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1 - The God's Intent

Old Krakades down on the docks, spattered with wine
dregs and half out of his tattered wool tunic, cackled when he
spotted the rod-bearers dragging the latest member of the city
guard of Aegina to be ejected from the island and city-state of the
same name. He spat a stream of yellow phlegm into the restless
waves. Disturbing a gull. "Nother one, Captain?"

"Yeah, another one," agreed Aeschylus wearily.

The shit-stain tried to argue with Aeschylus.
"Captain Aeschylus, you can't take the word of a barbarian over a
fellow Hellene. I'm a hoplite and a scholar."

"You're an asshole because all I'm hearing coming out
of you is shit." Aeschylus never should have hired someone from
Corinth as a guardsman. Corinth was the party capital of the
Saronic Gulf. What happened in Corinth was said to stay in Corinth,
but unpaid bookies had a way of finding a man.

Aeschylus shoved his former officer none too gently
onto the waiting ship. Miltiades tossed the man's gear after him
with a clatter.

"Please! At least put me on a ship headed for Athens,
Delos, anywhere but Corinth," whined the man, which meant he had
yet more debts waiting for him in his home city.

Aeschylus crossed his arms. "You're just lucky I
didn't let the rod-bearers drop-kick you into the bay."

Behind him, Nereus and Epiketos raised their polished
olive wood rods menacingly. Since they were six-foot-plus Thracian
towers of highly tattooed warrior muscle, it was pretty menacing.
Aeschylus would have been menaced, and unlike the shit-stain, he
hadn't stolen the money the rod-bearers were saving to buy their
freedom from the city. It was a piss-poor man who stole a dream
from someone enslaved in a foreign land to pay off his bookie.

"Give order," said Miltiades in his limited Doric
Greek, his hands flying in Levantine trade speech so the twins
could follow the conversation. "Use body feed fish. Sell big fish.
Pay back what he owe."

Guel pounded his right foot onto the wooden planks of
the dock. His twin, Egliam, did the same thing. The twins could
neither hear nor speak, but they knew hand speech. They were
articulating a clear desire to feed their former superior officer
to the sharks.

When the ship finally set sail, Epiketos said
something in rapid Thracian to Nereus, who nudged Miltiades
forward.

It was awkward that Aeschylus only spoke enough
Thracian to swear and give some basic orders. At least Miltiades
was around to translate. He was a Sarmatian from north of Tanais,
or at least that was where he'd been captured following a raid.
He'd been the one to tell Aeschylus that his latest hire was a
thief as well as a drunk. Now he said, "Captain, next guardsman,
need be," he struggled visibly to think of a word and came up with,
"Not shit."

"I know," said Aeschylus glumly. Hand to his beard,
he knew.

But so far, the only guards he'd managed to hire that
were worth anything realized pretty quickly that if they had the
funds to buy the gear needed to serve in the guard, they'd be far
better off seeking wealth, glory, and citizenship after a year of
service as a marine in Aegina's far-flung navy. Aeschylus had
served twenty times that as a sailor, and all he had to show for it
was a narrow berth granted him by Cleanthes, the archon of the
navy, and the knowledge that he owed the man everything.

Patricians always found a way to collect.

Aeschylus tried all the usual places to recruit a
guard. Taverns. Brothels. Gambling dens. All of which was why he
probably always recruited absolutely shit candidates. This time, he
didn't even find that.

So he did something he'd been avoiding for some time
because asking for favors from the gods was as likely to get a ship
swamped as it was to solve a problem.

Aeschylus marched himself to the agora and purchased
a black goat and some barley. Mainly because they were half the
cost at the agora's market stalls than they were up at the
Acropolis, and it wasn't as if the animals weren't the same.

He had time to think as he hiked his way up the
hill.

His household goddess growing up had been Aphaia. But
she was a local goddess of fishing, fertility, and helping women in
need. Anyway, her name meant she who disappears. Not exactly
helpful for finding a guard.

Aphrodite was the patron deity of Aegina. Since, like
Aegina, she had risen from the sea. But Aeschylus wasn't looking
for a hookup. His love life was sad and pathetic, and would likely
stay that way until he died.

He couldn't very well present himself to the altar of
Athena, as that goddess was Athens' patron, and it was hard to say
when the next conflict would erupt with their nearest neighbor.

Poseidon had been Aeschylus' god of worship when he'd
been in the navy, but he was not much help for issues on land.

The Unseen One did dispense justice, but generally
after death. In any case, the only way to ask for a Chthonic god's
help was to bury a prayer in a recent grave or leave it at a spot
blessed by the gods, and that kind of Cretan crap had a way of
going bad real fast.

Hermes might help in a pinch, given he was the patron
god of merchants, and Aegina was an island that survived through
trade. However, he was also the patron of thieves.

Of the relevant gods that left Ares.

Ares wasn't a clever god. War wasn't clever. Not the
sort of war that Ares was the patron of. All rush and drive.
Holding up a shield while a rain of enemy arrows came flaming down
because that shield wall defended a band of brothers, fellow
Aeginites. Rushing onto enemy ships while, at any moment, the
battle could turn. Ares was a god of bad fucking decisions. But
Aeschylus had been known to make a few of those. He'd always had an
awkward appreciation for a god willing to keep going no matter the
odds. Trapped by giants, ignored by his parents, and defeated in
every contest with Athena: he kept going.

That said, Aeschylus framed his prayer carefully. He
didn't want a god who drove men to do something as idiotic as ram
ships into each other to have an unclear request.

He practiced the words of his prayer as he climbed up
to the Acropolis, the walled city within the city. Aeschylus
reflexively patted the stone herma by the gate for luck. The coiled
hair on the top of the statue's head was dark and shiny from
hundreds of other hands doing the same thing over many years. The
herma's erect cock pointed towards the temple of the Olympian gods.
Ares wasn't popular enough on Aegina, or anywhere in Greek-speaking
lands, to have a dedicated temple.

Anaxagoras, the archon of rites and augury, was
checking with Aphrodite if a sailor's lover truly loved him when
Aeschylus arrived. So Aeschylus took a seat on the temple
steps.

It took a while since the young man insisted
Anaxagoras check the lead liver models to be sure he was reading
things right, which took nerve. Anaxagoras might dress like a
scholar who lived in a hedge, but he was a patrician, like every
other archon. The only difference being they were voted in for
three-year terms. While Anaxagoras' name had been pulled from an
augury jar every year for dog's ages.

When he was finally available, Anaxagoras was more
than a bit surprised to be asked to make an offering to Ares, but
the man knew his business.

He led the goat into the temple. Stopping before the
olive wood statue of each of the gods while Aeschylus threw the
barley from the sack to link himself to the sacrifice.

Aeschylus' grandfather had carved those statues from
trees in his own orchard some forty years before. Marble might be
more fashionable. A sign of wealth, but the grain in the wood held
history.

Finally, they came to the statue of Ares. Aeschylus'
grandfather had chosen to carve the god as a world-weary hoplite,
home from the wars. Exactly what Aeschylus needed.

Anaxagoras poured sanctified water over the goat's
head and asked, "Do you consent to be a sacrifice to the gods?"

The goat bowed his head in agreement. A sacrifice
that didn't agree wasn't a sacrifice. It was just a goat to the
slaughter. From there, they went back outside to the altar. As
Anaxagoras lifted the goat, he asked, "Have you composed your
prayer?"

"Yes," said Aeschylus. He continued to toss handfuls
of barley. It fell in some pattern, perhaps meaningful to gods.
Spoke the words that he'd practiced. "Great-hearted Ares," better
than calling on wrathful or bloodthirsty Ares, "if this sacrifice
finds favor, please send me an old soldier weary of war to serve in
the city guard. Someone driven by a need to serve and protect, not
just glory or greed. Someone with courage and the calm that comes
from many campaigns. Someone who can handle the chaos when the
trade fleets dump into port or when one of the archons," he glanced
at Anaxagoras, "or councilmen need something."

Anaxagoras did his work quickly. However, when it
came time for the divination to see if the god would answer the
prayer, his eyes widened in surprise at what he saw.

"What?" asked Aeschylus, who did not like that look.
He did not like it at all.

"The god has had his eyes on you for some time, oh
hero of the straits of Chersonese," said Anaxagoras as he
cheerfully examined bloody bits.

Aeschylus hadn't heard anyone mention Chersonese in
years. He'd never been called a hero of any region. But he supposed
the idiocy he'd shown at Chersonese was bound to appeal to
Ares.

"Will he answer my prayer?" asked Aeschylus. "I
prayed for an old soldier. No miracles or great plans needed."

Anaxagoras shrugged like a man who didn't have a
miracle hanging over his head. "I don't know what to tell you.
You're going to be getting a whole ball of miraculous wax." He
picked up his knife. "It's a good thing."

Aeschylus suppressed swearing because gods were
pricklier than rich men. Still, he supposed the miracle could be an
old soldier. Brought to Aegina on a raft after a battle left him
with no further taste for war.

Anaxagoras burned the god's share: bones wrapped in
glistening fat that sent ribbons of acrid black smoke into the sky.
The smell of burning laurel wood mixed with the savory scent of the
cooking meat.

On days like this, Aeschylus really appreciated that
not only had Prometheus stolen fire for humanity but worked it so
mortals got to eat the meat from sacrifices. Poor asshole was
getting his liver eaten for all eternity for his troubles.

Anaxagoras set aside some meat for the priests to
split with the poor. The rest, a clerk boxed up so Aeschylus could
bring it back to the barracks. A rare feast for the men.

The wings of the eagles tattooed on Nereus and
Epiketos' faces seemed to fly by lamplight as they gnawed close to
the bone. Those tattoos meant they'd killed men in battle.
Aeschylus knew that much about Thracian traditions. Though the
silvery scars that bisected the tattoos on Nereus' chest indicated,
he was lucky to be alive.

They were up next on night duty. Aeschylus ordered
Epiketos to keep watch at the city gate while Nereus patrolled the
road leading from the docks.

They'd probably half-ass it, but Aeschylus could
hardly blame them under the circumstances. They shuffled off.
Leaving behind the monotonous sound of Miltiades scraping the
goat's hide, which he meant to clean and turn into small leather
goods to sell in the agora. Aeschylus thought he should stick to
making felt caps embroidered with colorful birds, but it wasn't his
place to say.

Egliam and Guel ate more slowly. Half paying
attention to Aeschylus, half focused on one of their ever-present
games. In this case, Fox and Hounds. The twins were the youngest of
the rod-bearers, and unlike the others, they hadn't been captured
in battle and sold by the victors. According to their paperwork,
their father's debts had seen them sold as children.

Having lost a hound to his brother's fox, Guel turned
back to Aeschylus. He gestured that Aeschylus had picked three
drunks, a thief, and a drunken thief in the last year.

"I'll do better picking someone this time," Aeschylus
promised. He pointed to the remains of the evening's meal and tried
to put a good face on it. "Where do you think the meat came from?
According to the augury, Ares plans to come through for us."

Guel made a gesture that left nothing to the
imagination about how he thought the gods fucked mortals over.

Aeschylus could not disagree. Hope the gods weren't
watching this particular room, but not disagree.

Instead, he chewed his meat, savoring the taste, and
told himself that all would be well, or at the very least, he'd
made his choices and now must wait to see what came of them.

His sleep that night was broken by dreams of distant
thunder. Of running endlessly from the deck of one ship to another
while fires raged and arrows rained down. The harsh clash of
battle. The screams of sailors as the sharks ate their fill. A
distant voice calling his name.


2 - The Wooden Marble Statuary

That next morning, nothing happened.

Nothing miraculous, which was good, but no old
soldiers came to the guard house.

The rod-bearers went on patrol. Aeschylus worked on
neglected paperwork just in case his miracle arrived. He reflected
that this was what he got for asking for help from a god who
managed to get stuffed into a bronze jar by giants.

The day died, and nothing happened. That night's
sleep was unbroken by dreams.

In the morning, Aeschylus had no idea what to do. He
had about resolved to try the docks and see if there were any
marines tired of the sea when the door slammed open, and a young
man rushed through as if the gods were every moment judging his
actions.

He was a man mountain with close-cropped curling
black hair. His bronze Corinthian helmet was tilted back on his
head. He wore an iron breastplate that looked newly made and
expensive. Over his left arm, he carried a large round porpax
shield that had been freshly painted with the image of a charging
boar, the symbol of Ares. In his right hand, he held an iron
leaf-bladed hoplite spear that just about grazed the ceiling. To
complete the whole set, he had not only a short sword but a long
dagger hanging from his belt. The man even had ornately decorated
greaves and bracers protecting his legs and arms.

The last time Aeschylus had seen a hoplite with that
much gear, the man had been a Spartan and was therefore convinced
crushing a starving and terrified enslaved population meant he was
bad shit or something.

But the man didn't have the feral, fanatic,
fox-fucker look of a Spartan. His eyes were a wide red-brown in a
face chiseled by some Athenian artist with a mad hard-on for
cheekbones. His expression was what Aeschylus could only describe
as lively. Alive. That this was the most alive person he'd ever
seen.

For a brief moment, the room had a crackle of energy,
as if Aeschylus had rubbed two pieces of wool together on a dry,
windy day.

The man mountain said, "I am Thêritas of…Thrace.
You'd be a fool if you didn't take me for the guard."

That faded the feeling right quick.

"Really," drawled Aeschylus. He leaned back in his
chair and took a good look at his only candidate for an officer of
the guard.

If a Hellenic hoplite said he was from Thrace, it
meant he didn't want to say where he was from. Hellenes would state
the city, not claim a whole region.

Also, for all his size, Thêritas looked to be barely
out of boyhood. His cheeks were still fuzzy, for Zeus' sake. Oh, he
was as tall and broad as a Persian temple. His armor was of the
sort only a rich man's son could afford, which meant Aeschylus
doubted he had the skills needed to do the work without offending
old Krakades, much less the leading citizens of the city. In any
case, he'd promised the rod-bearers to do better.

"Are you from Corinth or Sparta?"

Thêritas glared. "I just said I was from Thrace."

"I heard you. I just know it means you're hiding
something. So which is it?" Aeschylus watched the man's reactions
as he asked, "Do you have gambling debts? Got a drinking problem?
Did you drop your shield in battle? Rush forward or run away? Got
cut out of your inheritance?" Those last ones got a wince, so he
shifted his approach. "Thêritas means brutish and beastly.
Someone's parents must have disliked him." He waited to see if
Thêritas tried to kill him.

He could practically see the oars churning the waters
of the man's mind. After a long pause, Thêritas replied, "Says the
man whose name means shame."

Aeschylus snorted. "A fine hit there." That put a
smirk on Thêritas' chiseled face. "If this were a war, which,"
Aeschylus stood up and circled around Thêritas, "it isn't." He
walked particularly slowly to draw the moment out.

By the time Aeschylus had completed his
circumnavigation, Thêritas' smirk had faded, which was good. Showed
he wasn't a complete idiot, as well as being more than a bit
arrogant. "If you weren't the only one to show up for the job, that
remark would have talked you out of the position. Is that what you
want? For me to show you the door?"

Thêritas' full red lips twisted into a sullen pout.
"No."

"Answer again, and remember that I am your superior
in every way."

"No, sir," said Thêritas.

"Oh, you don't think I'm your superior officer."

"Yes, sir. I meant, no, sir. I mean, I don't want to
be shown the door, sir!"

It would have been funny, except if Aeschylus was
going to be in command, he had to grab the short whiskers now.
"Some sad fucks think that the role of the city guard is to skim a
little off the top of every fine."

Guel pointed at the flagstone.

Aeschylus added, "That they can steal from enslaved
folks like the rod-bearers." He closed his eyes briefly to reclaim
his place in his speech. "That they're due free fucks with the
municipal prostitutes or free drinks at the taverns. You are not
due any of these things!" Aeschylus hardened his voice to a fine
point. "To be a guard is a sacred responsibility to serve and
protect the people of this island. Is that understood,
officer!"

"Yes, sir!" barked Thêritas. Standing that little bit
straighter and taller, which Aeschylus wouldn't have thought
possible.

"Cross the line, and you're out. Is that
understood?"

"Yes, sir!" shouted Thêritas.

Aeschylus did not roll his eyes at Miltiades
snickering at the back of the room. "Now, when one of this island's
wealthy citizens calls you a brutish thug, what do you reply?"

"Thank you, sir!" shouted Thêritas, which told
Aeschylus that Thêritas had definitely been in someone's
military.

"Nice try, but wrong answer. You answer that the only
name your superior officer, Aeschylus, the captain of the city
guard of Aegina, has given you is Officer New Boy, and you cannot
answer to any other name until you earn it. Is that
understood?"

"Yes, sir!" shouted Thêritas. He'd have knocked his
head on the ceiling rafters if he stood any taller.

"At ease. Also," Aeschylus waved at Thêritas, "stop
shouting."

"Yes, sir!" Thêritas eased up his stance into a sort
of parade rest. Aeschylus wondered how a young man like this ended
up in Aegina. Why he hadn't run off to the wars instead of washing
up on a quiet island. Aeschylus had grown up on Aegina. For all its
problems, it was his home.

Of course, there was an obvious answer. Aeschylus'
memory of Anaxagoras plucking at the goat's innards was fresh.
"What brought you to Aegina?"

Thêritas' forehead wrinkled. "A boat, sir." He smiled
broadly. "Because boats bring people to islands, sir!" Thêritas
grinned so happily that Aeschylus practically got a sunburn from
the smile.

"Stop screwing around. Why do you want to be a guard
on Aegina?"

Thêritas blinked at Aeschylus. "I…like to fight.
But," he shrugged one massive shoulder, "war isn't like in the
Iliad anymore. Warriors don't fight one another for honor and
glory. Instead, soldiers fight together for their cities, and I
don't; I've never lived in a city. Much less defended one. Not
after," he gave another shrug. "How can I be who I am if I don't
understand, and I heard you needed a guard." Thêritas puffed out
his chest. "I'm here to learn what I can from the hero of
Chersonese."

Aeschylus would have snarked that war had never been
like the Iliad until Thêritas mentioned Chersonese. Then goose
pimples prickled Aeschylus' arms. "Who sent you?" He deliberately
didn't say more and waited. This was either a con, or Ares couldn't
tell the difference between an old soldier and a very young
one.

Thêritas opened his mouth. He closed it. He breathed
in deeply. Aeschylus braced himself. For bullshit. For something
fucking strange. But all that Thêritas said was, "War-hungry Ares
put me on the path here. It's a divine labor that I serve in the
guard."

"What'd you do to earn that honor? Murder a family
member or sack a shrine?"

Thêritas' full lips firmed. "I'm not here as a
punishment. I'm here so I can learn from you." He raised his chin.
"I mean to learn."

Aeschylus reminded himself that prayers were a crap
shoot. Ares could have sent a warlord or a pirate. A mercenary on
the run. Not just some wet behind-the-ears rich kid.

"Fine. Since you're the only candidate and this is a
divine labor, I'll put you on probation for the day and see how you
do."

Miltiades gave his report from his patrol. It started
out as nothing too unusual.

A rich actor from Corinth had gotten drunk in the
city fountain with his twink-eromenos. There'd been three brawls in
the taverns by the docks.

Those Athenian athletes, who were training for the
Olympics up on Mount Oros, had come into town, gotten drunk, and
stolen the statues from the Olympian temple. Because they claimed
the olive wood must have come from Athens or some such drunken
stupidity. Here Miltiades' often laconic report became practically
Athenian. "In harbor, gods in big power reach down. Flash golden
light." He stabbed the air in a way that might mean lightning.
"Wood change. Change shape. Now stone of good gold marble. Cost
more than villa. Rage like storm hit. Fool men now angry men. Fight
each other. Man kill friend. Other man kill other friend. Many
dead. One left tell story. Very sad. Gods smile." Miltiades
chuckled.

Aeschylus suppressed a sigh. He turned to Thêritas.
"What do you think?"

Thêritas was as puffed up as if he had personally
transformed those statues. "A fine miracle worthy of praise and
sacrifices. The gods punished the wrongdoers."

"The Athenians were being assholes, which is worthy
of a fine, but being a dick shouldn't be a death penalty offense."
Aeschylus braced himself in case he offended the gods. But he
needed Thêritas to understand this. "The gods can mete out what
punishment they want. But you're here to be a guard. Guards don't
hand down judgments. We don't determine the sentences for possible
crimes. That's the responsibility of the archon of justice and a
jury. We keep the peace. Everyone on this island deserves the same
level of protection. Do you understand me, officer?"

"Yes, sir!" Thêritas turned puppy dog eyes on him. As
if the sun rose and set out Aeschylus' ass.

Aeschylus looked down at his hands with their very
different calluses from his grandfather's. The tip of his right
hand's little finger had long ago been cut off during a battle at
sea. "My grandfather carved those statues. They were once alive,
and now they never were."

Thêritas' wide red-brown eyes were practically dinner
plates. Probably worried about being struck by a god's wrath.
Aeschylus clapped him on the back in what he told himself was a
fatherly way. "Relax, Officer New Boy. It's not as if you
transformed them."

"No, sir," mumbled Thêritas. He looked around the
barracks. Wilted for all of a moment. Then he put his hands to his
narrow hips. "Sir, what is it that guards actually do?"

Aeschylus rubbed his eyes because the result of his
prayer was off to a wonderful start.


3 - Snakes and Ladders

"Patrol," pipped up Miltiades. "Much patrol. Crack
head drunk fool. Toss goat barn. Sleep." As if in response to his
own words, he cracked a yawn.

Aeschylus coughed. "Ah, that's enough, Miltiades."
Aeschylus pulled Thêritas into the officer's quarters.

"Miltiades is right. Most of what we do in the guard
is walk patrols."

"Serving and protecting," said Thêritas seriously,
which at least showed he'd been listening earlier.

"That's right. We walk the neighborhoods inside the
city walls and ensure that the peace is kept. The rod-bearers
mostly patrol the streets that lead from the port to the agora,
where most incidents occur." Aeschylus shrugged. "Natural result of
mixing lots of sea traffic, alcohol, and warehouses full of
expensive shit. The navy handles the sea gate into the port and
patrols the gulf beyond."

Thêritas frowned as if the idea of the navy handling
the sea gate offended him, but hoplites sometimes had issues with
sailors. However, he asked, "Aegina has a large navy, doesn't
it?"

Aeschylus patted the sea turtle patch stitched to his
tunic reflexively. "Largest of any city in the Aegean. Over two
hundred triremes. They ensure our trade fleets come back full of
cargo and not picked over by pirates or confiscated by the
city-states along the route.

Thêritas' eyes seemed to shine slightly. "Like at
Chersonese."

Aeschylus wanted the subject of Chersonese swallowed
by the underworld. "Never mind that. When one of the trade fleets
comes in, it's battle stations and all hands on deck." For a
moment, Aeschylus could almost feel the deck of the ship below his
feet. Smell the burning pitch. Hear the clash of arms. He cleared
his throat. "We…ah…need to ensure the off-duty sailors don't burn
the city down and that we collect Aegina's fees from each ship. For
that, you need to be able to read and write. Can you?"

"Some." Thêritas shuffled. "But I'm no scholar."

Since neither was Aeschylus, that was fine.

Aeschylus scratched his neck. If they were talking
guard duties, it was past time he brought up the troubles with the
Athenians. "We also have to patrol outside of the city walls." He
held up a hand to hold off any protest. "Patrician households have
homes in the city and villas on their estates, and a few years
back, there were some issues with Athenians coming over here to
kidnap the men who matter!" He felt he kept the bitterness to a
minimum as he said that last bit.

Thêritas' broad brow wrinkled. "Is that common? Do
Athenians do that? Of course, they do." His full upper lip curled.
"Athenians."

Which was the proper reaction as far as Aeschylus was
concerned. Ares had at least gotten that right in sending Thêritas
Aeschylus' way. Aegina's way. Thêritas wasn't Aeschylus' personal
property, alone in a small warm room with dust motes spinning on
beams of light between them.

It was just the dust that made Aeschylus cough again.
"It's not that common. About ten years ago, we accepted the offer
of earth and water from the king of Persia to keep access to the
markets in Egypt and the Levant."

"But, but, how could you bow to Persia's rule?"

Aeschylus had heard the same thing from any number of
Hellenes over the years. "Not exactly bowing. More nodding.
Aegina's the only city-state on this side of the Hellespont with
access to the emporium of Naucratis in Egypt. We paid a cut to the
pharaohs before King Darius stomped all over them, and now we pay
Persia. So what? We pay off the Thracian hill-kings on the Pontic
coast too. Doesn't mean we're bowing to them. But," he spread his
hands because Persia was a side character in this story, "that bent
the Athenians' dicks all out of shape. They wanted us to pay some
league of theirs ten percent of everything we got from that trade.
A protection racket, as near as I can tell to fund projects in
Athens. When we told them to fuck off, they kidnapped a dozen
leading men of the city. I guess they thought they were making the
classic, 'Nice city, shame if something were to happen to it'
argument."

Thêritas struck a fist on his breastplate, making the
metal ring. "I will prevent more hostages from being taken. My
honor on it, sir."

"Yeah," said Aeschylus. "Bit more to it than that."
He shook his head because he knew several of the naval captains
involved in what had happened next. "Thing is, Aeginites have more
pride than we get credit for. When our nearest neighbor fucked with
us, well, we kidnapped a boatload of leading Athenian men on their
way to a festival at Sounion. Things got," Aeschylus tried to sum
up the situation he'd found when he'd arrived back home five years
before, "dicey with rounds of municipal kidnappings. I managed to
put a stop to that and calm things down for a bit. Thankfully, the
oracle at Delphi told the Athenians that if they went to war with
us anytime in the next thirty years, we'd kick their asses." Not
exactly what the oracle had said, but there had been a thirty-year
no-war thing. So close enough as far as Aeschylus was concerned.
"At this point, folks from both cities are back to visiting each
other's territory, but the Athenians still have their hostages, and
we still have ours."

"Athenian hostages!" The idea really seemed to
delight Thêritas, who looked around the small room as if he
expected to see a cell where people were being kept. He even peeked
out into the equally small barracks in the next room. "Where are
they? Below ground?"

"In what? A cellar. No, they're somewhere secure." If
Thêritas made it longer than a few weeks, Aeschylus might take him
to the location. God sent or not, he didn't entirely trust his
sudden appearance. For all Aeschylus knew, the man had been sent by
Athena.

Though, the delight with which he repeated, "Athenian
hostages!" seemed genuine.

"No time like the present to see how you do. One more
thing," Aeschylus handed Thêritas a patch stamped with Aegina's
symbol, a golden sea turtle. "When you're on duty, you need to make
sure you're wearing this so folks know you're a member of the city
guard."

He half-expected the man to object. Several hoplites
had because the patch resembled the lacquered house badges worn by
enslaved folks. Instead, Thêritas touched the cloth curiously. "A
sea turtle is one of Aphrodite's symbols."

"Yeah, she's our patron goddess. Aphrodite came from
the sea and is good at getting what she wants." Aeschylus looked at
Thêritas' breastplate. "Hmmm, not sure how you'll get the thing to
stick to that. For today, maybe go without."

He expected Thêritas to look like a shell-less turtle
without the armor. Instead, the bell-shaped metal had, if anything,
not done justice to the man's body. Such was the power and beauty
of youth.

A youth who was now his subordinate. Sent by a god to
learn from Aeschylus. Because fuck him, of course, his new officer
would be precisely the type of man to make Aeschylus' lonely cock
get stupid.

Aeschylus silently cursed himself for an idiot and
walked quickly out the door onto the street.

Not far from the port, they came upon Eualia, a
down-on-her-luck hetaera who'd fallen a few ranks and now liked to
dip her sandals in red paint and mark the stones with the words,
"Follow me IV fucks." Showed she was looking for clientele who
could read.

Aeschylus stood back and let Thêritas handle it.
Though, he did need Aeschylus to tell him the city ordinance and
correct fines for painting on public property.

Thêritas fined her correctly and confiscated the
offending sandals, which given the benefits of rank, meant that
Aeschylus' hands weren't covered in red paint. "Not the worst thing
you'll be covered with in this job," said Aeschylus. He felt
reasonably enough.

Thêritas nodded as if slowly and carefully engraving
this wisdom on some corridor of his mind. Aeschylus realized he was
staring and made himself look away.

They headed to the barn that amounted to the city
drunk tank and jail. When there weren't drunks, it held the goats
that grazed the area just outside the city walls to keep the grass
down.

They woke the remaining Athenian athlete, who'd been
placed there to sleep off his rage bender.

Palládios, the archon of justice, had already sent
down a ruling about what to do with the Athenian.

"We're sending you back to Athens with your friends,"
said Aeschylus.

"My dead friends," whispered the man.

"They are that," agreed Aeschylus.

"Oh, gods!" The Athenian covered his face with his
hands. "Their wives. I will have to tell their wives that I, that
we." The man sobbed. Aeschylus patted his shoulder in the sympathy
of someone who'd had his share of occasions to be screwed over by
gods. He even let the statement, "We should never have come to this
cursed island," slide.

Thêritas was subdued, but he handled himself well. He
loaded the man and the corpses onto a ship headed for Athens in a
competent enough way.

That solemn duty done, they patrolled along the dock
area.

As they came around one of the warehouses, they saw a
man halfway up a ladder with a large sack.

"Stop, thief!" shouted Thêritas, though quietly
waiting at the bottom of the ladder might have been a better
plan.

The man reacted by sliding down the ladder. Aeschylus
was about to suggest that Thêritas go around the building to cut
the man off when the ladder turned into a mass of snakes.

The would-be thief quite naturally jumped away.
Causing his fall to become uncontrolled. He landed with a sickening
crunch on the hard earth.

Aeschylus resisted saying, "Bad break," and focused
on the ladder snakes crawling away. However, he was too slow to
determine how to catch them, and they were gone. He turned to more
traditional matters. Having his new recruit carry their prisoner up
to the Acropolis to the hall of justice.

Archon Palládios was in his office, which wasn't
unusual. According to his assistants, the man was practically glued
to his chair. His stone-faced expression was not uncommon either.
Probably not helped by Thêritas lowering a rumpled-looking man into
one of the chairs across from his desk. Aeschylus straightened his
shoulders. "Archon Palládios, this is my new officer, Thêritas of
Thrace, and this fellow tried to break into Flavian's warehouse on
Marina Street."

The archon didn't look at Thêritas, but Aeschylus
winced slightly at the narrowing of the archon's eyes. Aeschylus
wasn't the only one who knew what it meant when someone claimed to
be from Thrace. But all he said was, "You do go through them." He
flicked a look at the thief. "Is he from Aegina?"

After Aeschylus gave the man a tap, the would-be
thief admitted to being from Epidaurus. Palládios briefly laid his
hand on the base of a statue of Themis and appeared to cast a
prayer into the
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