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When Achilleus, the greatest warrior who ever
lived, falls before Troy (or Ilion, as it was known), Ares, God of
War, stands ready to take his spirit with him to his palace. There,
Ares demands that Achilleus yield to him. But can the embrace of a
god and the offer of immortality make Achilleus forget his one true
love, Patroklos?
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Achilleus, son of Peleus, remembered
falling. Falling back from the walls, ladder sliding past his hands
after a piercing pain in his leg. Blood gushed, soaking his armor,
running down his calves, sticky between sandal leather and skin.
The impact drove the air from his lungs. He still heard the dull
thud of bronze armor against stone. The din of battle, the
Myrmidons, and the glaring sun of the afternoon.

A chariot drew up, and its horses were on
fire, breathing living flame, eyes like the center of the sun,
cracked open, a sight too terrifying to be real. Hands gathered
him, lifted him with his armor—the shield slid from his arm, into
the center of flames and darkness, touches that burned on his skin,
but not with heat. He was only half conscious, no, dying, he
realized, or already dead, but any thought of resistance or crying
out for his comrades was wiped away by that force that couldn’t be
denied. He lay in the chariot, on his side, seeing nothing but a
pair of strong, armored calves and sandals, smelling blood and
death and rage—if rage had a smell— then darkness descended.

 


* * * *

 


It was always a shame when warriors, true
warriors, finally fell. They all did; they went down in a blaze of
glory or simply fell like stones. They were all temporary, flashes
of fierce light and splashes of scarlet blood against a background
of dull gray. There were always more fighters willing to spill
blood and wage war, but not many of them showed the glory of war.
And none of them were Achilleus.

That was the only reason Ares had for
descending from his palace, and the only reason he needed: the
world simply didn’t need to lose a man like him. Not when Ares
could reward him for his service.

Ares paid no attention to the dying body
next to him; Achilleus’ spirit would soon vacate it, anyway. His
main concern was arriving at his palace ahead of Hermes, who would
certainly come after the elusive prize that was the warrior who had
nearly escaped death. Ares urged his blazing team on and kept a
close watch for his wily brother. Hermes had no chariot to announce
his presence; many times, he simply appeared in the thick of
things, or one never saw him at all, and only noticed what was
missing.

The chariot was in sight of the gates when
Ares spotted something, a glint or a shadow or both at the same
time that betrayed Hermes’ presence. “Oh, no. This one is mine,” he
muttered, and reached down beside him, seizing Achilleus by the
back of the neck. He didn’t pause to think about why Hermes would
announce his coming, simply moved faster, bursting through the
gates of the palace in a cloud of fire, clutching his prize.

Outside, beyond the walls, Hermes just
watched, thoughtful.

 


* * * *

 


It was almost like waking up—regaining
consciousness like after long, restful sleep that followed
exertion. Almost languid, but Achilleus knew something was wrong.
The light, for example. It didn’t cast shadows. Everything seemed
brighter, and yet more solid, more real than what he remembered to
be real. His wound was gone, but he still had the smell of his own
blood in his nose.

Somebody had taken off his armor and
somebody must have washed him while he’d been
unconscious—dead, insisted a voice that sounded suspiciously
like his mother, Thetis. Where was she? Maybe she could explain
what had happened. This wasn’t Ilion, and this wasn’t his tent—and
no place he knew. Or had ever heard of.

The walls were solid rock, assembled as if
by a giant’s hand, and painted with battle scenes, but nothing
else. Killing, fighting, but never was there a victor, never one
that was defeated, and no feasts, no resting, no kind of play, just
men and armor and weapons. He sat up, unconcerned about being
completely naked like an athlete. 

Like any good master, Ares knew everything
that went on in his household at any given moment. No sooner had
Achilleus stirred than the god himself appeared, filling the
doorway, broad shoulders and long limbs silhouetted even in the
omnipresent light. He paused for the length of a breath, smirking,
before he entered, flanked by servants that were little more than
scuttling shades, unworthy of attention to next to the looming
presence that was Ares. “Achilleus, son of Peleus,” he said, his
voice the clash of swords and the thunder of war drums.

Achilleus felt his pulse speed up at the
stranger’s voice, something deep and primal stirred inside him,
something that strengthened muscles and pulled tendons taut. “I
know you,” he said. “I saw you...fight between the enemies.”

Ares smiled, a dark, wild grin that looked
all too human. “I was there. I’m always there. I saw you,
certainly. Do you know who I am, Achilleus?” He liked the taste of
the name, usually spoken in whispers, in awe and in fear. He spoke
it with amusement, and maybe a bit of indulgent fondness.

A prince of Ilion... no, Achilleus had slain
many of them, and even the magnificent Hektor, may he suffer in
Hades, would only be a pale shadow against this man. And Hektor had
been the best of them. There was no controlled discipline and duty
in this one, he was nothing like Hektor. No eager boyish prettiness
like Troilus, whose lips had been just as sweet as those of his
sister Polyxena. It was slowly coming back. Who, then?

He knew the answer, because this was no
mortal. Not a flaw on him, and he seemed, like this place, more
real than anything Achilleus could remember. He’d seen him fight,
felling men seemingly in passing, roaring like a bull with rage,
blood flowing from his hands and face and armor, like spilled wine.
There was only one amongst the gods like that. “Ares, god of
battle...” and bloodlust, and rage. 

Ares drew in a long breath, chest expanding,
and released it in a single word. “Yes.” The red chaos of battle
shone in his eyes, and his grin widened. He moved closer, openly
admiring Achilleus’ naked form. The uniquely masculine beauty of a
born warrior, muscles built in true athleticism, clean, shining and
unmarked now that he had shed the burden of a mortal body. “You’re
dead. That’s a shame, isn’t it? And unexpected. Your mother didn’t
protect you well enough.”

“I knew it would come to this.” Achilleus
met that dark red gaze, and shook his head. “Long life, or glory in
battle. She told me. I chose to win glory.” And would he? Oh yes.
Everybody already said that he had been the best warrior on the
Greek side, bringing mighty Ilion to her knees. The only thing he
regretted was not to have stormed the battlements and put every
last inhabitant of Ilion to the sword. His nostrils flared at the
thought. For what they’d done. 

Ares laughed, and the sound was anything but
human; in its echo came the ghosts of dying screams and howls of
rage. “As if there was any doubt. Oh, yes, young Achilleus, your
name will be spoken forever. It’s known on Olympus. Hermes aches to
have you finally in his hands, to take you on your way. But you
knew that already, I suppose. Are you ready to retire to a life of
eternal bliss?” He leaned forward on the bed, his hands on either
side of Achilleus’ knees, not quite touching.

Achilleus’ lips opened, but not to answer,
or at least it took him a while to answer. “I want to raze Ilion to
the ground and take their women and daughters into captivity. I
want to strangle each and every last one of them.” That rage, that
pain inside never subsided. A bronzed body, a laughter that gave
him goose bumps, the long, strong limbs of his friend, his lover,
as he made love to a slave girl, smiling because he knew Achilleus
was watching him, eager to take her in turn. The comradeship, the
desire, their mutual strength in each other. Love could indeed turn
into a rage that nothing could quench. Not ever. “Can you grant me
that, Ares?”

One blunt hand, made for wielding heavy
weapons, lifted toward Achilleus’ face. It didn’t quite touch skin,
but heat emanated from him, fueling the fire of the Myrmidon’s
rage. “Can I?” he whispered, that mad smile never wavering. “Can I?
I am a god, Achilleus, son of Peleus. Of course I can. Now ask me,
will I?”

Achilleus swallowed. “Yes. Will you?” His
blue eyes feverish with the heat reflected from the god, the way it
burned his skin. His touch, Achilleus knew. It was the last thing
he’d felt with his broken, dying body.

Ares’ hand traveled down to the bare chest
and rested against the heart that no longer beat, hot as a brand,
hot enough to burn a hole through Achilleus’ body. “Why stop there?
Why not ask for divinity? You know the gods. You know what we can
do. You could raze Ilion with a sweep of your hand, or walk through
its streets and put your sword through every soul who crossed your
path, as you chose.”

Achilleus shuddered under the touch, which
almost made him gasp for air. The words seemed low and seductive,
or maybe it was the image of undying revenge that stirred him so.
Destroy Ilion. Destroy everybody who’d done him wrong. But what
were the god’s intentions? It was difficult holding on to thoughts
in his presence...something about him defied thought and planning,
whipped up his emotions and desires into what could easily become
frenzy. “Yes.”

Flame erupted in Ares’ eyes: excitement, the
thrill of a worthy opponent. There were no allies of Ares, only
opponents he could battle against. And this man, if he were a god,
would be a glorious one. “What do you have to offer me in return?
What sacrifice do you have to the god of war?” He knew what he
wanted, and he could take it, but part of him wanted to see the
proud Achilleus offer it, offer himself.

“What sacrifice do you want?” Achilleus
opened his hands. “I killed hundreds. I killed the defender of
Ilion. I killed whoever stood against me. Does that count?”

Some accused Ares of thinking only of
battle, only of war, but they were wrong; he wasn’t merely a savage
brute. He’d watched Achilleus, considered him, knew how the man
worked. “You killed for yourself. You only ever fought for
yourself, and for your glory. Did you spare a thought or an
offering for Ares, or did you scorn all the gods?”

Achilleus nodded. “You’re right.” He glanced
down at the hand on his chest, wished it would travel deeper. That
touch was almost impossible to misread, or was it? He placed his
palm on Ares’ hand and pressed it to his chest, stretching out on
the bed. It wasn’t quite pain, that touch, it was just searing and
clear, like the kiss from a blade. 

Ares’ eyes widened, and his face brightened
at the clear invitation. Oh, yes. All his.

The servants seemed to melt away, and so did
Ares’ clothing, slithering down his body like trickling water, or
blood. With a twist of his wrist, he jerked his hand from
Achilleus’ grip and twisted both arms above his head, pinning them
to the bed. He pressed himself full-length along the man’s body,
feeling every shift of muscle as if it were his own, and feeling
the growing hardness against his belly. “You offer yourself?” Just
because he wanted to hear it.

Achilleus arched against the grip, even
though he knew that a god had to be stronger than he was.
Strangely, that didn’t make him angry, but increased a need that
was growing inside him. Offer? And what did Ares think that meant?
The touch and skin contact, though, were intoxicating, muscles,
heat, strength, and that other thing, maybe divinity, that which
made Ares different from a mortal. “If that’s...the ‘sacrifice’ you
want, Ares. I can’t die, I’m already dead.”

“I don’t desire your death. I never did;
that defeated my purpose. Where you went, war followed.” That same
wild grin. “But since it happened anyway, I will settle for having
you...your body. At my mercy.” He shifted his position until his
cock lay alongside Achilleus’ and pressed them together, then
ground hard.

Achilleus groaned, that touch more intense
than almost anything he’d ever felt, every touch so much more
intense than with a mortal, and his body hungered like a starving
dog, for pleasure. Maybe one, one other man, but that was
different. That had been everything. He struggled against the grip,
but even both his arms couldn’t make Ares budge, and he doubted the
god even felt his struggle. “If you want me...” Achilleus met his
gaze in a clear challenge, taking joy from standing against these
impossible odds. 



Oh, he did. It was true that the gods were
jealous of mortals, the fierce vitality that came from the sheer
brevity of their lives and the uncertainty of their fates. To Ares,
warriors were the brightest, and most vital. He studied Achilleus’
proud face, eyes dark blue and fathomless behind heavy blond
lashes, then seized his mouth in a brutal, demanding kiss. He
loosened his grip on the man’s arms, just enough, letting him feel
a possible opportunity.

Achilleus, even dazed by a kiss that was all
dust and heat and rage and the taste of bronze, sensed the
opportunity like he’d sense a weakening in an enemy’s shield arm,
anticipating it being lowered from exertion. He’d often wrestled
with his mortal lover, struggled and strained before either of them
found release. He opened his legs a bit for leverage, one hand slid
free to dig into Ares’ black hair, rough like that of a horse, or a
boar, then used a wrestling hold to try and get out from under him,
and on top.

Ares made a sound deep in his chest that was
half-growl and half-laugh, enjoying the struggle, the tension of
the other body against his. He could allow Achilleus to gain the
upper hand, just to see what he would do, and then snatch it back,
but Ares was no playful god, and did not tease. He simply flexed
his hip and thigh, pressing Achilleus back against the bed, a
matter of superior strength rather than leverage. He shifted
position then, hands on either side of the tousled blond head. One
twitch, and he could snap Achilleus’ neck. He couldn’t die again,
no, but Ares knew that the natural mortal reaction was to fear
death. Especially after it had just happened. “Do you think to
throw me, Achilleus?” A voice that could cut like a blade,
or batter like a club.

Achilleus stared up at him, dark blue eyes
clouded with arousal, his whole body hard and taut with it. His
hands were on Ares’ shoulders, as if trying to push him away, but
he didn’t, instead they stroked down to Ares’ chest, his bulging
pecs, and the nipples there. “Can’t keep me from trying,” he said,
teeth bared in a half-snarl, half-grin.

“No. Why would I want to?” Because conflict
was at the very heart of Ares’ being, a contest of wills, and this
was the most thrilling and intimate kind. Not mowing down opponents
on the battlefield like so much wheat, but grappling chest to chest
against an opponent worthy of the struggle. He leaned in, reaching
between them to grasp both cocks and stroked, no gentleness. As if
to punctuate the effect, he bit down on the juncture of neck and
shoulder, almost hard enough to break skin.

Achilleus groaned at the pain that only
fanned his lust more, and the grip, as rough as it was, promised
release. He pushed into the hand, thrusting against Ares’ cock, the
same way he’d had sex so often, but different, because with
Patroklos, he’d been truly equal, even though the other man had
been older and taught him about his own body when he’d been nothing
more than a boy on the verge of becoming a man. He brought his head
up, took one of the nipples between his teeth, sucking, then
biting, and none-too-gentle, either. 

Ares made a sound of indignant rage; just
because he could give pain didn’t mean he wanted to take it. He dug
his teeth in once more, then rose up, using another wrestling move
to force Achilleus to roll onto his belly. He pinned the man there
by his hips and ground his cock between his cheeks, just to make a
point. “Throw me now, son of Peleus.”

Achilleus stiffened, clearly expecting to be
taken like a defeated warrior, like a prisoner, or a slave. He
fought to control his breath, every muscle tense, even though he
knew he stood no chance to avoid penetration, if the god wanted it.
He’d done this with Patroklos, but strictly on an equal basis. He
glanced over his shoulder as if trying to read Ares’ intentions, as
if those weren’t clear already. 

Ares’ eyes glinted with smug delight and
anticipation, and that grin was back again. “You’re no fainting
virgin. Will you take me like a man?” A challenge. Fight me, he
said.

“I take men between my thighs, Ares,”
Achilleus gritted out between his teeth. “But you won’t be
satisfied with that, will you?”

“I am not a man. I am a god.” There was the
pure arrogance that came with immortality, and the absolute
confidence. A shadowy servant appeared at Ares’ right hand,
extending an alabastron of oil. Ares released Achilleus with one
hand, the other pressed between his shoulder blades, and took oil
in his palm. He coated his cock with it, then dribbled it liberally
between Achilleus’ cheeks. “This is your sacrifice.”

Humiliation. Proud Achilleus defeated in
bed. He knew it was inevitable, he’d known it from the moment the
god joined him on bed. As if mortals ever had a choice when they
aroused the immortals’ desires. But he was no Ganymede wailing for
his parents, or firm earth, no Europa, facing the desires of a bull
far away in a strange land where she couldn’t even run from him. At
least he wouldn’t be Hyakinthos, killed at play with a discus by
Apollo. “No use trying to dress the fat and bones to trick you,
Ares.”

Ares laughed. “If only you had your clever
friend Odysseus with you, no?” Without hesitation, he pushed
himself inside with a triumphant burst of breath, burying himself
to the root. “Yes.”

Achilleus bit down on a shout, taking the
intrusion, as bitter as it was. As sweet. What he felt made no
sense, the humiliation of being taken like that, on his belly, all
but powerless, but still, the god’s touch aroused him—hotter than
any other lover, less a thrust than a lightning strike, a gust of
black wind, hitting him right in his core, making him shudder and
tense. The strength alone aroused him further. Yes. Odysseus could
have talked him out of it. His body didn’t relax, he could feel his
flesh stretch around Ares’ cock, yielding only as much as
absolutely forced. 

Ares’ laughter rose from his chest until it
was a howl, a roar, echoing in the halls of the palace until the
walls shook with it. He gripped Achilleus’ hips and pulled him onto
his knees, then drove into him, his thighs slapping against
Achilleus’ buttocks, a sound so telling and so ordinary it almost
didn’t belong.

Achilleus bent his neck, face burning with
humiliation, but also an impossible desire, and he could feel
himself yield, giving up resistance deep inside his body, with
every thrust fanning the flames, every thrust forcing him to feel
pleasure from this, and his own cock stayed hard through all of
this. He wished his panting breath would drown out the sounds, and
almost hoped Ares wouldn’t notice he was thrusting back, hoping for
a hand around his cock and release, climax a small gift for
something much larger that was being taken from him.
Patroklos, he thought, his heart suddenly tightening with
emotion.

There was almost nothing better than this,
reveling in the spoils of battle, claiming his victory—unless, of
course, it was the battle itself, the awful splendor of blood and
death. It wasn’t the first time Ares had taken a human body as his
prize, and it would not be the last, but he knew that none would be
like Achilleus. This was glory. Ares adjusted his angle until it
was just right; he wanted to see Achilleus come without the touch
of a hand, and knew how to reach that place deep inside to make it
happen.

Achilleus cursed inwardly when no quarter
was given, and resentment grew when he realized that Ares, unlike a
mortal man, didn’t seem to have a limit to his stamina...or
control. He gasped, silently at first, but slowly, oh so slowly,
the need and desire became too much to contain it, and he groaned,
as if in pain. The prolonged pleasure could have been agony, and
while he didn’t want it to stop, at the same time he feared
it might just never. He, though, didn’t have that same
stamina, and every thrust seemed to lay him bare more, took him
apart, until all he had left was a pleasure as fierce as
war. 

The battle scenes painted on the walls
around them seemed to shift, and then to animate themselves, caught
in a silent, endless struggle in which blood ran freely, and death
came again and again without relief. Ares could have kept this up
forever, spent eternity taking his pleasure in this man, but even
he knew that the transience of this moment made it that much
sweeter. Unlike the scenes on the wall, a real battle could not
last forever, and that made warriors fight all the fiercer. Ares
seemed to reach inside Achilleus, tearing at what resistance
remained, demanding his ultimate surrender.

Achilleus closed his eyes, feeling the sweat
run from his body, and the fierce lover that wouldn’t give him
relief. Sacrifice. His pride. His body didn’t resist, though, his
body simply demanded release, and he was tightening up, feeling his
balls draw up just before climax came, unprompted, after an
especially fierce thrust. Achilleus bit his lips to not shout,
feeling his seed pumping out of him, just as if he were still
alive.

Ares smiled, but he didn’t stop even as he
felt Achilleus’ body tense and shudder beneath him. He kept
thrusting, kept pounding like a rutting bull, until he could feel
that strong body slacken. The omnipresent light dimmed, and then
the room erupted in flame: deep scarlet, fierce yellows and oranges
and blazing white. Over the roar of fire came a high laugh and the
scream of the eagle owl, and then the flames flickered out, leaving
the thick scent of smoke and burnt flesh hanging for a moment as
Ares rolled languidly to the side, contentedly spent.

Achilleus was exhausted, and only stayed in
that ignoble position because he couldn’t trust his body to move. A
restless power surged through him, keeping him from just
collapsing, and he didn’t know what it meant, only that his
‘sacrifice’ had been ‘accepted’. He turned his head and looked at
the god, then almost fell to the side rather than lie down, and
wiped his long hair from his face. He regarded the images on the
wall, the ancient dance of fighting men, and it seemed ironic in
the light of what had just happened. Yet, now spent and ‘relaxed’,
the god was no less impressive than he had been, the face dark,
savage, barbarian, even, the thick black hair like a lion’s
mane. 

“You are worthy,” Ares said; he didn’t mean
it as a mere compliment. Some gods offered immortality to their
pets, but Ares didn’t have pets, only opponents. This one would
make a glorious god.

Ares stretched, limbs splayed in an odd
image of decadence; he wasn’t so different from Dionysos in that
moment. “And soon you will have your victory over Ilion. They could
make sacrifices to you. What do you think of that?”

“What happens to those who died before me?”
Where is Patroklos?

“That is all you can think about?” Ares
snorted. “They’ve gone to Elysion, or to Tartaros, of course.”

Patroklos was long gone. Had drunk from
Lethe, and wouldn’t even remember him. That thought hurt. Achilleus
turned to lie on his back, regarding the god. What he offered. More
war, thousands of people shouting his name, praying, sacrificing.
If he indeed became a god, and joined the ranks of the men on the
wall paintings, locked in battle, forever, he could finish his work
of destroying Ilion. Or find Patroklos.

The thought was attractive—if not for his
lover, if not for the simple wish to hold Patroklos again, and lie
by his side, like he was now with Ares. Not quite like it. He
didn’t think Ares would kiss and stroke him like Patroklos would.
“I’m honored, Ares.”

“Good.” Ares sat up and swung his legs over
the edge of the bed, stretching arms and shoulders. “Rest, then,
and soon, you will eat ambrosia and join the ranks of the
gods.”

Achilleus’ eyes followed his movements, as
if he was struggling to stay awake. But he wasn’t, he was just
thinking, what it meant, and how to evade the wrath of a scorned
god. Again, Odysseus would be more than welcome in the face of this
kind of threat. Odysseus had a way to turn everything upside down
and make you believe that that had been your intention from the
start. 

He lay back on the bed, gazing at the wall,
thinking. Even if he did become a god, Ares’ name would ring out
louder. At least, among mortals, there was none like him (had been,
his mother’s voice chided)—and after fighting this war for ten
years, he had to admit he’d spilled his share of human blood. He’d
thought that often, while cleaning Patroklos’ cold body. If I
could have you back, I would relish being a shepherd. I’d give all
that glory to hear your lips say my name. Your smile is all the
immortal glory I need. 

Ares had been gone only a few moments before
a rooster strutted into the room, flashing garish colors and fierce
small eyes. It flapped its way onto the bed and pecked sharply at
Achilleus’ thigh, then walked to the end of the bed, where it
tilted its head this way and that, seemingly impatient.

Achilleus turned his head at the bird,
feeling deep in his marrow that that wasn’t an ordinary bird. He
sat up, surprised he wasn’t sore. “What do you want...” he
murmured.

The rooster’s neck feathers ruffled as if in
irritation and then smoothed. It hopped onto the floor, then back
onto the bed, then fluffed the feathers again in an exaggerated,
‘Isn’t it obvious’ gesture.

Achilleus arched an eyebrow, but whatever
the bird’s intentions, it was better than just lie there and ponder
his options. If he had options. He stood, glancing around for
clothing, but there wasn’t any, and he didn’t feel cold, just more
vulnerable than before. 

The rooster wasted no time; it scuttled
across the room toward an empty corner. The slightest shadow
appeared there, a dimming of the light, and the bird danced before
it, its head bobbing back and forth.

For several moments there was only darkness
and the scratch of the rooster’s claws, the shuffle of feathers and
a low, constant clucking, but gradually, the darkness eased to dull
gray, and shapes began to appear: the outlines of stones
surrounding them. A tunnel.

The tunnel spilled out into the formless
ether beyond the palace walls, and there waited a slender golden
form, as naked as Achilleus, arms folded, head tilted expectantly.
“It took you long enough. You aren’t very clever.”

Achilleus stared at the form. Another god?
“Who are you? And where are you leading me?”

“Hermes.” Clever dark eyes swept Achilleus
from head to toe, and a sardonic expression twisted the god’s lips.
“And I’m taking you where you belong. Achilleus.”

“And that is? Back to Ilion?”

“Back to Ilion?” Hermes’ laugh was a high
giggle. “You’re dead. You can’t go back. Oh.” He lifted his
eyebrows. “I see. Ares offered you godhead, did he? Well.” He put a
finger on his chin in a thoughtful gesture. “Then why did you walk
away and come out here?”

“Because...” Achilleus was loath to discuss
his emotions, whether with gods or mortals didn’t matter. “I’m
seeking my friend, who died before me.” Battered, bruised, and
covered in dust on that accursed battlefield, hands, lips, stilled
forever.

“Patroklos, son of Menoitios. I remember
him,” Hermes said. “I know where he went, too.”

Achilleus’ heart constricted painfully in
his chest, and he pressed his lips together. Patroklos. That was
all he wanted, not godhead, not revenge, no other lover. Grieving
him, sitting beside his decomposing body, kissing his discoloured
hands over and over... it had brought him close to madness. “Will
you take me there? Please?” Proud Achilleus, begging. 

Hermes studied him. Not so long ago he’d
helped King Priam of Ilion to beg much the same way, had brought
him to Achilleus to plead on his knees for his son Hektor’s body.
There was no reason he should grant Achilleus’ request, except that
it would thwart the equally proud Ares, and Hermes would have the
pleasure of guiding Achilleus to Hades, at long last. “All right,
then.”

“Did you speak to him?” Achilleus hurried to
keep up.

“Yes, yes. He pines for you, of course, even
in paradise.” Hermes barely seemed to move at all, yet he whisked
forward and back, making circles around Achilleus. “Hurry. Ares
will discover you gone before long.”

Achilleus broke into a run, orientating
himself on Hermes’ form. In paradise. That had to mean the Elysian
fields, where only those went who had dedicated their lives to
valor and truth. But he’d even have gone to Tartaros, as long as he
was where Patroklos was. Running was easy, now, even though he
wasn’t sure how far it was, or if he was fast enough, but he gave
his best, remembering well the horses breathing fire.

Hermes made impatient noises as they moved
along, ever west, sometimes catching glimpses of the mortal world
below in a flash of color and life. Mostly, though, they traveled
through gray silence, unchanging, like a permanent fog. No sun or
starlight penetrated the deep clouds, the never-ending night.
“Hurry,” Hermes said again, and grabbed Achilleus’ arm just before
they spotted a glow of deep red on the horizon, growing nearer, and
brighter, until they could hear thunderous hoofbeats and a roar of
rage as if carried by the wind.

They didn’t call him fleet-footed for
nothing, and Achilleus ran even faster, now spurred on by dread. It
wasn’t cowardice to run from a god’s wrath, especially since
standing and fighting wouldn’t change a thing. He didn’t want to
feel Ares that close again and be treated like spoils, nor did he
want to join his household, or his army, or his
retainers. 

Hermes let out a laugh at the sheer
excitement of outrunning his fearsome brother, delighted at
Achilleus’ quickness. His body flickered between shadow and light,
one moment there and the other invisible, but his grip on
Achilleus’ arm remained, tugging him along.

And then, they dropped from the gray fog,
and the world erupted into color once more. Hermes landed lightly
on a broad beach, facing the turquoise expanse of Okeanos. He
pointed still farther west, to an island that glimmered white as
bone in the sun. “Do you see?” There, on the opposite beach, a
tiny, lone figure.

“Yes. Is it...?” It seemed like a dream, but
Achilleus had never been out of breath like this in a dream. His
sides stung and he looked around, trying to spot that dreaded
chariot.

In the distance, the sounds of battle and
flame, and rhythmic hoofbeats. Hermes gave him an impatient shove.
“Of course it is. Go on. You can swim, can’t you?”

“I’m the son of a sea goddess...” Achilleus
huffed, then ran into the water, not caring about dangers in the
water. Jumping high for speed, before he dove in, arms slicing
through the waves as he began to race for the other beach, hoping
that Ares wouldn’t follow him there.

And he did not; his chariot skidded to a
stop on the beach, just above the tide line, and the god himself
rose to full height, sword aloft, bellowing his rage. Hermes’
mocking laugh echoed above it, and then all was drowned out by the
sounds of the sea.

 


~ The End ~
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