslaved boys hacking apart the rocks and releasing a red, glowing substance.

“What are you talking about?  Where?” Radamanthes asked.



“Agartha,” Aerander said.



The others looked at Aerander confused.



“I was there.  Through some sort of portal.  It’s back by the temple.” 


“You must go there again,” Calaeno said.  “But you must act quickly.  The waters rise, and you shall soon be unable to enter.”



Mesokantes sneered.  “What are those things you call the New Ones?”



“They are a race of men from the time the earth was born.  They escaped the world’s first destruction by hiding beneath the earth, and there, they built a new world.  They adapted over many centuries so that they could no longer survive above the surface.  But they are very powerful in their realm, and they will not give up their slaves easily.”



“How are we to succeed in freeing the other boys?” Perdikkas said.  “There are only six of us.”



“Your numbers are small, Prince Perdikkas.  But you have the stone.  It cannot be used for destruction, but it shall protect you from the New Ones and cure your wounds should you be injured.”



Aerander put his hands around the stone in its satchel.  He could feel it vibrating through the covering.  There was so much that he needed to know, he did not even know where to start.


“And you shall find allies in Agartha,” Calaeno said.  “The Old Ones still exist though they have been driven by the New Ones to Agartha’s most barren parts.  The stone must be returned to the Old Ones.  If you find them, they shall join your cause.”  



“What is the stone?” Calyiches asked.



“You have many questions, but there is little time,” Calaeno said.  “I can only tell you that the stone was forged by the Old Ones when our world was just beginning.  It holds many magical powers.  The Old Ones sent it up to the earth’s surface so that the New Ones would not get it.  But the New Ones lured Zazamoukh to get it back.  They shall do anything to reclaim it.”



Aerander brightened with a thought.  “Will you come with us?” 

Calaeno shook her head.  “That I cannot do.  I am forbidden from entering Agartha.  Zazamoukh made certain of that with his curse.  But if you are successful and return to the surface, I’ll be here to help you.  And you have another powerful device:  the bone amulet you have been wearing.  I imbued it with a special power before I was cast away.  Whoever bears it shall be able to communicate with me should he ever need advice.”

Aerander’s surroundings flashed in and out of focus.  To enter some foreign world, filled with gruesome creatures, with only some strange artifacts that he barely understood – there seemed to be scarcely any hope.   He glanced around at his companions.  With the exception of Calyiches and Dardy, they were not exactly a chummy group.
“You must go while you can still make passage to Agartha,” Calaeno said.

The boys studied each others faces.  Calyiches gave Aerander a nod.  

Aerander breathed out.  “Let’s get on with it then.”

“Down at the Citadel, in the spot where the temple once stood, you shall find the portal,” Calaeno said. 

Aerander led the others to the temple’s edge.  The shrine lowered through the air; it hovered above the drowning Citadel.  The boys peeked over the edge.  A white light projected from the bottom of the temple to show where they would have to descend.  The spot was many yards below and submerged in a considerable depth of water. 

“This is madness,” Perdikkas said.

“Then stay up here if you like,” Aerander said.

“I’m going,” Calyiches said.

“Me too,” Dardy said.

The others shifted their feet.  Then, Radamanthes spoke up.  “Count me in.”

Mesokantes glowered.  Perdikkas sighed.  The group stood together, gazing down at the rumbling waters.  
It was good to go first, Aerander remembered.  He unlaced his sandals, undressed to his underrobe, and secured the leather satchel around his shoulder.  The other boys slowly followed his routine.  Aerander eyed Calyiches to convey their bond.  He took a deep breath.  Then, Aerander dove off the side of the temple.  
Aerander plunged into the water and propelled himself as deep as he could.  He listened for one, two, three, four, five splashes above him.  Aerander opened his eyes for just a moment to find Calaeno’s beam of light, and he swam fiercely toward it.  Calyiches followed him at his ankles, and then came the others in a steady pursuit.  

Aerander reached the lighted spot.  He was running out of breath.  There was no hatch or any kind of opening, but Aerander knew from his previous experience that the portal worked by some sort of magic.  Aerander swam into the light.  His vision went blank, and he felt himself descending.  
In an instant, Aerander was back in the tunnel, dripping wet on the cold, stone floor.  There was no light, but Aerander could hear the sputtering breaths of the five other boys behind him.   Aerander loosened the satchel and took out the stone.  It filled the space with a red glow.  The other boys drew up behind him, relinquishing their opinions for now.  
Aerander peered down the shadowy tunnel.  It was the way to the well in the rotunda and, through the well, an underground kingdom.  Aerander stepped forward and his companions followed.  Boys go into the Registration, and they come out men.  That’s what Aerander was counting on.  There was no one to look out for him, no chance to turn back or let someone else take charge.  The black walls of the tunnel were completely bare, and any form of life that could exist in such a place would be far derived from the world above.  They had entered Agartha.   
***



And above, bobbing in an ocean, Deucalion and Pyrrah in their copper drum drifted toward a spot of land.
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