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​Chapter One - The Philosopher's Courtyard
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The blade stopped a hand's breadth from the student's throat.

Kallistrate held the wooden practice sword steady, her weight balanced on the balls of her feet, and watched understanding dawn in the young woman's eyes. The mistake had been subtle. Most wouldn't have caught it. But Kallistrate had been teaching long enough to see the patterns before they formed.

"What did you do wrong?" she asked, not lowering the blade.

The student, Myrrha, swallowed carefully. Around them, the other warriors had paused mid-drill, watching. The courtyard smelled of dust and sweat and the olive oil they used on the practice weapons. Afternoon light slanted through the columns, painting everything gold.

"I committed too early," Myrrha said.

"Before that."

Myrrha's brow furrowed. "I... I don't—"

"You assumed I would strike high." Kallistrate lowered the sword, stepping back. "You saw my shoulder shift and decided you knew what came next. In a real fight, that assumption would have killed you."

She turned to address the full group, fourteen warriors ranging from barely past childhood to veterans with gray in their beards. Some were hers, students who'd sought her out specifically. Others were Nikomedes' students, borrowed for the afternoon because the old strategos believed cross-training kept minds flexible.

"Strategy isn't about predicting your opponent's move," Kallistrate said. "It's about creating space for multiple responses. When you commit to one outcome, you've already lost."

A hand raised. Lykos, one of the younger boys, eager and bright.

"But Kallistrate, isn't that what you teach us? To read the battlefield, to know what's coming?"

"Read, yes. Know?" She shook her head. "I teach you to adapt. There's a difference between being prepared for anything and being certain of one thing."

She caught Myrrha's eye. The young woman was still rubbing her throat where the wooden blade had stopped. "When you see your opponent shift, you don't assume. You respond to what actually happens, not what you expect to happen. Can you fight with uncertainty?"

"I can try," Myrrha said.

Kallistrate almost smiled. Almost. "Good. Uncertainty is honest. Certainty gets you killed."

The words hung in the courtyard like dust motes in sunlight. She'd learned that lesson at sixteen, watching her entire unit die because their commander had been certain the enemy would retreat. Had been certain holding the position was the right call. Had been so certain he'd refused to adapt when the situation changed.

Kallistrate had broken rank and run. She'd survived. Her certainty about that choice had taken years to build.

"Again," she said to Myrrha. "But this time, don't decide what I'm going to do. Just watch, and when I move, respond."

They drilled until the light began to fade. Kallistrate corrected grips, adjusted stances, asked questions more often than she gave answers. What would you do if your opponent was taller? Faster? If you were fighting uphill? If you'd already lost your shield?

When she finally dismissed them, the warriors filed out in small clusters, voices rising in friendly argument about technique and philosophy. Kallistrate stayed behind, wiping down the practice weapons with the same methodical care she brought to everything. The wood was smooth under her hands, familiar. She could do this with her eyes closed.

She was halfway through the rack when footsteps echoed across the courtyard.

"Still cleaning other people's weapons, I see."

Kallistrate looked up to find Erastos leaning against one of the columns, arms crossed, grinning. Behind him, two small figures peeked around the stone. His daughters, seven and five, both trying to look fierce and failing because they couldn't stop giggling.

"Someone has to," Kallistrate said, setting the last sword on the rack. "Otherwise they'll think weapons care for themselves."

"Profound wisdom." Erastos pushed off the column, ruffling the nearest daughter's hair as he passed. "The girls wanted to see where their uncle Kalli teaches warriors to hit each other with sticks."

"We're not supposed to call it that," the older daughter said seriously. "Papa says it's a noble art."

"Papa talks too much." Kallistrate crossed to them, crouching down to their level. "Did he tell you I taught him everything he knows?"

"That's a lie," Erastos said cheerfully. "You taught me how to fall down without crying. Everything else I learned from people more patient than you."

The younger daughter reached out to touch the scar on Kallistrate's left forearm, the old one that ran from elbow to wrist. "Does it hurt?"

"Not anymore."

"Papa says you got it being very brave."

Kallistrate glanced up at Erastos, who had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. "Your papa makes things sound better than they were. I got it running away."

The girl's eyes widened. "Warriors don't run away."

"Smart ones do." Kallistrate straightened, her knees protesting the movement more than they used to. Twenty-eight wasn't old, but she'd been fighting since she was tall enough to hold a sword. "Sometimes running away is how you live long enough to fight again."

Erastos' wife appeared in the courtyard entrance, a basket balanced on one hip. She waved to her husband, then to Kallistrate, then herded the girls toward home with promises of honey cakes if they didn't dawdle. Their voices faded into the evening.

"You didn't come just to let your daughters judge my teaching methods," Kallistrate said once they were alone.

Erastos settled onto one of the stone benches that lined the courtyard. "Theodora's visiting her mother for a few days. I thought you might want company for dinner."

"I have food."

"I know you do. You always have food. You also always eat it alone while staring at nothing and pretending you're thinking about philosophy." He patted the bench beside him. "Sit. Talk to me."

Kallistrate hesitated, then sat. The stone was still warm from the day's sun.

"How are you?" Erastos asked. He said it simply, without pity, and that was why she answered honestly.

"Tired."

"Of teaching?"

"Of pretending I'm not waiting."

The admission surprised her. She'd gotten good at not saying it out loud. But Erastos had known her since they were both seventeen, both new to Nikomedes' training, both convinced they were invincible. He'd held her hair back when she'd vomited after her first real battle. She'd sat with him the night before his wedding, listening to him list all the ways he might fail at being a husband.

Some truths were easier with old friends.

"Three years," Erastos said quietly. "No word?"

"One letter. Two years ago. From somewhere north." Kallistrate traced the scar on her forearm without thinking. "It said, 'Still alive. Don't worry.' As if that helped."

"You could look for them."

"They don't want to be found."

"You could stop waiting."

Kallistrate turned to look at him. His face was kind in the dying light, concerned but not judgmental. "Do you remember what you said to me the night before you married Theodora?"

"I said a lot of things. Most of them foolish."

"You said you were terrified you'd wake up one day and realize you'd chosen wrong. That you'd want to run, and you wouldn't know how to stay."

Erastos' mouth quirked. "Did I mention the foolish part?"

"You asked me how anyone knows they're making the right choice." Kallistrate looked out at the courtyard, at the weapons rack, at the space where her students had stood just hours ago. "I told you that right and wrong didn't matter as much as being able to live with what you chose. I told you to pick the version of yourself you could look at in twenty years and not regret."

"I remember."

"I've chosen this." She said it simply. "Waiting, not waiting, it doesn't matter what we call it. I have a life. I teach. I train. I have friends, students who need me, work that matters. And when the day comes that Theron walks back through that gate, I want to be someone who didn't spend three years becoming bitter."

"And if they don't come back?"

"Then I've still lived well." Kallistrate stood, brushing dust from her training tunic. "That's not a waste, Erastos. That's a choice."

He studied her for a long moment, then sighed and stood as well. "Nikomedes worries about you."

"Nikomedes worries about everyone. It's his favorite hobby."

"He thinks you're setting yourself up for heartbreak."

"He's not wrong." Kallistrate started walking toward the courtyard entrance, and Erastos fell into step beside her. "But I'd rather risk heartbreak choosing what I want than avoid it by choosing nothing at all."

They walked in comfortable silence through the narrow streets of Athens. The city was settling into evening, lamps being lit in windows, the smell of cooking fires drifting from doorways. Voices called out greetings as they passed, and Kallistrate nodded to familiar faces. The baker who always saved her the end pieces of bread. The old woman who sat outside the wine shop and told stories about the Trojan War as if she'd been there herself.

This was her life. Full. Real. It existed whether Theron was in it or not.

But when they reached her door, she paused.

The lamp in the window was already lit. She'd done it that morning, like she did every morning. A small oil lamp in a clay holder, nothing special. It would burn through the night and she'd refill it come dawn.

Erastos saw where she was looking. "Kalli—"

"I know," she said quietly. "I know what it looks like."

"It looks like you're waiting."

"I'm not waiting." She met his eyes. "I'm living a life they're welcome in. There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"Yes." She opened her door. "Do you want to come in for wine, or are you going to stand there judging my lamp?"

Erastos laughed, the tension breaking. "Wine. Definitely wine. And I'm not judging. I'm worried. There's a difference."

"I know," Kallistrate said, and meant it without offense.

Inside, her home was small but comfortable. A single room with a sleeping platform in one corner, a table and chairs near the hearth, shelves lined with scrolls and the occasional piece of terrible pottery she'd made during a brief phase of thinking she might be good at something other than fighting. The lamp in the window cast steady light across everything.

She poured wine. They talked about his daughters, her students, the city's politics, everything except the thing that mattered. When Erastos finally left, he hugged her at the door.

"You know I love you," he said.

"I know."

"And you know I think this is a terrible idea."

"I know that too."

He pulled back, hands on her shoulders, looking at her with the frank honesty of someone who'd earned the right. "What do you need from me?"

"Stop asking me when I'm going to give up."

"Done." He kissed her forehead. "But I reserve the right to bring you food and wine when you look too thin."

"I always look too thin to you."

"Because you never eat enough." He stepped into the street, then turned back. "The lamp is too bright, by the way. You'll want to trim the wick or you'll burn through oil too fast."

Kallistrate smiled despite herself. "Get out of my doorway."

She watched him disappear into the evening, then closed the door and leaned against it. The room felt too quiet. She should eat something. Should review the notes Nikomedes had sent about tomorrow's advanced strategy lesson. Should practice the pottery technique one of her students had been trying to teach her.

Instead, she walked to the window and looked at the lamp.

It burned steady and bright, a small defiant light against the dark.

"I'm not waiting," she whispered to the empty room.

But she didn't trim the wick.

Later that night, after a simple meal of bread and cheese and olives, after reorganizing her scrolls for no reason except to keep her hands busy, a messenger arrived at her door.

The young man was travel-worn, dust in his hair, and he handed her a sealed letter with obvious relief at having delivered it. She gave him a coin and he disappeared into the night.

The seal was unfamiliar. No house mark, just plain wax. Her hands stayed steady as she broke it.

The letter inside was brief:

Caravan escort needed. Northern mountains. Two weeks, good pay. They ask specifically for experienced warriors who know the high passes in winter. Report to the Dipylon Gate at dawn, third day from now.

It was signed by a merchant she'd worked for before. Legitimate work. Nothing unusual.

Except.

Kallistrate read it again, then walked to her table and unrolled a map of the region. The northern mountains. She traced the routes with her finger. The high passes. This time of year, only a few would be viable, and only for another few weeks before the snow came in earnest.

The last letter from Theron had been postmarked from a northern garrison. Two years ago. They could be anywhere by now.

This was probably nothing.

Probably.

Kallistrate looked at the letter again, then at the map, then at the lamp burning in her window.

"Smart ones run away," she said to the empty room, echoing her own words from earlier. "And smart ones know when to hold their ground."

The question was: which was this?

She folded the letter carefully and set it on the table beside her practice sword. Then she sat down and began sharpening the blade, the familiar rhythm of stone on metal steadying her thoughts.

She would think about it. Weigh the options. Make a choice she could live with.

But even as she worked the stone along the blade's edge, something in her chest had already decided.

The northern mountains. A job she was qualified for. A caravan that needed protection.

It had nothing to do with the possibility that Theron might be there.

Nothing at all.

Kallistrate set down the sharpening stone and touched the scar on her left forearm, the one she'd gotten the day she learned that running and staying were sometimes the same choice, just viewed from different angles.

She took the job. The mountains, she told herself, had nothing to do with the fact that Theron's last letter bore a northern postmark.

Nothing at all.
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​Chapter Two - The Mercenary's Last Contract
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The blood came off easier than Theron expected.

They stood at the edge of the coastal town's public fountain, scrubbing their knuckles in the cold water, watching red swirl and fade into nothing. The fight had been brief. Professional. The kind of work that paid well precisely because most people didn't want to do it.

Around them, the town was waking up. Merchants setting up stalls. Fishermen hauling nets down to the docks. The smell of bread baking somewhere, mixing with salt air and fish and the particular scent of a place where people lived close to the sea and close to each other.

Theron didn't belong here. Didn't belong anywhere, really. That was the point.

They dried their hands on their tunic and walked back to the inn where they'd spent the last three nights. The innkeeper didn't look up when they passed, which meant either she hadn't heard about the fight or she'd decided that what happened in alley disputes wasn't her concern. Probably the latter. This was that kind of town.

In their room, sparse and temporary as all their rooms were, Theron counted out the payment they'd received and divided it into three pouches. One for immediate expenses. One for the next town. One that went into the bottom of their pack and didn't get touched except in emergencies.

They'd been doing this for three years. Moving from contract to contract, town to town, never staying long enough for anyone to ask questions they didn't want to answer. The work was easy. The solitude was harder. But solitude was safe, and safety was all that mattered.

Or so they kept telling themselves.

A knock at the door pulled them from their thoughts.

"It's open," Theron called, not bothering to hide the blade they'd automatically drawn.

The door swung inward to reveal a woman in healer's robes, gray hair pulled back, hands marked with the particular stains that came from preparing medicines. She took in Theron's defensive posture with a single glance and sighed.

"Put that away. If I wanted you dead, I wouldn't knock."

"Xanthe." Theron lowered the blade but didn't sheath it. "I thought you'd moved inland."

"I did. Moved back. Coastal air is better for the lungs." She stepped into the room uninvited and closed the door behind her. "You look terrible."

"Thank you. You look old."

"I am old. I've earned it." Xanthe settled onto the room's single chair with the ease of someone who knew she wouldn't be asked to leave. "You, on the other hand, look like you're thirty going on fifty. When did you last sleep through the night?"

Theron didn't answer. They sheathed the blade and sat on the edge of the bed, putting the coin pouches back in their pack with deliberate care. "What do you want?"

"Same thing I've wanted for two years. To make sure you're still alive."

"I'm still alive."

"That's debatable." Xanthe leaned forward, elbows on her knees, studying them with the clinical detachment of someone who'd seen too much suffering to be shocked by any of it. "You're running toward something this time. I can tell."

Theron's hands stilled on the pack straps. "I'm not—"

"Don't bother lying. You're bad at it and I'm too old to pretend I believe you." She tilted her head. "What's north?"

"Nothing."

"Theron."

They looked up, meeting her eyes. Xanthe had earned honesty, if nothing else. She'd kept them alive during the eight months after... after. When they'd been more animal than human, more wound than person. She'd fed them, stitched them, restrained them when necessary, and never once asked them to explain what they couldn't put into words.

"There's a caravan," Theron said finally. "Moving through the mountain passes. They need guards."

"You've never needed regular work before. You take contracts when you run out of coin, and you've got enough to last months." Xanthe's expression didn't change. "What's north?"

"Maybe someone."

"Someone you're running toward or running from?"

Theron laughed, but there was no humor in it. "I'm not sure there's a difference."

"There is. Trust me." Xanthe stood, crossing to the small window that looked out over the harbor. Morning light caught in her hair, turning gray to silver. "I knew someone once who spent their whole life running from the thing they wanted most. By the time they stopped running, the thing they wanted was gone. Don't be that person."

"What if the thing I want is better off without me?"

"Then you're making decisions for other people. That's arrogance, not protection." She turned back to face them. "This someone. Do they know you're alive?"

"Yes. No. I send letters sometimes."

"Do they write back?"

"I don't stay anywhere long enough to receive mail."

Xanthe's expression did something complicated. Not quite pity. Not quite frustration. Something in between that Theron had seen before, usually right before she told them something they didn't want to hear.

"You're going to spend the rest of your life running," Xanthe said quietly. "That's your choice. But at least be honest about why. Don't pretend it's for their sake when it's really for yours."

"It is for their sake."

"No. It's because you're terrified." She said it without judgment, which somehow made it worse. "You think if you stay, they'll see all the broken pieces and leave. So you leave first. It's not noble. It's not even particularly smart. It's just fear."

Theron stood abruptly. "You don't know what you're talking about."

"I know more than you think." Xanthe moved toward the door, then paused with her hand on the frame. "I saw you at your worst. Violence, nightmares, days where you couldn't tell the difference between then and now. And I'm still here. I didn't run. I didn't leave. What makes you think this someone wouldn't do the same?"

"Because I can't ask them to."

"Who said anything about asking?" Xanthe opened the door. "Go north. Find your caravan. And when you inevitably run into this someone you're definitely not looking for, try being honest for once in your life. The worst thing that can happen is they confirm what you already believe. The best thing is you might be wrong."

She left before Theron could respond.

The room felt too quiet in her absence. Theron sat back down on the bed and pulled out the coin pouches again, counting them even though they knew exactly how much was there. A nervous habit. Something to do with their hands when their mind wouldn't settle.

Xanthe was wrong. Had to be wrong. The worst thing that could happen wasn't confirmation. The worst thing was hope.

Hope meant vulnerability. Vulnerability meant pain. And they'd had enough pain to last several lifetimes.

But their hands were already packing. Not just the essentials this time. Everything. The northern mountains required preparation. Cold weather gear. Extra rations. The kind of supplies you gathered when you were planning to stay in one place for more than a few days.

When you were planning to see someone through.

Theron pulled out a piece of parchment and stared at it for a long moment. They could write a letter. Something simple. A warning, maybe. Or an explanation. But explanations required knowing why you were doing something, and Theron had stopped being certain of their own motivations somewhere around the second year of running.

In the end, they left the parchment blank and finished packing.

The ship north left at midday. Theron paid for passage and found a spot on deck where they could watch the coastline recede without being bothered by the other passengers. The wind was cold, carrying the first bite of winter. By the time they reached the northern ports, snow would be threatening the mountain passes.

Smart people didn't travel through the mountains this time of year.

Smart people didn't seek out the one person who'd seen them try to build a life and then watched them systematically dismantle it because they couldn't trust that anything good could last.

But Theron had never been particularly smart about self-preservation. Just good at running.

The journey north took four days. Theron spent most of it on deck, watching the sea and trying not to think about the last time they'd made this journey. Three years ago, heading south, away from Athens. Away from a teaching courtyard where someone with dark eyes and capable hands had asked them to stay, and they'd chosen the coward's path instead.

At the northern port, they found the merchant organizing the caravan easily enough. A man named Philippos, round and jovial and shrewd enough to have lasted twenty years in a business that killed most people within five. He looked Theron up and down, took in the weapons and the scars and the way they stood like someone perpetually ready to fight, and nodded.

"You'll do. We leave in two days. The pay is what I wrote in the posting, half now, half when we reach Athens safely."

Theron's attention sharpened. "Athens?"

"Athens. Why? That a problem?"

"No." They forced their expression neutral. "No problem."

"Good. We've got one other guard signed on already, veteran from Athens originally. Should make for a smooth journey, two experienced hands." Philippos turned to shuffle through papers on his desk. "Be at the staging ground at dawn, day after tomorrow. Don't be late."

Theron left before the merchant could notice their hands had started shaking.

Athens. The caravan was going to Athens.

Of course it was.

They found a room at an inn that smelled like wet wool and old smoke, dropped their pack on the floor, and sat on the edge of the bed with their head in their hands.

This was a mistake. Had to be a mistake. They could back out. Take a different contract. Head east instead of south. There were always jobs for someone willing to fight and ask no questions.

But they didn't back out.

Instead, they spent the next two days preparing. Checking weapons. Buying cold weather gear. Walking the market and trying not to think about similar markets in Athens, where a certain warrior-philosopher probably still bargained for practice weapons and olive oil and bread from the baker who saved the end pieces.

On the second night, unable to sleep, Theron pulled out parchment and actually wrote the letter this time.

Still alive. Moving south. Don't wait.

They read it three times, then crumpled it and threw it in the fire.

If Kallistrate was with the caravan, which she probably wasn't because that would require a level of coincidence that only existed in the poets' stories, then they'd have to face each other. And if they had to face each other, better to do it without the warning that would let Kalli prepare all the questions Theron had no answers for.

Or maybe Kalli wouldn't be there at all. Maybe Theron would guard a caravan to Athens, collect their pay, and leave before ever crossing paths with the one person they'd spent three years trying to forget and failing spectacularly.

That would be better. Cleaner. Safer.

Except they'd taken this job specifically because they'd heard, from a merchant who knew a merchant who knew a soldier, that a certain warrior from Athens had been asking about northern routes. Had been considering escort work.

Except they'd spent three years running and had somehow still managed to gather information like a scholar collecting scrolls. Where Kallistrate taught. Who her students were. Whether she'd taken a partner, married, moved on.

She hadn't. As far as Theron could tell, she'd built a life in Athens and lived it and left space in it that Theron had once occupied and now didn't.

Left space that was probably still there, because Kallistrate didn't know how to close doors.

Theron touched the scar on their left wrist, the one from the bindings, the one that ached when the weather changed or when they thought too hard about things they couldn't control.

They could leave. Should leave. Take a different job, head a different direction, keep running because running was what they knew.

But dawn came, and they went to the staging ground.

And when they saw the other guard, the one Philippos had mentioned, standing beside the lead wagon with her back to them, they knew.

Even from behind, even after three years, Theron knew the shape of her. The way she stood. The economical movements as she checked the wagon's wheels and harness.

Kallistrate.

Theron's feet stopped moving. They stood there, pack on their back, hand automatically finding the scar on their wrist.

They could still leave. Turn around. Philippos would be annoyed but he'd find another guard.

But then Kallistrate turned, responding to something the wagon driver said, and her eyes swept the staging ground and landed on Theron like a physical blow.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Three years. Three years of letters sent to addresses they'd already left. Three years of running from the one person who'd asked them to stay. Three years of telling themselves it was for the best, that distance kept them both safe, that some things were better left broken than risked.

Kallistrate's face betrayed nothing. No surprise, though she had to be surprised. No anger, though she had every right. Just that steady, assessing look that had always made Theron feel simultaneously seen and terrified.

Then she nodded once. Acknowledgment. Nothing more.

And turned back to her work.

Theron stood frozen for another heartbeat. Then another. Their hand was still on their wrist, rubbing the scar without conscious thought.

They could leave.

They should leave.

Instead, they adjusted the pack on their shoulders and walked toward the caravan.

Toward the mountains.

Toward whatever this was going to become.

"You're running toward something this time," Xanthe had said.

Maybe she was right.

Maybe that was somehow more terrifying than running away had ever been.
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​Chapter Three - The Last Clear Day
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Kallistrate

The shrine was older than Athens itself.

That's what the locals claimed, anyway, though Kallistrate suspected the truth was less romantic. Still, the stone altar had the look of something that had weathered centuries, moss growing in cracks that might have been deliberately carved or might have been the work of time and weather.

She approached it the way she approached most things. Deliberately. Without rush.

The caravan had stopped for the midday meal at the base of the mountain pass, where a spring fed a small pool and ancient oaks provided shade. Most of the merchants and drivers had scattered to eat and rest. Kallistrate had walked the perimeter first, checking sight lines and escape routes out of habit, then found herself drawn to the shrine.

It wasn't to any god in particular. Just a place where travelers left offerings. Small things. A carved figure. Flowers. Coins. The accumulated prayers of people who'd passed this way and hoped for safe journey.

Kallistrate had never been particularly religious. The gods, in her experience, helped those who helped themselves and ignored everyone else fairly democratically. But she believed in ritual. In the small acts that marked intention.

She pulled a coin from her pouch and placed it on the altar. Not a prayer to divine intervention. More an acknowledgment to the mountain itself. I see you. I respect you. Please don't kill me.

The sky above was clear, that deep blue that came in late autumn before winter stole all the color from the world. But the air had a weight to it. A pressure that made her shoulder ache where she'd broken it years ago.

Storm coming.

She'd known it before they left Athens. The caravan master, Philippos, had known it too. But the pass would close for winter soon, and this was the last chance to make the journey before spring. Calculated risk. The kind that got people killed when the calculation went wrong.

Behind her, someone cleared their throat.

Kallistrate turned to find one of the wagon drivers, a middle-aged man named Lysander, hovering at a respectful distance.

"Asking for good weather?" he asked, nodding at the altar.

"Asking the mountain not to kill us."

"That's... honest." He approached the altar, pulled out a small carved fish, and set it beside her coin. "My daughter made this. First thing she ever carved. I've been carrying it for luck."

"Does it work?"

"I'm still alive, aren't I?" He smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "That other guard. The one who joined us this morning. You two know each other?"

Kallistrate's expression stayed neutral through pure practiced will. "We've fought together before."

"Recently?"

"No."

"Ah." Lysander didn't press, which she appreciated. "They seem... tense."

"They usually are."

"Are they good in a fight?"

"Yes." Kallistrate picked up her water skin, needing something to do with her hands. "If we run into trouble, you'll want Theron between you and it. They're competent."

"But?"

"No buts." She met his eyes. "Theron will do their job. That's all you need to know."

Lysander nodded slowly. "The merchant said we might see snow on the pass. You think we'll make it through before it gets bad?"

Kallistrate looked up at the clear sky, at the mountains rising ahead of them, their peaks already white with early winter. Her shoulder ached. The air pressed down.

"I think we'll try," she said.

She left him at the shrine and walked back toward the caravan. Most people were finishing their meal, packing up, preparing for the afternoon's climb. The road ahead would be steeper, rockier. They'd need to make the first waystation before dark or camp exposed.

Kallistrate found her assigned wagon and double-checked the supplies. Water. Rope. Blankets. The things you needed if you got stranded. She methodically verified each item, hands busy with familiar tasks, mind carefully not thinking about the person she'd glimpsed that morning.

Theron.

After three years.

She'd known, somehow. The moment she'd accepted this job, something in her had known. Call it instinct or foolishness or the particular form of self-destruction that came from hoping against evidence.

And then they'd been there, standing in the staging ground with that look on their face. The one that meant they were about to run but hadn't quite convinced their feet to move yet.

Kallistrate had turned back to her work. Because what else was there to do? Demand explanations? Ask why three years of silence had led to this accidental meeting that probably wasn't accidental at all?

She knew Theron. Knew their patterns. Knew that pushing would only make them retreat.

So she'd given them space. Let them take the job or leave it. Their choice.

They'd stayed.

"Ready to move out," Philippos called, his voice carrying across the stopping point.

Kallistrate swung up onto the wagon seat beside the driver, a quiet woman named Iris who'd been doing this route for fifteen years. Ahead of them and behind, the caravan began to organize itself. Ten wagons in total. Forty people. A small fortune in trade goods.

And one other guard, somewhere in the line of wagons, carefully not looking in her direction.

Kallistrate touched the scar on her left forearm. The old habit. The reminder.

Running and staying were sometimes the same choice from different angles.

The question was: which angle was this?

Theron

The caravan wound up the mountain like a serpent with too many joints.

Theron walked the line, moving between wagons, checking loads and harnesses with practiced efficiency. They'd done this work before. Knew what to look for. A strap worn thin. A wheel hub that needed grease. The small problems that became disasters on mountain roads.

They did not look at the wagon where Kallistrate sat.

Not once.

Not even when every instinct they had, every pattern of awareness built over years of fighting side by side, screamed that she was there. Right there. Thirty paces away.

They focused on the work instead.

"You're thorough," Philippos observed, watching them inspect one of the rear wagons. "Most guards just walk the line and call it done."

"Most guards haven't seen what happens when a wheel breaks on a mountain pass."

"Fair point." The merchant pulled an apple from his pack and bit into it, studying Theron with the assessing look of someone who made their living reading people. "You and the other guard. Lysander says you've worked together before."

"We've fought together." Theron moved to the next wagon, not slowing their inspection. "Different thing."

"Is it?"

"Yes."

"She seems..." Philippos paused, searching for the word. "Calm. You seem the opposite."

Theron's hands stilled on a rope tie. "Is there a point to this conversation?"

"Just making sure my guards aren't going to kill each other before we reach Athens."

"We won't."

"You sound very certain."

"I am." Theron yanked the rope tight, harder than necessary. "Kallistrate is a professional. So am I. Whatever else is between us doesn't matter when it comes to the job."

"Whatever else," Philippos repeated thoughtfully. "That's a lot of weight in two words."

Theron didn't respond. They finished with the wagon and moved on, and eventually the merchant got the message and left them alone.

The afternoon wore on. The road climbed steadily, winding through pine forest that smelled of sap and coming winter. The temperature dropped as they gained elevation. By the time the sun started its descent, Theron's breath was visible in the air.

They'd positioned themselves at the rear of the caravan. Safer there. Could see everything ahead. Could react to threats from behind. Could absolutely definitely not accidentally make eye contact with the person sitting on the fourth wagon from the front.

The sky stayed clear. Deceptively clear. But the wind had picked up, carrying a smell that Theron's instincts recognized even if they couldn't name it.

Snow. Soon.

They'd seen it before, in these mountains. The way the weather could turn on you between one breath and the next. One moment, clear skies and easy passage. The next, whiteout conditions and death waiting for anyone foolish enough to think they could outrun a storm.

This caravan was full of fools, apparently.

Theron included.

Near sunset, they passed a carved marker stone. One of the old ones, pre-dating Athens, marking distance in measurements nobody used anymore. Theron recognized it from three years ago, when they'd fled south down this same road.

Fled from Athens. From a life they'd been building. From a person who'd asked them to stay and meant it without conditions.

They'd thought distance would help. Thought time would make the ache less sharp. Thought if they just kept moving, eventually they'd outrun the part of themselves that wanted things it didn't deserve.

Instead, they'd spent three years collecting scraps of information like a scholar hoarding scrolls. Where Kallistrate taught. Who her students were. Whether she'd moved on.

Whether she still left the lamp burning.

Pathetic, really. Running from someone while simultaneously tracking their every movement.

"You're running toward something this time."

Xanthe's words echoed in the cold air.

Maybe she was right. Maybe Theron had spent three years running in a circle, trying to convince themselves it was a straight line away.

The caravan reached the first waystation just as the last light faded from the sky. It wasn't much. A stone shelter with a roof and walls but no door, built to give travelers a place to weather storms or spend the night. There were several like it along the mountain passes, maintained by no one and everyone, a collective understanding that some things were too useful to let fall apart.

The wagons circled in the clearing beside the shelter. Drivers and merchants began unloading, setting up camp. Fires were built. Food was prepared. The ordinary rituals of a caravan settling for the night.

Theron helped where they were needed, then found a spot away from the main fire where they could eat their rations in relative solitude. The bread was hard, the cheese harder. They ate mechanically, watching the camp without watching anyone in particular.

Kallistrate was by the main fire, helping an older merchant set up his bedroll. She moved with the same efficient grace she'd always had. No wasted motion. Every action deliberate.

She laughed at something the merchant said. The sound carried across the camp, familiar and foreign all at once.

Theron looked away.

Their hands found the scar on their wrist without permission. The old tell. The thing
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