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This novel is dedicated to Wabash College—
its men, its faculty, and its legacy

Mean while the Mind, from pleasure less,
Withdraws into its happiness:

The Mind, that Ocean where each kind
Does straight its resemblance find;

Yet it creates, transcending these,

Far other Worlds, and other Seas;
Annihilating all that’s made

To a green Thought in a green Shade.

—Andrew Marvell’s “The Garden”
Of possessions
cattle and fat sheep are things to be had for the lifting,
and tripods can be won, and the tawny high heads of horses,

but a man’s life cannot come back again, it cannot be lifted
nor captured again by force, once it has crossed the teeth’s barrier.

—Achillesin Homer’'sThelliad
Book I X, 405409

A bitter heart that bides its time and bites.

—Caliban in Robert Browning's
“Caliban upon Setebos’
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While many trand ations of thelliad were referred to in preparation for the writing of this novel, | would
specifically like to acknowledge the following translators—Robert Fagles, Richmond Lattimore,
Alexander Pope, George Chapman, Robert Fitzgerald, and Allen Mandelbaum. The beauty of their
trandations is manifold and their talent is beyond this writer’ s comprehension.

For ancillary poetry or imaginativelliad -related prose which helped shape this volume, | would especially
like to acknowledge the work of W. H. Auden, Robert Browning, Robert Graves, Christopher Logue,
Robert Lowell, and Alfred, Lord Tennyson.

For research and commentary on thelliad and Homer, | would like to acknowledge the work of Bernard
Knox, Richmond Lattimore, Malcolm M. Willcock, A.J.B. Wace, F. H. Stubbings, C. Kerenyi, and
members of the Homericscholia too numerous to mention.

For insightful commentary on Shakespeare and Browning's “Caliban upon Setebos,” | gratefully
acknowledge the writings of Harold Bloom, W. H. Auden, and the editors of theNorton Anthology of
English Literature. For an insight into Auden’ s interpretation of “Caliban upon Setebos’ and other aspects
of Caliban, | refer readers to Edward Mendelson’ sLater Auden.

“Mahnmut’s’ insights into the sonnets of Shakespeare were largely guided by Helen Vendler’'s
wonderful The Art of Shakespeare’s Sonnets .

Many of “Orphu of 10’'S” comments on the work of Marcel Proust were inspired by Roger
Shattuck’ sProust’s Way: A Field Guide to In Search of Lost Time.

To readersinterested in emulating Mahnmut’ s Bardolotous love of Shakespeare, | would recommend
Harold Bloom'’ sShakespeare: The Invention of the Human, Herman Gollob’ sMe and Shakespeare:
Adventures with the Bard, andShakespeare: A Life by Park Honan.

For detailed maps of Mars (before the terraforming), | owe a great debt of gratitude to NASA, the Jet
Propulsion Laboratory, andUncovering the Secrets of the Red Planet, published by the National
Geographic Society, edited by Paul Raeburn, with forward and commentary by Matt
Golombeck.<cientific American has been arich source of detail, and acknowledgment should go to such
articles as “The Hidden Ocean of Europa,” by Robert T. Pappalardo, James W. Head, and Ronald Greeley
(October 1999), “Quantum Teleportation” by Anton Zeilinger (April 2000), and “How to Build a Time
Machine” by Paul Davies (September 2002).

Finally, my thanksto Clee Richeson for details on how to build a homemade casting furnace with a
wooden cupola

Author’s Note
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When my kid brother and | used to take our toy soldiers out of the box, we had no problem playing with
our blue and gray Civil War soldiers alongside our green World War 11 guys. | prefer to think of thisasa
precocious example of what John Keats called “Negative Capability.” (We also had a Viking, a cowboy,
an Indian, and a Roman Centurion flinging grenades, but they were in our Time Commando Platoon.
Some anomalies demand what the Hollywood people insist on calling a backstory.)

Withllium, however, | thought a certain consistency was required. Those readers who teethed, as| did, on
Richmond Lattimore’ s wonderful 1951 trandation of thelliad will notice that Hektor, Achilleus, and Aias
have become Hector, Achilles, and Ajax (Big and Little). In this | agree with Robert Faglesin his 1990
trandation that while these more latinized versions are farther from the Greek—Hektor versus Akhilleus
and the Akhaians and the Argei oi—the more faithful version sometimes sounds like a cat coughing up a
hairball. As Fagles points out, no one can claim perfect consistency, and it tends to read more smoothly
when we return to the traditional practice of the English poets by using L atinate spellings and even
modern English forms for the heroes and their gods.

The exception to this, again as per Fagles, is when we would have Ulysses instead of Odysseus or, say,
Minervareplacing Athena. Alexander Pope in hisincredibly beautiful translation of thelliad into heroic
couplets had no problem with “ Jupiter” or “Jove’ ripping Ares (not Mars) anew one, but my Negative
Capability falters here. Sometimes, it seems, you have to play with just the green guys.

Note: For those readers who, like me, have problemsin an epic tale telling the gods, goddesses, heroes,
and other characters apart without a scorecard, | would refer you to ourdramatis personaebeginning on
page 573.

ding

1

The Plains of llium

Rage.

Sing, O Musg, of the rage of Achilles, of Peleus’ son, murderous, man-killer, fated to die, sing of the rage
that cost the Achaeans so many good men and sent so many vital, hearty souls down to the dreary House
of Death. And whileyou're at it, O Muse, sing of the rage of the gods themselves, so petulant and so
powerful here on their new Olympos, and of the rage of the post-humans, dead and gone though they
might be, and of the rage of those few true humans left, self-absorbed and usel ess though they may have
become. While you are singing, O Muse, sing also of the rage of those thoughtful, sentient, serious but not-
so-close-to-human beings out there dreaming under the ice of Europa, dying in the sulfur-ash of 1o, and
being born in the cold folds of Ganymede.
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Oh, and sing of me, O Muse, poor born-again-against-his-will Hockenberry—poor dead Thomas
Hockenberry, Ph.D., Hockenbush to his friends, to friends long since turned to dust on aworld long since
left behind. Sing of my rage, yes, of myrage, O Muse, small and insignificant though that rage may be
when measured against the anger of the immortal gods, or when compared to the wrath of the god-killer,
Achilles,

On second thought, O Muse, sing of nothing to me. | know you. | have been bound and servant toyou, O
Muse, you incomparable bitch. And | do not trust you, O Muse. Not one little bit.

If I am to be the unwilling Chorus of thistale, then | can start the story anywhere | choose. | choose to
start it here.

It isaday like every other day in the more than nine years since my rebirth. | awaken at the Scholia
barracks, that place of red sand and blue sky and great stone faces, am summoned by the Muse, get
sniffed and passed by the murderous cerberids, am duly carried the seventeen vertical miles to the grassy
summits of Olympos viathe high-speed east-slope crystal escalator and—once reported in at the Muse's
empty villa—receive my briefing from the scholic going off-shift, don my morphing gear and impact
armor, slide the taser baton into my belt, and then QT to the evening plains of Ilium.

If you’'ve ever imagined the siege of Ilium, as| did professionally for more than twenty years, | have to
tell you that your imagination almost certainly was not up to the task. Mine wasn’t. Thereality isfar more
wonderful and terrible than even the blind poet would have us see.

First of al there thereisthe city, Ilium, Troy, one of the great armed poleis of the ancient world—more
than two miles away from the beach where | stand now but still visible and beautiful and domineering on
its high ground, its tall walls lighted by thousands of torches and bonfires, its towers not quite as topless
as Marlowe would have us believe, but still amazing—tall, rounded, alien, imposing.

Then there are the Achaeans and Danaans and other invaders—technically not yet “ Greeks” since that
nation will not come into being for more than two thousand years, but | will call them Greeks
anyway—stretched mile after mile here along the shoreline. When | taught thelliad, | told my students
that the Trojan War, for all its Homeric glory, had probably been a small affair in reality—some few
thousands of Greek warriors against a few thousand Trojans. Even the best informed members of
thescholia —that group oflliad scholars going back almost two millennia—estimated from the poem that
there could not possibly be more than 50,000 Achaeans and other Greek warriors drawn up in their black
ships along the shore.

They were wrong. Estimates now show that there are more than 250,000 attacking Greeks and about half
that number of defending Trojans and their allies. Evidently every warrior hero in the Greek Isles came
running to this battle—for battle meant plunder—and brought his soldiers and alies and retainers and
slaves and concubines with him.
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The visual impact is stunning: mile upon mile of lighted tents, campfires, sharpened-stake defenses, miles
of trenches dug in the hard ground above the beaches—not for hiding and hunkering in, but as a deterrent
to Trojan cavalry—and, illuminating all those miles of tents and men and shining on polished spears and
bright shields, thousands of bonfires and cooking fires and corpse fires burning bright.

Corpsefires.

For the past few weeks, pestilence has been creeping through the Greek ranks, first killing donkeys and
dogs, then dropping a soldier here, a servant there, until suddenly in the past ten days it has become an
epidemic, slaying more Achaean and Danaan heroes than the defenders of Ilium have in months. | suspect
itistyphus. The Greeks are sure it isthe anger of Apollo.

I’ ve seen Apollo from a distance—both on Olympos and here—and he’'s a very nasty fellow. Apollo isthe
archer god, lord of the silver bow, “he who strikes from afar,” and while he’s the god of healing, he's also
the god of disease. More than that, he’ s the principle divine ally of the Trojans in this battle, and if Apollo
were to have his way, the Achaeans would be wiped out. Whether this typhoid came from the corpse-
fouled rivers and other polluted water here or from Apollo’s silver bow, the Greeks are right to think that
he wishes themiill.

At this moment the Achaean “lords and kings’—and every one of these Greek heroesis a sort of king or
lord in his own province and in his own eyes—are gathering in a public assembly near Agamemnon’s tent
to decide on a course of action to end this plague. | walk that way slowly, aimost reluctantly, although
after more than nine years of biding my time, tonight should be the most exciting moment of my long
observation of thiswar. Tonight, Homer'slliad beginsin reality.

Oh, I’ve witnessed many elements from Homer’ s poem that had been poetically misplaced in time, such
as the so-called Catalogue of Ships, the assembly and listing of all the Greek forces, which isin Book
Two of thelliad but which | saw take place more than nine years ago during the assembly of this military
expedition at Aulis, the strait between Euboea and the Greek mainland. Or theEpipolesis, the review of
the army by Agamemnon, which occurs in Book Four of Homer’s epic but which | saw take place shortly
after the armies landed here near Ilium. That actual event was followed by what | used to teach as
theTeichoskopia, or “View from the Wall,” in which Helen identifies the various Achaean heroes for
Priam and the other Trojan leaders. TheTeichoskopia appearsin Book Three of the poem, but happened
shortly after the landing andEpipolesisin the actual unfolding of events.

If thereis an actual unfolding of events here.

At any rate, tonight is the assembly at Agamemnon’s tent and the confrontation between Agamemnon and
Achilles. Thisiswhere thelliad begins, and it should be the focus of all my energies and professional
skills, but the truth isthat | don't really give a shit. Let them posture. Let them bluster. Let Achilles reach
for his sword—well, | confess that I’ m interested in observing that. Will Athena actually appear to stop
him, or was she just a metaphor for Achilles common sense kicking in? I’ ve waited my entire life to
answer such a question and the answer is only minutes away, but, strangely, irrevocably .. .1 ... don't
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...gQive...a...shit.

The nine years of painful rebirth and slow memory return and constant warfare and constant heroic
posturing, not to mention my own enslavement by the gods and the Muse, have taken their toll. I'd be just
as happy right now if a B-52 appeared and dropped an atomic bomb on both the Greeks and the Trojans.
Fuck all these heroes and the wooden chariots they rode in on.

But | trudge toward Agamemnon’stent. Thisismy job. If | don’t observe this and make my report to the
Muse, it won't mean loss of tenure for me. The gods will reduce me to the bone splinters and dusty DNA
they re-created me from and that, as they say, will be that.

ding

2

Ardis Hills, Ardis Hall

Daeman faxed into solidity near Ada’ s home and blinked stupidly at the red sun on the horizon. The sky
was cloudless and the sunset burned between the tall trees on the ridgeline and set both the p-ring and the
e-ring glowing as they rotated in the cobalt sky. Daeman was disoriented because it was evening here and
it had been morning only a second before when he faxed away from Tobi’s Second Twenty party in
Ulanbat. It had been years since he visited Ada s home, and except for those friends whom he visited
most regularly—Sedman in Paris, Ono in Bellinbad, Risir in her home on the cliffs of Chom, afew
others—he never had a clue as to what continent or time zone he would find himself in. But then, Daeman
did not know the names or positions of the continents, much less the concepts of geography or time zones,
so his very lack of knowledge meant nothing to him.

It was still disorienting. He had lost aday. Or had he gained it? At any rate, the air smelled different
here—wetter, richer, wilder.

Daeman looked around. He stood in the center of a generic faxnode pad—that usual circle of permcrete
and fancy iron posts topped with ayellow crystal pergola, and near the center of the circle the post
holding the inevitable coded sign that he could not read. There was no other structure visible in the valley,
only grass, trees, a stream in the distance, the slow revolution of both rings crossing above like the
armatures of some great, slow gyroscope.

It was a warm evening, more humid than Ulanbat, and the faxpad was centered in a grassy meadow
surrounded by low hills. Twenty feet beyond the pad circle stood an ancient two-person, one-wheeled,
open carriole, with an equally ancient servitor floating above the driver’s nook and a single voynix
standing between the wooden tongues. It had been more than a decade since Daeman had visited Ardis
Hall, but now he remembered the barbaric inconvenience of all this. Absurd, not having one’s home on a
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faxnode.
“DaemanUhr 7’ queried the servitor, although it obviously knew who he was.

Daeman grunted and held out his battered gladstone. The tiny servitor floated closer, took the luggagein
its padded cusps, and loaded it in the carriole’ s canvas boot while Daeman climbed aboard. “Are we
waiting for others?’

“You arethefinal guest,” replied the servitor. It hummed into its hemispherical niche and clicked a
command; the voynix clamped onto the carriole tongues and began jogging toward the setting sun, its
rusty peds and the carriole’ s wheel raising very little dust on the gravel roadway. Daeman settled back on
the green leather, rested both hands on his walking cane, and enjoyed the ride.

He had come not to visit Ada but to seduce her. Thisis what Daeman did—seduce young women. That
and collect butterflies. The fact that Adawas in her mid-twenties and Daeman was approaching his
Second Twenty made no difference to him. Neither did the fact that Adawas hisfirst cousin. Incest
taboos had eroded away long ago. “ Genetic drift” was not even a concept to Daeman, but if it had been,
he would have trusted the firmary to fix it. The firmary fixed everything.

Daeman had been visiting Ardis Hill ten years earlier in hisrole as cousin—and trying to seduce Ada's
other cousin, Virginia, out of sheer boredom since Virginia had all the attractiveness of a voynix—when
he had first seen Ada nude. He had been walking down one of the endless Ardis Hall corridorsin search
of the breakfast conservatory when he had passed the younger woman’s room, the door was gar, and
there reflected in atall, warped mirror was Ada, bathing from a basin with a sponge and wearing only a
mildly bored expression—Adawas many things, but overly hygienic was not one, Daeman had
learned—and her reflection, this young woman just emerging from the chrysalis of girlhood, had arrested
him, this adult man just a bit older then than Ada was now.

Even then, with the puffiness of childhood still present in her hips and thighs and bud-nipple breasts, Ada
was a sight worth stopping to appreciate. Pale—the girl’ s skin stayed a soft, parchment white no matter
how long she stayed outside—her gray eyes, raspberry lips, and black-black hair was an amateur
eroticist’s dream. The cultural mode had been for women to shave their armpits then, but neither young
Ada nor—Daeman sincerely hoped—her adult counterpart had paid any more attention to that than she
did to most other cultural modalities. Frozen in the tall mirror then (and pinned and mounted in the
collection tray of Daeman’s memory now) was that still-girlish but already voluptuous body, heavy pale
breasts, creamy skin, aert eyes, all that paleness punctuated by the four dashes of black hair—the wavy
guestion mark of hair she kept carelessly pinned up except when she played, which was most of the time,
the two commas under her arms, and the perfect black exclamation mark—not yet matured to a
delta—leading to the shadows between her thighs.

Riding in the carriole, Daeman smiled. He had no ideawhy Ada had invited him to this birthday
celebration after all these years—or whose Twenty they were cel ebrating—»but he was confident that he

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (11 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]



Ilium

would seduce the young woman before he faxed back to hisreal world of parties and long visits and
casual affairs with more worldly women.

The voynix trotted effortlessly, pulling the carriole with only the gravel-hiss underped and the soft
humming of ancient gyroscopes in the carriage body. Shadows crept across the valley, but the narrow lane
went up over aridge, caught the last bit of the sun—~bisected as it was on the next ridge west—and then
descended into awider valley where fields of some low crop stretched out on either side. The tending
servitors flitted above the field, Daeman thought, like so many levitating croquet balls.

The road turned south—Ieft to Daeman—crossed ariver on awooden covered bridge and then
switchbacked up a steeper hill and entered an older forest. Daeman vaguely remembered hunting for
butterflies in that ancient forest ten years ago, later on the day he had seen young Ada nude in the mirror.
He remembered his excitement at collecting arare breed of mourning cloak near awaterfall, the memory
mingling with the excitement at seeing the girl’ s pale flesh and black hair. He remembered now the ook
Ada' s reflection had given him when the pale face looked up from her ablutions—disinterested, neither
pleased nor angry, immodest but not brazen, vaguely clinical—looking at twenty-seven-year-old Daeman
frozen by lust in the hallway much the way Daeman himself had studied his captured mourning cloak.

The carriole was nearing Ardis Hall. It was dark under the ancient oaks and elms and ash trees nearing the
top of the hill, but yellow lanterns had been set along the roadway and lines of colored lanterns could be
glimpsed in the primeval forest, perhaps outlining trails.

The voynix padded out of the woods and a twilight view opened up: Ardis Hall glowing on its hilltop;
white gravel paths and roads winding away from it in every direction; the long, grassy sward extending
down from the manor house for more than a quarter mile before the greenway was blocked by another
forest; the river beyond, still glowing, reflecting the dying light in the sky; and through a gap in the hills
to the southwest, glimpses of more forested hills—black, devoid of lights—and then more hills beyond
that, until the black ridges blended with dark clouds on the horizon.

Daeman shivered. He hadn’t remembered until that minute that Ada’ s home was somewhere near the
dinosaur forests on whatever continent this was. He remembered being terrified during his previous visit,
although Virginiaand Vanessa and all the rest had assured him that no dangerous dinosaurs were within
five hundred miles—all the rest being reassuring, that is, except for fifteen-year-old Ada, who had merely
looked at him with that calculating, mildly amused look he soon learned was her habitual expression. It
had taken butterflies to get him outdoors for awalk then. It would take more now. Even though he knew it
was perfectly safe with the servitors and voynix around, Daeman had no urge at all to be eaten by an
extinct reptile and to wake up in the firmary with the memory of that indignity.

The giant elm on the downhill side of Ardis Hall had been festooned with scores of lanterns; torches lined
the circular drive and the white-gravel paths from the house to the yard. Sentinel voynix stood along the
driveway hedges and at the edge of the dark woods. Daeman saw that along table had been set out near
the elm tree—torches flickering in the evening breeze all around the festive setting—and that a few guests
were already gathering there for dinner. Daeman also noted with his usual hint of pleased snobbery that
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most of the men here were still dressing in off-white robes, burnooses, and earth-tone evening oversuits, a
style that had gone out of fashion months ago in the more important social circles Daeman inhabited.

The voynix padded up the circular drive to the front doors of Ardis Hall, stopped in the shaft of yellow
light from those doors, and set the carriole tongues down so gently that Daeman did not even feel a bump.
The servitor flitted around to fetch his bag while Daeman stepped down, glad to feel hisfeet on the
ground, still feeling a bit lightheaded from the day’ s faxing.

Ada swept out the door and down the stairs to greet him. Daeman stopped in his tracks and smiled
stupidly. Adawas not only more beautiful than he remembered; she was more beautiful than he could
have imagined.

ding

3

The Plains of llium

The Greek commanders are gathered outside Agamemnon’ s tent, there is a crowd of interested onlookers,
and the brawl between Agamemnon and Achillesis already picking up steam.

| should mention that by thistime | have morphed into the form of Bias—not the Pylian captain of that
name in Nestor’ s ranks, but the captain serving Menestheus. This poor Athenian isill with typhoid during
this period and, though he will surviveto fight in Book 13, he rarely leaves histent, which is far down the
coast. As a captain, Bias has enough rank that the spearmen and curious bystanders give way for him,
allowing me access to the center circle. But no one will expect Bias to speak during the coming debate.

I’ ve missed most of the drama where Calchas, Thestor’s son and the “ clearest of all the seers,” hastold
the Achaeans the real reason for Apollo’s wrath. Another captain standing there whispers to me that
Calchas had requested immunity before speaking—demanding that Achilles protect him if the assembled
crowd and kings disliked what he had to say. Achilles has agreed. Calchas told the group what they half
suspected: that Chryse, the priest of Apollo, had begged for the return of his captured daughter, and
Agamemnon’ srefusal had infuriated the god.

Agamemnon had been angry at the Calchas' interpretation. “He shit square goat turds,” whispered the
captain with awine-scented laugh. This captain, unless | am mistaken, is named Orus and will be killed
by Hector in afew weeks when the Trojan hero begins massacring Achaeans by the gross.

Orus tells me that Agamemnon agreed just minutes ago to give back the slave girl, Chryseis—*| rank her
higher and like her better than Clytaemnestra, my own wife,” Atreus son, Agamemnon, had
shouted—nbut then the king had demanded recompense in the form of an equally beautiful captive girl.

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (13 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]


file:///G|/rah/87998_Ilium.htm#toc

Ilium

According to Orus, who is three sheets to the wind, Achilles had shouted—*Wait a minute, Agamemnon,
you most grasping man alive”—jpointed out that the Argives, still another name for the Achaeans, the
Danaans, the damned Greeks with so many names, were in no position to hand over more booty to their
leader now. Someday, should the tide of battle turn back their direction, promised the man-killer Achilles,
Agamemnon would get his girl. In the meantime, he told Agamemnon to give Chryseais back to her father
and to shut up.

“At that point Lord Agamemnon, Atreus son, began shitting whole goats,” laughs Orus, speaking loudly
enough that several captains turn to frown at us.

| nod and look at the inner circles. Agamemnon, as always, isin the center of things. Atreus’ son looks
every inch the supreme commander—tall, beard rolled in classic curls, ademigod’ s brow and piercing
eyes, muscles oiled, dressed in the finest gear and garb. Directly opposite him in the open bull’ s-eye of
the circle stands Achilles. Stronger, younger, even more beautiful than Agamemnon, Achilles almost
defies description. When | first saw him at the Catalogue of the Ships more than nine years ago, | thought
that Achilles had to be the most godlike human walking among these many godlike men, so imposing was
the man’ s physical and command presence. Since then I’ ve realized that for all his beauty and power,
Achillesisrelatively stupid—a sort of infinitely more handsome Arnold Schwarzenegger.

Around thisinner circle are the heroes | spent decades teaching about in my other life. They do not
disappoint when encountered in the flesh. Near Agamemnon, but obviously not siding with him in the
argument now raging, is Odysseus—a full head shorter than Agamemnon, but broader in the chest and
shoulders, moving among the Greek lords like aram among sheep, hisintelligence and craftiness visible
in his eyes and etched into the lines on his weathered face. I’ ve never spoken to Odysseus, but | ook
forward to doing so before this war ends and he leaves on histravels.

On Agamemnon’ s right is his younger brother Menelaus, Helen’ s husband. | wish | had a dollar for every
time I’ ve overheard one of the Achaeans gripe that if Menelaus had been a better lover—* had a bigger
cock” was the way Diomedes crudely put it to afriend within my earshot three years ago—then Helen
wouldn’t have run off with Paris to Ilium and the heroes of the Greek isles wouldn’t have wasted the past
nine years on this accursed siege. On Agamemnon’s left is Orestes—not Agamemnon’s son, left at home
and spoiled, who will someday avenge his father’s murder and earn his own play, but only aloyal spear-
carrier of the same name who will be slaughtered by Hector during the next big Trojan offensive.

Standing behind King Agamemnon is Eurybates, Agamemnon’ s herald—not to be confused with the
Eurybates who is Odysseus’ herald. Next to Eurybates stands Ptolemaeus son, Eurymedon, a handsome
boy, who is Agamemnon’ s charioteer—not to be confused with the far-less-handsome Eurymedon who is
Nestor’s charioteer. (Sometimes here | admit I’ d exchange all these glorious patronymics for afew ssmple
last names.)

Also in Agamemnon’s half of the circle tonight are Big Ajax and Little Ajax, commanders of the troops
from Salamis and L ocris. These two will never be confused, except by name, since Big Ajax looks like a
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white NFL linebacker and Little Ajax looks like a pickpocket. Euryalus, third in command of the Argolis
fighters, is standing next to his boss, Sthenelus, a man who has such aterrible lisp that he can’t pronounce
his own name. Agamemnon’s friend and the ultimate commander of the Argolis fighters, plain-speaking
Diomedes, is also here, not happy tonight, glowering at the ground, his arms folded. Old Nestor—"the
clear speaker of Pylos’—stands near the halfway point of the inner circle and looks even less happy than
Diomedes as Agamemnon and Achilles raise the level of their anger and abuse toward one other.

If things go according to Homer’ stelling, Nestor will make his big speech in just afew minutes, trying in
vain to shame both Agamemnon and the furious Achilles into reconciling before their anger serves the
Trojans aims, and | confess that | want to hear Nestor’s speech even if just for his reference to the ancient
war against the centaurs. Centaurs have aways interested me and Homer has Nestor speak of them and
the war against them in a matter-of-fact tone; centaurs are one of only two mythical beasts mentioned in
thelliad, the other being the chimera. | look forward to his mention of the centaurs, but in the meantime, |
stay out of Nestor’s sight, since the identity I’ m morphing—Bias—is one of the old man’s subordinates,
and | don’'t want to be pulled into conversation. No worry of that now—Nestor and everyone else’s
attention is focused on the exchange of harsh words and spittle between Agamemnon and Achilles.

Standing near Nestor and obvioudly allying themselves with neither |leader are Menesthius (who will be
killed by Parisin afew weeks if things proceed according to Homer), Eumelus (leader of the Thessalians
from Pherae), Polyxinus (co-commander of the Epeans), Polyxinus' friend Thalpius, Thoas (commander
of the Aetolians), Leonteus and Polypoetesin their distinctive Argissan garb, also Machaon and his
brother Podalirius with their various Thessalian lieutenants standing behind them, Odysseus' dear friend
Leucus (fated to be killed in afew days by Antiphus), and others I’ ve come to know well over the years,
not just by sight but by the sound of their voices, as well as by their distinctive modes of fighting and
bragging and making offerings to the gods. If | haven’t mentioned it yet, the ancient Greeks assembled
here do nothing in a half-assed way—everything is performed to the full extent of their abilities, every
effort running what one twentieth-century scholar called “the full risk of failure.”

Opposite Agamemnon and standing to the right of Achillesis Patroclus—the man-killer’s closest friend,
whose death by Hector’ s hand is fated to set off the true Wrath of Achilles and the greatest slaughter in
the history of warfare—as well as Tlepolemus, the mythic hero Herakles' beautiful son who fled his home
after killing his father’ s uncle and who will soon die by Sarpedon’s hand. Between Tlepolemus and
Patroclus stands old Phoenix (Achilles' dear friend and former tutor) whispering to the son of Diocles,
Orsilochus, who will be killed by Aeneas soon enough. To the raging Achilles’ left is Idomeneus, afar
closer friend of the man-killer’ sthan | had suspected from the poem.

There are more heroesin the inner circle, of course, as well as countless more in the mob behind me, but
you get the idea. No one goes nameless, either in Homer’ s epic poem or in the day-to-day reality here on
the plains of Ilium. Every man carries his father’ s name, his history, hislands and wives and children and
chattel with him at all times, in al encounters both martial and rhetorical. I1t’s enough to wear a simple
scholar out.

“All right, godlike Achilles, you cheater at dice, you cheater at war, you cheater with women—now you
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are trying to cheatme !” Agamemnon is shouting. “Oh no you don’t! Y ou’ re not going to get past me that
way. You have the dave girl Brisais, as beautiful as any we' ve taken, as beautiful as my Chryseis. You
just want to cling to your prize while | end up empty-handed! Forget it! I’d rather hand over command of
thearmy to Ajax here. .. or Idomeneus. . . or crafty Odysseusthere. . . or toyou, Achilles. . .you. ..
rather than be cheated so.”

“Doit then,” sneers Achilles. “It’stime we had areal |eader here.”

Agamemnon'’ s face grows purple. “Fine. Haul ablack ship down to the sea and fill it with men to row and
sacrificesfor the gods.. . . take Chryseisif you dare.. . . butyou will have to perform the sacrifices,
Achilles, O killer of men. But know that I’ll take a prize as recompense—and that prize will be your
lovely Brisais.”

Achilles’ s handsome face is contorted with rage. “ Shameless! Y ou’' re armored in shamel essness and
shrewd in greed, you dog-faced coward!”

Agamemnon takes a step forward, drops his scepter, and puts a hand on his sword.

Achilles matches him step for step and grips the hilt of his own sword. “The Trojans have never done us
any harm, Agamemnon, but you have! It wasn't the Trojan spearmen who brought us to this shore, but
your own greed—we' re fighting for you, you colossal heap of shame. We followed you here to win your
honor back from the Trojans, yours and your brother Menelaus', a man who can’'t even keep hiswife in
the bedroom . . .”

Here Menelaus steps forward and gripshis sword. Captains and their men are gravitating to one hero or
the other now, so the circleis already broken, turning into three camps—those who will fight for
Agamemnon, those who will fight for Achilles, and those, near Odysseus and Nestor, who look disgusted
enough to kill both of them.

“My men and | areleaving,” shouts Achilles. “Back to Phthia. Better to drown in an empty ship heading
home in defeat than to stay here and be disgraced, filling Agamemnon’s goblet and piling up
Agamemnon’s plunder.”

“Good, go!” shouts Agamemnon. “By all means,desert . I'd never beg you to stay and fight onmy account.
You're agreat soldier, Achilles, but what of it? That's a gift of the gods and has nothing to do with you.

Y ou love battle and blood and slaughtering your enemies, so take your fawning Myrmidons and go!”
Agamemnon spits.

Achilles actually vibrates with anger. It is obvious that he is torn between the urge to turn on his heel, take
his men, and leave Ilium forever, and the overwhelming desire to unsheath his sword and gut
Agamemnon like a sacrificial sheep.
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“But know this, Achilles,” Agamemnon goes on, his shout dropping to aterrible whisper that can be
heard by all the hundreds of men assembled here, “whether you leave or stay, | will give up my Chryseis
because thegod, Apollo, insists—but | will have your Briseisin her stead, and every man here will know
how much greater man is Agamemnon than the surly boy Achilles!”

Here Achillesloses al control and goes for his sword in earnest. And here thelliad would have
ended—with the death of Agamemnon or the death of Achilles, or of both—and the Achaeans would have
sailed home and Hector would have enjoyed his old age and Ilium would have remained standing for a
thousand years and perhaps rivaled Rome in its glory, but at this second the goddess Athena appears
behind Achilles.

| see her. Achillesreels around, face contorted, and obviously also sees her. No one else can. | don’t
understand this stealth-cloaking technology, but it works when | use it and it works for the gods.

No, | realize immediately, thisis more than stealth. The gods have frozen time again. It istheir favorite
way of talking to their pet humans without others eavesdropping, but I’ ve seen it only a handful of times.
Agamemnon’s mouth is open—I can see spittle frozen in midair—but no sound is heard, no movement of
jaw or muscles, no blinking of those dark eyes. So it iswith every man in the circle: frozen, rapt or
bemused, frozen. Overhead, a sea bird hangs motionlessin mid-flight. Waves curl but do not break on the
shore. The air isasthick as syrup and al of us here are frozen like insects in amber. The only movement
in this halted universe comes from Pallas Athena, from Achilles and—even if shown only by my leaning
forward to hear better—from me.

Achilles’ hand is still on the hilt of his sword—half drawn from its beautifully tooled scabbard—but
Athena has grabbed him by hislong hair and physically turned him toward her, and he does not dare draw
the sword now. To do so would be to challenge the goddess herself.

But Achilles’ eyes are blazing—more mad than sane—as he shouts into the thickened, syrupy silence that
accompanies these time-freezes, “Why! Damn, damn, why now! Why come to me now, Goddess,
Daughter of Zeus? Did you come to witness my humiliation by Agamemnon?’

“Yield!” says Athena.

If you've never seen agod or goddess, all | can do istell you that they are larger than life—literally, since
Athena must be seven feet tall—and more beautiful and striking than any mortal. | presume their
nanotechnology and recombinant DNA |abs made them that way. Athena combines qualities of feminine
beauty, divine command, and sheer power that | didn’t even know could exist before | found myself
returned to existence in the shadow of Olympos.

Her hand stays wrapped in Achilles’ hair, bending his head back and making him swivel away from
frozen Agamemnon and his minions.
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“I'll never yield!” shouts Achilles. Even in this frozen air that slows and mutes all sound, the man-killer’'s
voiceis strong. “That pig who thinks he’s aking will pay for his arrogance with hislife!”

“Yield,” says Athenafor the second time. “ The white-armed goddess Hera sped me down from the skies
to stop your rage.Yield. ”

| can see aflicker of hesitation enter Achilles crazed eyes. Hera, Zeus' s wife, isthe strongest ally of the
Achaeans on Olympos and a patroness of Achilles since his odd childhood.

“Stop this fightingnow, " orders Athena. “Take your hand off your sword, Achilles. Curse Agamemnon if
you must, but do not kill him. Do what we command now and | promise you this—Iknow thisis the truth,
Achilles, just | see your fate and know the future of all mortal men—obey us now and one day glittering
gifts three times this will be yours as payment for this outrage. Defy us and die this hour. Obey us
both—Hera and me—and receive your reward.”

Achilles grimaces, twists his hair free, looks sullen, but resheaths his sword. Watching Athenaand him is
like watching two living forms amidst afield of statues. “1 can’t defy both of you, Goddess,” says
Achilles. “Better if aman submits to the will of the gods, even if his heart breaks with anger. But it isonly
fair then that the gods hear the prayers of that man.”

Athenatwitches the slightest of smiles and winks out of existence—QTing back to Olympos—and time
resumes.

Agamemnon is ending his harangue.

Sword sheathed, Achilles stepsinto the empty circle. “Y ou drunken wineskin of aman!” cries the man-
killer. “Y ou with your dog’s eyes and your deer’s heart. You ‘leader’ who's never led usinto battle or
gone into ambush with the best of the Achaeans—you who lack the courage to sack Ilium and so must
sack the tents of hisarmy for plunder instead—you ‘king’ who rules only the most worthless husks
among us—I| promise you this, | swear a mighty oath this day—*

The hundreds of men around me take in a breath almost as one, more shocked by this promise of acurse
than if Achilles had ssmply cut Agamemnon down like a dog.

“1 swear to you that someday a great yearning for Achilleswill come to all the sons of Achaea,” shouts
the man-killer, his voice so loud that it halts dice games a hundred yards away in the tent city, “to al of
them, throughout your armies here! But then, Atrides, stricken to your soul though you’ll be,nothing you
do will save you—scythed like so much wheat by the man-murdering Hector. And on that day you will
tear out your own heart and eat it, desperate, raging that you chose to do such dishonor to the best of all
the Achaeans.”

And with that Achillesturns on his famous heel and strides from the circle, crunching across seashore
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gravel back into the darkness between the tents. | have to admit—it was one hell of an exit line.

Agamemnon crosses his arms and shakes his head. Other men speak in shocked tones. Nestor steps
forward to give hisin-the-days-of-the-centaur-wars-we-all-pulled-together speech. Thisis an
anomaly—Homer has Achilles still in the argument when Nestor speaks—and my scholic mind makes
note of it, but most of my attention isfar, far away.

It's at this instant, remembering the murderous gaze that Achilles had turned on Athenain the instant
before she wrenched his hair back and cowed him into submission, that a plan of action so audacious, so
obviously doomed to failure, so suicidal, and so wonderful opens before me that for aminute | have
trouble breathing.

“Bias, are you al right?’ asks Orus standing next to me.

| stare blankly at the man. For aminute | cannot remember who heis or who “Bias’ is, forgetting my own
morphed identity. | shake my head and push my way out of the circled throng of gloriouskillers.

The gravel crunches under my feet without the heroic echo of Achilles exit. | walk toward the water and
once out of sight, throw off the identity of Bias. Anyone seeing me now would see the middle-aged
Thomas Hockenberry, spectacles and all, weighted down in the absurd garb of an Achaean spearman,
wool and fur covering my morphing gear and impact armor.

The ocean is dark.Wine dark, | think, but fail to amuse myself.

| have the overwhelming urge, not for the first time, to use my cloaking ability and levitation harness to

fly away from here—to soar over Ilium afinal time, to stare down at its torches and doomed inhabitants a
final time, and then fly south and west across that wine-dark sea—the Aegean—until | come to the not-yet-
Greek Isles and mainland. | could check in on Clytaemnestra and on Penelope, on Telemachus and
Orestes. Professor Thomas Hockenberry, as both boy and man, always got along better with women and
children than he did with male adults.

But these proto-Greek women and children here are more murderous and bloodthirsty than any adult
males Hockenberry had known in his other, bloodless life.

Save the flying away then for another day. In fact, put it behind me altogether.
The wavesroll in one after another, reassuring in their familiar cadence.

| will do this thing.The decision comes with the exhilaration of flying—no, not of flying, but in the thrill
of that brief instance of zero gravity one achieves when throwing oneself from a high place and knowing
that there is no going back to solid ground. Sink or swim, fall or fly.
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| will do thisthing.

ding

A

Near Conamara Chaos

Mahnmut the Europan moravec’s submersible was three kilometers ahead of the kraken and gaining,
which should have created some sense of confidence in the diminutive robotic-organic construct, but
since kraken often had tentacles five kilometerslong, it didn’t.

It was an aggravation. Worse than that, it was a distraction. Mahnmut had almost finished with his new
analysis of Sonnet 116, was eager to e-mail it to Orphu on |0, and the last thing he needed now was to
have his submersible swallowed. He pinged the kraken, verified that the huge, hungry, jellied mass was
still in flagellant pursuit, and interfaced with the reactor long enough to add another three knotsto his
ship’s speed.

The kraken, which was literally out of its depth here so close to the Conamara Chaos region and its open
leads, flailed to keep up. Mahnmut knew that as long as they were both traveling at this speed, the kraken
would be unable to extend its tentacles to full reach to engulf the submersible, but if hislittle sub were to
encounter something—say a big wad of flashlight kelp—and he had to slow, or worse yet got fouled in
the glowing strands of goo, then the kraken would be on him likea. . .

“Oh, well, damn,” said Mahnmut, abandoning any attempt at simile and speaking aloud to the humming
silence of the submersible’s cramped environmental cavity. His sensors were plugged into the ship’s
systems and virtual vision showed him huge clumps of flashlight kelp dead ahead. The glowing colonies
were floating along the isothermal currents here, feeding on the reddish veins of magnesium sulfate that
rose to the ice shelf above like so many bloody taproots.

Mahnmut thoughtdive and the submersible dived twenty klicks deeper, clearing the lower colonies of kelp
by only afew dozen meters. The kraken dived behind him. If akraken could grin, it would be grinning
now—this was its killing depth.

Mahnmut reluctantly cleared Sonnet 116 from his visual field and considered his options. Being eaten by
akraken less than a hundred kilometers from Conamara Chaos Central would be embarrassing. It was
these damn bureaucrats fault—they needed to cull their local subseas of monsters before they ordered
one of their moravec explorers back to a meeting.

He could kill the kraken. But with no harvester submersible within athousand klicks, the beautiful beastie
would be torn to shreds and devoured by the parasites in the flashlight kelp colonies, by salt sharks, by
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free-floating tube worms, and by other kraken long before a company harvester could get near it. It would
be aterrible waste.

Mahnmut pulled his vision out of virtual long enough to look around his enviro-niche, as if a glimpse of
his cluttered reality could give him anidea. It did.

On his console desk, along with the leather-bound volumes of Shakespeare and the Vendler printout, was
his lavalamp—alittle joke from his old moravec partner Urtzweil almost twenty J-years ago.

Mahnmut smiled and re-engaged virtual along all bandwidths. This close to Chaos Central there would
have to be diapirs, and kraken hated diapirs. . .

Y es. Fifteen klicks south by southeast, an entire belchfield of them, rising slowly toward the cap ice just
aslanguidly as the wax blobs did in his lavalamp. Mahnmut set his course to the nearest diapir rising to a
lead and added five more knots just to be safe, if there was such athing as safety within tentacle range of
amature kraken.

A diapir was nothing more than a blob of warm ice, heated by the vents and gravitational hot zones far
below, rising through the Epsom-salt sea toward the ice cap that had once covered 100 percent of Europa
and which now, two thousand e-years after the cryobot arbeiter company arrived, still covered more than
98 percent of the moon. This diapir was about fifteen klicks across and rising rapidly as it approached the
surface cap.

Kraken did not like the electrolytic properties of diapirs. They refused to foul even their probe tentacles
with the stuff, much less their killing arms and maws.

Mahnmut’ s sub reached the rising blob a good ten kilometers ahead of the pursuing kraken, slowed,
morphed its outer hull to impact strength, pulled in sensors and probes, and bored into the glob of slush.
Mahnmut used sonar and EPS to check the lenticulae and navigation leads still some eight thousand
meters above him. In afew minutes the diapir itself would mush into the thick cap ice, flow upward
through fissures, lentinculae and leads, and bubble slush ice in afountain a hundred meters high. For a
short time, this part of Conamara Chaos would look like Lost-Age America s 'Y ellowstone Park, with red-
sulfur geysers geysing and hot springs boiling. Then the spray trail would disperse in Europa’ s one-
seventh Earth gravity, fal like a slow-motion slushstorm for kilometers on either side of each surface
lenticula, and then freeze in Europa s thin, artificial atmosphere—all 100 millibars of it—adding more
abstract sculptural formsto the already tortured icefields.

Mahnmut couldn’t be killed in literal terms—although part organic, he “existed” rather than “lived,” and
he was designed tough—but he definitely did not want to become part of afountain or afrozen chunk of
an abstract sculpture for the next thousand e-years. For a minute he forgot both the kraken and Sonnet 116
as he worked the numbers—the diapir’ s ascent rate, his submersible’ s forward progress through the slush,
the fast-approaching cap ice—and then he downloaded his thoughts to the engine room and ballast tanks.
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If it worked right, he would exit the south side of the diapir half a klick before glob impact with theice
and accelerate straight ahead, doing an emergency surface blow just as the tidal wave from the diapir
fountain was forced down the lead. He would then use that 100-klick-per-hour acceleration to keep him
ahead of the fountain effect—essentially using his submersible like a surfboard for half the distance to
Conamara Chaos Central. He' d have to make the final twenty klicks or so to the base on the surface after
the tidal wave dissipated, but he had no choice. It should be one hell of an entrance.

Unless something had blocked the lead ahead. Or unless another submersible was coming out-lead from
Central. That would be embarrassing for the few seconds before Mahnmut andThe Dark Lady were
destroyed.

At least the kraken would no longer be afactor. The critters refused to rise closer than five klicks to the
surface cap.

Having entered all the commands and knowing that he' d done everything he could think of to survive and
arrive at the base on time, Mahnmut went back to his sonnet analysis.

Mahnmut’ s submersible—which he had long ago namedThe Dark Lady —cruised the last twenty
kilometers to Conamara Chaos Central down a kilometer-wide lead, riding on the surface of the black sea
beneath a black sky. A three-quarters Jupiter was rising, clouds bright and cloud bands roiling with muted
colors, while atiny lo skittered across the rising giant’ s face not far above the icy horizon. On either side
of the lead, striated ice cliffs rose several hundred meters, their sheer faces dull gray and blunted red
against the black sky.

Mahnmut was excited as he brought Shakespeare’ s sonnet up.

SONNET116

Let me not to the marriage of true minds
Admit impediments; loveis not love
Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove.

O no, it isan ever-fixed mark

That looks on tempests and is never shaken;
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It isthe star to every wand'ring bark,

Whose worth’ s unknown, although his height be taken.
Love' s not Time's fool, though rosy lips and cheeks
Within his bending sickle’' s compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bearsit out even to the edge of doom.

If this be error and upon me proved,

| never writ, nor no man ever loved.

Over the decades he had come to hate this sonnet. It was the kind of things humans had recited at their
weddings way back in the Lost Age. It was smarmy. It was schlocky. It wasn’t good Shakespeare.

But finding microrecords of critical writings by a woman named Helen Vendler—a critic who had lived
and written in one of those centuries, the Nineteenth or Twentieth or Twenty-first (the record time-stamps
were vague)—had given Mahnmut a key to tranglating this sonnet. What if Sonnet 116 was not, asit had
been portrayed for so many centuries, a sticky affirmation, but a violent refutation?

Mahnmut went back through his notated “key words” for support. There they were from each line—"not,
not, no, never, not, not, not” and then in line fourteen—"never, nor,” and “no”—echoing King Lear’s
nihilistic “never, never, never, never, never.”

It was definitely a poem of refutation. But refutation of what?

Mahnmut knew that Sonnet 116 was part of “the Y oung Man” cycle, but he also knew that the phrase “the
Young Man” was little more than afig leaf added in |later, more prudish years. The love poems were not
sent to a man, but to “the youth” —certainly a boy, probably no older than thirteen. Mahnmut had read the
criticism from the second half of the Twentieth Century and knew these “scholars’ thought the sonnets to
be literal—that is, real homosexual |etters from the playwright Shakespeare—but Mahnmut also knew,
from more scholarly work in previous eras and in the later part of the Lost Age, that such politically
motivated literal thinking was childish.

Shakespeare had structured a drama in his sonnets, Mahnmut was certain of that. “The youth” and the
later “Dark Lady” were charactersin that drama. The sonnets had taken years to write and had not been
produced in the heat of passion, but in the maturity of Shakespeare'sfull powers. And what was he
exploring in these sonnets? Love. And what were Shakespeare's “real opinions’ about love?
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No one would ever know—M ahnmut was sure the Bard was too clever, too cynical, too stealthy ever to
show histrue feelings. But in play after play, Shakespeare had shown how strong feelings—including
love—turned people into fools. Shakespeare, like Lear, loved his Fools. Romeo had been Fortune's Fool,
Hamlet Fate’' s Fool, MacBeth Ambition’s Fool, Falstaff . . .well, Falstaff wasno one' s Foal . . . but he
became afool for the love of Prince Hal and died of a broken heart when the young prince abandoned
him.

Mahnmut knew that the “poet” in the sonnet cycles, sometimes referred to as “Will,” was not—despite the
insistence of so many of the shallow scholars of the Twentieth Century—the historical Will Shakespeare,
but was, rather, another dramatic construct created by the playwright/poet to explore al the facets of love.
What if this“poet” was, like Shakespeare’ s hapless Count Orsino, Love' s Fool? A man in love with love?
Mahmut liked this approach. He knew that Shakespeare’ s “ marriage of two minds’ between the older poet
and the youth was not a homosexual liaison, but a true sacrament of sensibilities, afacet of love honored
in days long preceding Shakespeare’s. On the surface, Sonnet 116 seemed to be atrite declaration of that
love and its permanency, but if it truly was arefutation . . .

Mahnmut suddenly saw where it fit. Like so many great poets, Shakespeare began his poems before or
after they began. But if thiswas a poem of refutation, what was it refuting? What had the youth said to the
older, love-besotted poet that needed such vehement refutation?

Mahnmut extended fingers from his primary manipulator, took up his stylus, and scribbled on hist-
Sate—

Dear Will—Certainly we' d both like the marriage of true minds we have—since men cannot share the
sacramental marriage of bodies—to be as real and permanent asreal marriage. But it can’t be. People
change, Will. Circumstances change. When the qualities of people or the people themselves go away,
one'slove does aswell. | loved you once, Will, | really did, but you’' ve changed, you’ ve altered, and so
there has been a change in me and an alteration in our love.

Yours most sincerely,
The Youth

Mahnmut looked at hisletter and laughed, but the laughter died as he realized how this changed all of
Sonnet 116. Now, instead of atreacly affirmation of unchanging love, the sonnet became a violent
refutation of the youth’sjilting, an argument against such self-serving abandonment. Now the sonnet
would read—
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Letmenot to the marriage of true minds

Admit (these so-called) “ impediments’ : love isnotlove
Which “ alters when it alteration finds,”

Or “ bends with the remover to remove,”

Ono!

Mahnmut could hardly contain his excitement. Everything in the sonnet and in the entire sonnet cycle
now clicked into place. Little was left of this“marriage of true minds’ type of love—Ilittle except anger,
accusations, incriminations, lying, and further infidelity—all of which would be played out by Sonnet
126, by which time “the Y oung Man” and ideal love itself would be abandoned for the slutty pleasures of
“the Dark Lady.” Mahnmut shifted consciousness to the virtual and began encoding an e-note squirt to his
faithful interlocutor of the last dozen e-years, Orphu of |o.

Klaxons sounded. Lights blinked in Mahnmut’ s virtual vision. For a second he thought—the kraken!—but
the kraken would never come to the surface or enter an open lead.

Mahnmut stored the sonnet and his notes, wiped the e-note from his squirt queue, and opened external
SEensors.

The Dark Ladywas five klicks away from Chaos Central and in the remote control region of the
submarine pens. Mahnmut turned the ship over to Central and studied the ice cliffs ahead of him.

From the outside, Conamara Chaos Central looked like most of the rest of the surface of Europa—a
jumble of pressure ridges thrusting ice cliffs up two or three hundred meters, the mass of ice blocking the
maze of open leads and black lenticulae—but then the signs of habitation became visible: the black maw
of the sub pens opening, the elevators on the cliff face moving, more windows visible on the face of the
ice, navigation lights pulsing and blinking atop surface modules and habitation nodes and antennae,
and—far above where the cliff ended against black sky—several interlunar shuttles storm-lashed to the
landing pad there.

Spacecraft here at Chaos Central. Very unusual. Even as Mahnmuit finished the docking, set his ship’s
functions on standby, and began separating himself from the submersible’s systems, he was
thinking—What the hell have they called me here for?

Docking completed, Mahnmut went through the trauma of limiting his senses and control to the awkward
confines of his more or less humanoid body and left the ship, walking into blue-lighted ice and taking the
high-speed elevator up to the habitation nodes so far above.
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ding

S

Ardis Hall

A meal for a dozen people at the table under the lantern-lit tree: venison and wild boar from the forest,
trout from the river below, beef from the cattle herds pastured between Ardis and the farcaster pad, red
and white wines from Ardis vineyards, fresh corn, squash, salad and peas from the garden, and caviar
faxed in from somewhere or the other.

“Whose birthday isit and which Twenty?’ asked Daeman as servitors passed food to the dozen diners at
the long table.

“It's my birthday, but not my Twenty,” replied the handsome, curly-haired man named Harman.

“Pardon me?’ Daeman smiled but did not understand. He accepted some squash and passed the bowl to
the lady next to him.

“Harman is celebrating his annual birthday,” said Adafrom her place at the head of the table. Daeman
was physically stirred by how beautiful she looked in her tan and black silk gown.

Daeman shook his head, still not understanding. Annual birthdays were not noted, much less celebrated.
“So you’'re not really celebrating a birth Twenty tonight,” he said to Harman, nodding at the floating
house servitor to replenish his wineglass.

“But lam celebrating my birthday,” Harman repeated with a smile. “My ninety-ninth.”

Daeman froze in shock and then looked around quickly, realizing that it must be some kind of joke
peculiar to this crowd of provincials—but certainly ajoke in bad taste. One did not joke about on€’s
ninety-ninth year. Daeman smiled thinly and waited for the punch line.

“Harman meansit,” Adasaid lightly. The other guests were silent. Night birds called from the forest.
“I'm. .. sorry,” Daeman managed to say.
Harman shook his head. “I’m looking forward to the year. | have alot of thingsto do.”

“Harman walked a hundred miles of the Atlantic Breach last year,” said Hannah, Ada’s young friend with
the short hair.

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (26 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]


file:///G|/rah/87998_Ilium.htm#toc

Ilium

Daeman was sure that he was being joked with now. “One can’t walk the Atlantic Breach.”

“But | did.” Harman was eating corn on the cob. “1 only did a reconnai ssance—just, as Hannah says, a
hundred miles in and then back to the North American coast—but it certainly wasn't difficult.”

Daeman smiled again to show that he was a good sport. “But how could youget to the Atlantic Breach,
HarmanUhr ? There are no faxnodes near it.” He had no idea where the Atlantic Breachwas, or even what
constituted North America, and he wasn’t quite sure about the location of the Atlantic Ocean, but he was
certain that none of the 317 faxnodes were near the Breach. He had faxed through each of those nodes
more than once and had never glimpsed the legendary Breach.

Harman put down the corn. “I walked, DaemanUhr . From the North American eastern coast, the Breach
runs directly along the fortieth parallel all the way to what the Lost Age humans called Europe—Spain
was the |l ast nation-state where the Breach comes ashore, | think. The ruins of the old city of

Philadel phia—you might know it as Node 124, LomanUhr’ s estate—is just afew hours’ walk from the
Breach. If I'd had any courage—and packed enough food—I could have hiked all the way to Spain.”

Daeman nodded and smiled and had absolutely no idea what this man was babbling about. First the
obscenity of bragging of his ninety-ninth year, then all thistalk of parallels and Lost Age cities and
walking. No one walked more than afew hundred yards. Why should they? Everything of human interest
lay near afaxnode and those few distant oddities—such as Ada’ s Ardis—could be reached by carriole or
droshky. Daeman knew Loman, of course—he had recently celebrated Ono’s Third Twenty at the
extensive Loman estate—but all the rest of Harman's soliloquy was gibberish. The man had obviously
gone mad in hisfinal days. Well, the final firmary fax and Ascension would soon take care of that.

Daeman looked at Ada, their hostess, in hopes that she would intervene to change the topic, but Adawas

smiling asif agreeing with everything Harman had said. Daeman looked down the table for help, but the

other guests had been listening politely—even with apparent interest—as if such babble were part of their
regular provincia dining repartee.

“Thetrout is quite good, isn’'t it?” he said to the woman on his left. “Was yours good?’

A woman across the table, a heavyset redhead probably deep into her third Twenty, set her most
prominent chin on her small fist and said to Harman, “What was it like? In the Breach, | mean?’

The curly-haired, deeply tanned man demurred, but others along the table—including the young blonde
woman about whose trout Daeman had inquired and who had rudely ignored the query—all clamored for
Harman to talk. He finally acquiesced with a graceful motion of his hand.

“If you've never seen the Breach, it’s afascinating sight just from the shore. It’s about eighty yards
wide—a cleft going east as far as one can see, becoming more and more narrow toward the horizon, until
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it seems just adlice of brightnessinset along the line where ocean meets sky.

“Walkingintoitis. .. dlightly strange. The sand along the beach is not wet where the Breach ends. No
surf rolls back into it. At first, al of one's attention is focused on one or the other of the edges—walking
in to wading depth, you notice the abrupt shear of water, like a glass wall separating the walker from the
curl and roll of tide. Y ou have to touch the barrier—no one could resist. Spongy, invisible, very slightly
yielding to heavy pressure, cool from the water on the other side, but impenetrable. Y ou walk deeper on
dry sand—over the centuries the sea bottom has felt only the moisture of rain, and so the sand and dirt are
solid, the remaining sea creatures and plants there dried out, desiccated almost to the point of appearing
fossilized.

“Within adozen yards, the sheared walls of water on both sides rise far over your head. Shadows move
within. You see small fish swimming near the barrier between air and sea, then the shadow of a shark,
then the pale glow of jellied, floating things you can’t quite identify. Sometimes the sea creatures
approach the Breach barrier, touch it with their cold heads, and then turn away quickly, asif alarmed. A
mile or so out and the water is so far over your head that the sky above grows darker. A dozen or so miles
out and the walls of water on either side rise more than a thousand feet above you. The stars come out in
the dlice of sky you can see, even in daylight.”

“No!” said athin, sandy-haired man far down the table. Daeman remembered his name—L oes. “You're
joking.”

“No,” said Harman, “I’m not.” He smiled again. “1 walked for about four days. Slept during the night.
Turned back when | was out of food.”

“How did you know whether it was night or day?’ asked Ada s friend, the athletic young woman named
Hannah.

“The sky is black and the stars are out in the daytime sky,” said Harman, “but the slices of ocean on either
side hold the full band of light, from bright blue far above, to murky black along the bottom at the level of
the Breach walkway.”

“Did you find anything exotic?’ asked Ada.

“Some sunken ships. Ancient. Lost Age and earlier. And one that might be . . . newer.” He smiled again.
“1 went to explore one of them—a huge, rusted hulk emerging from the north wall of the Breach, tilted on
itsside. | entered through a hole in the hull, climbed ladders, made my way north along tilted floors using
asmall lantern I’ d brought along, until suddenly in one large space—I think it was called a hold—there
was the Breach barrier, from the ceiling to the tilted floor, awall of water, alive with fish. | set my face
against the cold, invisible wall and could see barnacles, mollusks, sea snakes, and life-forms encrusting
every surface, feeding on one another, while on my side—dryness, old rust, the only living things
consisting of me and asmall white land crab that had obviously migrated, as| had, from the shore.”
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A wind came up and rustled the leaves in the tall tree above them. Lanterns swayed and their rich light
played across the silk and cotton clothing and hairdos and and hands and warmly lighted faces around the
table. Everyone was rapt. Even Daeman found himself interested, despite the fact that it was all nonsense.
Torches in braziers along the walkway flickered and crackled in the sudden breeze.

“What about the voynix?’ asked a woman sitting next to Loes. Daeman could not remember her
name.Emme, perhaps? “ Are there more or fewer than on land? Sentinels or motile?’

“No voynix.”

Everyone at the table seemed to take a breath. Daeman felt the same sudden surge of shock he'd
experienced when Harman had announced that it was his ninety-ninth year. He felt a surge of vertigo.
Pehaps the wine had been stronger than he' d thought.

“No voynix,” repeated Adain atone not so much of wonder but of wistfulness. She raised her glass of
wine. “A toast,” she said. Servitors floated closer to fill glasses. Everyone raised his or her own glass.
Daeman blinked away the dizziness and forced a pleasant, sociable smile into place.

Ada did not announce atoast, but everyone—even, after amoment, Daeman—drank the wine asif she
had.

The wind had come up by the end of the meal, clouds moving in to obscure the p- and e-rings, and the air
smelled of ozone and of the curtains of rain dragging across the dark hills to the west, so the party moved
inside and then broke up as couples wandered off to their rooms or to various wings and rooms for
entertainment. Servitors produced chamber music in the south conservatory, the glassed-in swimming
pool to the rear of the manor attracted afew people, and there was a midnight buffet laid out in the curved
bay of the second-floor observation porch. Some couples went to their private roomsto make love, while
others found a quiet place to unfold their turins and to go to Troy.

Daeman followed Ada, who had led Hannah and the man named Harman to the third-story library. If
Daeman’s plan of seducing Ada before the weekend was over was to succeed, he had to spend every free
minute with her. Seduction, he knew, was both science and art—ablend of skill, discipline, proximity,
and opportunity. Mostly proximity.

Standing and walking near her, Daeman could feel the warmth of her skin through the tan and black silk
she wore. Her lower lip, he noticed again after a decade, was maddeningly full, red, and meant for biting.
When she raised her arm to show Harman and Hannah the height of shelvesin the library, Daeman
watched the subtle, soft shift of her right breast under its thin sheath of silk.

He had been in alibrary before, but never one this large. The room must have been more than a hundred
feet long and half that high, with a mezzanine running around three walls and sliding ladders on both
levels to give access to the higher and more remote volumes. There were alcoves, cubbies, tables with
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large books opened on them, seating areas here and there, and even shelves of books over the huge bay
window on the far wall. Daeman knew that the physical books stored here must have been treated with
non-decomposative nanochemicals many, many centuries before, probably millennia ago—these useless
artifacts were made of |eather and paper and ink, for heaven’s sake—but the mahogany-paneled room
with its pools of source lighting, ancient leather furniture, and brooding walls of books still smelled of age
and decay to Daeman’ s sensitive snout. He could not imagine why Ada and the other family members
maintained this mausoleum at Ardis Hall, or why Harman and Hannah wanted to see it tonight.

The curly-haired man who claimed to be in hislast year and who claimed to have walked into the Atlantic
Breach stopped in wonder. “It’s wonderful, Ada.” He climbed aladder, dlid it dlong arow of shelves, and
reached a hand out to touch athick leather volume.

Daeman laughed. “Do you think the reading function has returned, HarmanUhr 7’

The man smiled, but seemed so confident that for a second Daeman half expected to see the golden rush
of symbols down his arm as the reading function signaled the content. Daeman had never seen the lost
function in action, of course, but had heard it described by his grandmother and other old folks describing
what their great-great-grandparents had enjoyed.

No words flowed. Harman pulled his hand back. “Don’t you wish you had the reading function,
DaemanUhr 7

Daeman heard himself laughing yet again on this odd evening and was acutely aware of both of the young
women looking at him with expressions somewhere between bemusement and curiosity.

“No, of course not,” he said at last. “Why should 1? What could these old things tell me that could have
any pertinence to our lives today?’

Harman climbed higher on the ladder. “ Aren’t you curious why the post-humans are no longer seen on
Earth and where they went?’

“Not at all. They went home to their citiesin the rings. Everyone knows that.”

“Why?" asked Harman. “ After many millennia of molding our affairs here, watching over us, why did
they leave?’

“Nonsense,” said Daeman, perhaps a bit more gruffly than he had intended. “ The posts are still watching
over us. From above.”

Harman nodded as if enlightened and shuffled his ladder afew yards along its brass track. The man’s
head was almost touching the underside of the library mezzanine now. “How about the voynix?’
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“What about the voynix?’
“Did you ever wonder why they were motionless for so many centuries and are so active now?’

Daeman opened his mouth but had nothing to say to that. After amoment, he managed, “ That business
about the voynix not moving before the final fax is total nonsense. Myths. Folklore.”

Ada stepped closer. “Daeman, did you ever wonder where they came from?”
“Who, my dear?’
“The voynix.”

Daeman laughed heartily and honestly at this. “ Of course not, my lady. The voynix have always been
here. They are permanent, fixed, eternal—moving, sometimes out of sight, but always present—Iike the
sun or the stars.”

“Or the rings?’ asked Hannah in her soft voice.
“Precisely.” Daeman was pleased that she understood.

Harman pulled a heavy book from the shelves. “DaemanUhr, Adainforms me that you are quite the
lepidopterist.”

“1 beg your pardon?’
“Butterfly expert.”

Daeman could feel himself blush. It was always pleasing to have one’s skills recognized, even by
strangers, even by less-than-sane strangers. “Hardly an expert, HarmanUhr, merely a collector who has
learned a bit from his uncle.”

Harman came down the ladder and carried the heavy book to areading table. “ This should interest you
then.” He opened the artifact. Page after glossy page showed colorful representations of butterflies.

Daeman stepped closer, speechless. His uncle had taught him the names of about twenty types of
butterflies and he had learned from other collectors the names of afew of the others he’' d captured. He
reached out to touch the image of a Western Tiger Swallowtail.

“Western Tiger Swallowtail,” said Harman and added, “ Pterourus rutulus.”
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Daeman did not understand the last two words, but he stared at the older man in amazement. “Y ou
collect!”

“Not at al.” Harman touched afamiliar gold and black image. “Monarch.”
“Yes,” said Daeman, confused.

“Red Admiral, Aphrodite Fritillary, Field Crescentspot, Common Blue, Painted Lady, Phoebus
Parnassian,” Harman said, touching each image in turn. Daeman knew three of those named.

“Y ou know butterflies,” he said.

Harman shook his head. “I’ ve never even really considered that the different types have names until this
minute.”

Daeman looked at the man’ s blunt hand. “Y ou have the reading function.”

Harman shook his head again. “No one has that palm function any longer. No more than they have comm
function or geo-positioning or data access or self-fax away from nodes.”

“Then . ..” began Daeman and stopped in true confusion. Were these people taunting him for some
reason? He had come to spend the weekend at Ardis Hall with good intentions—well, with the intention
of seducing Ada, but al in good humor—and now this. . . malicious game?

Asif sensing his growing anger, Ada put her slim fingers on his sleeve. “Harman doesn’t have the reading
function, DaemanUhr, ” she said softly. “He has recently learned how toread .”

Daeman stared. This made no more sense than celebrating one’ s ninety-ninth year or babbling on about
the Atlantic Breach.

“It'saskill,” Harman said quietly. “Rather like your learning the names of the butterflies or your fabled
techniquesasa. . . ladies man.”

Thislast phrase made Daeman blink.Is my other hobby so well known?

Hannah spoke. “Harman has promised to teach usthistrick . . . reading. It might come in handy. | need to
learn about casting before | do more of it and burn myself.”

Casting? Daeman knew fishermen who used that word. He could not imagine how it could have anything
to do with burning onself or acquiring the reading function. He licked hislips and said, “I have no interest
in these games. What do you want from me?’
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“We need to find a spaceship,” said Ada. “And there' s reason to believe that you can help us.”

ding

6

Olympos

When my shift ends on the night of Achilles and Agamemnon’s confrontation, | quantum teleport back to
the scholic complex on Olympos, record my observations and analysis, transfer the thoughts to aword
stone, and carry it into the Muse’ s small white room overlooking the Lake of the Caldera. To my surprise,
the Muse is there, talking to one of the other scholics.

The scholic is named Nightenhel ser—a friendly bear of aman who, | had learned over the last four years
of hisresidency here, lived and taught college and died in the American Midwest some time in the early
Twentieth Century. Seeing me at the door, the Muse finishes her business with Nightenhel ser and sends
him away, out her bronze door toward the escalator that spiralsits way down off Olympos to our barracks
and the red world below.

The Muse gestures me closer. | set the word stone on the marble table in front of her and step back,
expecting to be dismissed without aword, asis the usual dynamic between the two of us. Surprisingly,
she lifts the word stone while I’ m still there and closes her hand around it even as she closes her eyesto
concentrate. | stand and wait. | confess that | am nervous. My heart pounds and my hands, clasped behind
my back as| stand in asort of professorial parody of asoldier’s“at ease” position, are sweaty. | decided
years ago that that the gods cannot really read minds—that their uncanny perception of mortals' thoughts,
heroes and scholics alike, comes from some advanced science in the study of facial muscles, eye
movements and the like. But | could be wrong. Perhaps they are telepathic. If so—and if they bothered to
read my mind during my moment of epiphany and decision on the beach after Agamemnon’s and
Achilles showdown—then | am a dead man. Again.

I’ ve seen scholics who displease the Muse, much less the more important gods. Some years ago—the fifth
year of the siege, actually—there was a scholic from the Twenty-sixth Century, a chubby, irreverent
Asian with the unusual name of Bruster Lin—and even though Bruster Lin was the brightest and most
insightful scholar amongst us, hisirreverence was his undoing. Literally. After one of hismoreironic
comments—it was about themano a mano combat between Paris and Menelaus, winner take all, that
would have settled the war on the outcome of that single combat. The one-on-one fight to the death
between Helen’s Trojan lover and her Achaean husband—although staged in front of two cheering
armies, with Paris beautiful in his golden armor and Menelaus fearful with his eye full of business—was
never consummated. Aphrodite saw that her beloved Paris was going to be hacked into worm meat, so she
swooped down and spirited him off the battlefield back to Helen, where, like effete liberals in every age,
Paris was more the happy warrior in bed than on the battlefield. So it was after one of Bruster Lin's
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amusing comments on the Paris—Menelaus episode, that the Muse—not amused—snapped her fingers and
the billions upon trillions of obedient nanocytes in the hapless scholic’s body aggregated and exploded
outward in one giant nano-lemming leap, shredding the still-smiling Bruster Lin into a thousand bloody
shredsin front of the rest of us and sending his still-smiling head rolling toward our feet as we stood at
attention.

It was a serious lesson and we took it to heart. No editorializing. No making merry with the serious
business of the gods' sport. The wages of irony is death.

The Muse opens her eyes and looks at me now. “Hockenberry,” she says, her tone that of a personnel
bureaucrat from my century about to fire a mid-level white-collar worker, “how long have you been with
us?’

| know the question is rhetorical, but when queried by a goddess, even a minor goddess, one answers even
rhetorical questions. “Nine years, two months, eighteen days, Goddess.”

She nods. | am the oldest surviving scholic. Or, rather, | am the scholic who has survived the longest. She
knows this. Perhaps this official recognition of my longevity is my elegy before explosive termination by
nanocyte.

| had always taught my students that there were nine Muses, all daughters of Mnemosyne—Kleis,
Euterpe, Thaleria, Melpomene, Terpsichorde, Erato, Plymnia, Ourania, and Kalliope—each one granted,
at least by later Greek tradition, control of some artistic expression such as flute or dance or storytelling or
heroic song—hbut in my nine years, two months, and eighteen days serving the gods as observer on the
plains of Ilium, I’ ve reported to, seen, and heard of only one Muse—this tall goddess who sitsin front of
me now behind her marble table. Still, because of her strident voice, I’ ve always thought of her as
“Kalliope,” even though the name originally meant “ she of the beautiful voice.” | can’'t say this solo Muse
has a beautiful voice—it’s more klaxon than calliope to my ear—but it’s certainly one I’ ve learned to
jump to when she says “frog.”

“Follow me,” she says, rising fluidly and walking out the private side door of her white marble room.
| jump and follow.

The Muse is god-sized—that isto say, over seven feet tall but in perfect human proportions, less
voluptuous than some of the goddesses but built like a Twentieth Century female triathlete—and even in
the lessened gravity here on Olympos, | have to scramble to keep up as she strides across the close-
cropped green lawns between white buildings.

She pauses at a chariot nexus. | say “chariot” and it is vaguely chariotlike—low, roughly horseshoe
shaped, with aniche in the side allowing the Muse to step up into it, but this chariot lacks horses, reins
and driver. She grips the railing and beckons me up.
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Hesitantly, heart pounding wildly now, | step up and stand to one side as the Muse taps her long fingers
across a gold wedge that might be some sort of control panel. Lights blink. The chariot hums, crackles,
becomes suddenly girdied by alatticework of energy, and rises off the grass, twirling asit climbs.
Suddenly a holographic pair of “horses’ appearsin front of the chariot and gallop as they seem to pull the
chariot through the sky. | know that the holographic horses are there for the Greeks' and Trojans' need for
closure, but the sense that they are real animals pulling areal chariot through the sky is very strong. | grab
the metal bar along the rim and brace myself, but there is no sense of acceleration even as the transport
disk jigs and jags, swoops once a hundred feet above the Muse' s modest temple, and then accel erates
toward the deep depression of the Lake of the Caldera.

Chariot of the gods!I think and blame the unworthy thought on fatigue and adrenaline.

I’ ve seen these chariots a thousand times, of course, flying near Olympos or above the plains of I[lium as
the gods shuttle to and fro on their godlike business, but I’ ve always seen them from my vantage point on
the ground. The horses ook real from that angle and the chariot itself seems far less substantial when
you're in one, flitting a thousand feet above the summit of a mountain—volcano, actually—that itself
rises some 85,000 feet above the desert floor.

The summit of Olympos should be airless and ice-covered, but the air hereis asthick and breathable as it
IS some seventeen miles lower where the scholic barracks huddle at the base of the volcanic cliffs, and
rather than ice, the broad summit is covered with grass, trees, and white buildings large enough and grand
enough to make the Acropolis look like an outhouse.

The figure eight of the Lake of the Caldera at the center of the summit of Olymposis amost sixty miles
across and we zip across it at near-supersonic speed, some forcefield or bit of godly magic keeping the
wind from tearing our heads off at the same time it muffles the sound. Hundreds of buildings, each with
acres of manicured lawn and gardens around it, gods' homes, | presume, surround the lake, while great
three-tiered autotriremes move slowly across the blue waters. Scholic Bruster Lin once told me that he
estimated that Olympos was the size of Arizona, its grassy summit equaling approximately the surface
area of Rhode Island. It was strange to hear of things here being compared to states on that other world, in
that other time, from that other existence.

Clinging to the thin railing with both hands, | peek out beyond the mountaintop. The view is breathtaking.

We are high enough that | can see the curve of the world. To the northwest, the great blue ocean extends
to that inverted cusp of horizon. To the northeast runs the coastline, and | fancy that even from this
distance | can see the great stone heads that mark the boundary between sea and land. Due north is the
scythe of the unnamed archipelago just visible from the shoreline a few miles from our scholic barracks,
then nothing but blue again all the way to the pole. To the southeast | can see three other tall volcanic
summits thrusting above the horizon, obviously lower than Olympos's summit but, unlike climate-
controlled Olympos, white with snow. One of them, | guess, must be Mount Helicon, home to my Muse
and her sisters, if sisters she has. To the south and southwest, for hundreds of miles, | can make out a
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succession of cultivated fields, then wild forests, then red desert beyond, then perhaps forest again, until
land blends with clouds and haze and no amount of blinking or rubbing of eyes can resolve the detail
there.

The Muse sweeps our chariot around and descends toward the west shoreline of the Lake of the Caldera. |
see now that the white specks | noticed during our crossing of the lake are huge white buildings, fronted
with columns and steps, graced with gigantic pediments, and decorated with statuary. | am sure that no
scholic has seen this part of Olympos. . . or at least seen it and lived to tell the rest of us about it.

We descend near the largest of the giant buildings, the chariot touches down, and the holographic horses
wink out of existence. Severa hundred other sky chariots are parked helter-skelter on the grass.

The Muse removes what looks to be a small medallion from her robe. “Hockenberry, | have been ordered
to take you somewhere where you cannot be. | have been directed by one of the gods to give you two
items that might keep you from being crushed like agnat if you are detected. Put these on.”

The Muse hands me two objects—a medallion on a chain and what looks to be a tooled-leather hood. The
medallion is small but heavy, asif it is made of gold. The Muse reaches forward and slides one part of the
disc counterclockwise from the rest. “Thisis a personal quantum teleporter such as the gods use,” she
says softly. “It can teleport you any place you can visualize. This particular QT disk also alowsyou to
follow the quantum trail of the gods as they phase-shift through Planck space, but no one—except the god
who gave me this—can trace your path. Do you understand?”’

“Yes,” | say, my voice amost quavering. | shouldn’t have thisthing. It will be my death. The other “gift”
Isworse.

“Thisisthe Helmet of Death,” she says, tugging the ornate |eather headpiece over my head, but leaving it
folded around my neck like acowl. “ The Hades Helmet. It was made by Hades himself and it is the only
thing in the universe that can hide you from the vision of the gods.”

| blink stupidly at this. | vaguely remember scholarly footnotes about “the Helmet of Death,” and |
remember that Hades' name itself—in Greek, Aidés was thought to mean “the unseen one.” But asfar as|
knew, Hades' Helmet of Death was mentioned only once by Homer, when Athena donned it to be
invisible to the war god, Ares.Why on earth or Olympos would any goddess loan this thing to me? What
are they setting me up to do for them? My knees go weak at the thought.

“Put the helmet on,” orders the Muse.

Clumsily, | tug up the thick leather. There are devices embedded in the material, circuit chips, nanotech
machines. The helmet has clear, flexible eyepieces and mesh material over the mouth, and when |’ ve
pulled on the full cowl, the air seems to ripple strangely around us, although my sight is otherwise
unaffected.
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“Incredible,” saysthe Muse. Sheis staring right past me. | realize that I’ ve achieved the goal of every
adolescent boy—true invisibility, although how the helmet shields my entire body from sight, | have no
idea. My impulseisto run like hell and hide from the Muse and all the gods. | stifle the impulse. There
has to be a catch here. No god or goddess, not even my minor Muse, would give a mere scholic such
power without safeguards.

“This device will shield you from the sight of all the gods except the goddess who authorized meto give
it to you,” the Muse says quietly, staring at the empty air to the right of my head. “But that goddess can
see and track you anywhere, Hockenberry. And although sound, scent, even heartbeat is muffled by the
medallion, the gods' senses are beyond your understanding. Stay close to me in the next few minutes.
Tread lightly. Say nothing. Breathe as lightly and shallowly as possible. If you are detected, neither | nor
your divine patroness can protect you from the wrath of Zeus.”

How do you breathe lightly and softly when you' re terrified?But | nod, forgetting the Muse cannot see me
now. When she waits, still staring slightly askance asif seeking me with her divine vision, | croak, “Yes,
Goddess.”

“Put your hand on my arm,” she orders brusquely. “ Stay with me. Do not |ose contact with me. If you do,
you will be destroyed.”

| put my hand on her arm like atimid debutante being escorted at a coming-out party. The Muse' sskinis
cold.

| was once in the Vehicle Assembly Building at the Kennedy Space Center in Cape Canaveral. The guide
said that clouds sometimes formed under the roof hundreds of feet above the concrete floor. Y ou could
take the VAB and set it in one corner of thisimmense room we find ourselves in now and you’' d never
notice it sitting there like a cast-off child’ s toy block in a cathedral.

One says “gods’ and you think of the meat-and-potato gods, the main gods—Zeus, Hera, Apollo, and a
few others—but there are hundreds of gods in this room and most of the room is empty. Seemingly miles
above us, a gold dome—the Greeks had not discovered the principles of adome, so thiswas in contrast to
the classically conservative architecture of the other great buildings | have seen on
Olympos—acoustically directs conversation to all corners of the breathtaking space.

The floor looks to be made of hammered gold. Gods |ean on marble railings and look down from circling
mezzanines. The walls everywhere sport hundreds upon hundreds of arched niches, each holding a white
marble sculpture. The statues are of the gods present here now.

Holograms of Achaeans and Trojans flicker here and there, many of them showing life-sized, full-color,
three-dimensional images of the men and women as they argue or eat or make love or sleep. Near the
center of the room, the gold floor steps down to arecess larger than any combination of Olympic-sized
swimming pools, and in this space flickers and floats more real-time images from Ilium—~broad aerial
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views, close-ups, panning shots, multiple images. One can hear the dialogue asif the Greeks and Trojans
were in this very room. Around this vision pool, sitting in stone thrones and lounging on plush couches
and standing in their cartoonlike togas, are the gods. The important gods. The meat-and-potato, known-by-
grade-schoolers gods.

L esser gods move aside as the Muse approaches this center pool, and | hurry to stay with her, my invisible
hand tremulous on her golden arm, trying not to squeak my sandals or trip or sneeze or breathe. None of
the deities seem to notice me. | suspect that | will know very quickly if any of them do.

The Muse stops afew yards from Pallas Athenaand | stay so closeto her that | feel like athree-year-old
child hugging his mother’ s skirt.

Thereis afierce argument under way, even as Hebe—one of the minor goddesses—moves among the
others, pouring some sort of golden nectar into their gold goblets. Zeus sits on his throne and it is obvious
to me at aglance that Zeus is the king here, he who drives the storm clouds, god among gods. No cartoon
Image, this Zeus, but an impossibly tall reality whose bearded, oiled, and palpably regal presence makes
my blood turn to frightened sludge.

“How can we control the course of thiswar?’ he demands of all the gods even while he stares daggers at
hiswife, Hera. “ Or the fate of Helen? If goddesses such as Hera of Argos and Athena, guardian of her
soldiers, keep intervening—such as this stopping Achilles' hand in the act of drawing the blood of the son
of Atreus?’

He turns his storm-cloud gaze on a goddess lounging on purple cushions. “Or you, Aphrodite, with your
constant laughter, always standing by that pretty-boy Paris, driving away evil spirits and deflecting well-
cast spears. How can the will of the gods—and more important, of Zeus—be clear, even here, if you
meddling goddesses keep protecting your favorites at the expense of Fate? Despite all your machinations,
Hera, Menelaus may yet lead Helen home.. . . or perhaps, who knows, Ilium may prevail. It isnot for a
few female gods to decide these things.”

Herafolds her slender arms. So frequently in the poem is Herareferred to as “the white-armed goddess”
that | half expect her arms to be whiter than the other goddesses’ arms, but although Hera s skin is milky
enough, it’sno visibly milkier than that of Aphrodite or Hera s daughter Hebe or any of the other female
gods | can see from my vantage point here near the image pool . . . except for Athena, that is, who looks
strangely tanned. | know that these descriptive passages are a function of Homer’ s type of epic poetry;
Achillesisreferred to repeatedly as “swift-footed,” Apollo as*one who shoots from afar,” and
Agamemnon’s name is usually preceded by “wide ruling” or “lord of men”; the Achaeans are “ strong-
greaved”’ and their ships“black” or “hollow” and so forth. These repeated epithets met the heavy demands
of dactylic hexameter more than mere description, and were away for the singing bard to meet metric
requirements with formulaic phrases. |’ ve always suspected that some of these ritual phrases—such as
Dawn stretching forth her rosy fingertips—were also verbal placeholders, buying the bard a few seconds
to remember, if not invent, the next few lines of action.
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Still, as Hera begins to retort to her husband, | am looking at her arms. * Son of Kronos—dreaded
majesty,” she says, white armsfolded, “what in the hell are you talking about? How dare you consider
making all of my labors pointless? I’ m talkingsweat here—immortal sweat—jpoured out launching
Achaea’ s armies, stroking these male hero’ s egos just to keep them from killing each other before they
kill Trojans, and taking great pains—mypains, O Zeus—in heaping greater pains on King Priam and the
sons of Priam and the city of Priam.”

Zeus frowns and leans forward on his uncomfortable-looking throne, his huge white hands clenching and
unclenching.

Hera unfolds her arms and throws up her hands in exasperation. “Do what you please—you always
do—but don’t expect any of usimmortals to praise you.”

Zeus stands. If the other gods are eight or nine feet tall, Zeus must stand twelve feet high. His brow is
more folded than furrowed now, and | am using no metaphor when | say that he thunders:

“Hera—my dear, darling, insatiable Heral What has Priam or the sons of Priam ever done toyou that you
have become so furious, so relentless to bring down Priam’ s city of [lium?’

Hera stands silent, hands at her side. This seems only to increase Zeus sroyal fury.

“Thisis more appetite than anger with you, Goddess!” heroars. “Y ou won't be satisfied until you knock
down the Trojans' gates, breach their walls, and eat them raw.”

Hera s expression does nothing to deny this charge.

“Well ... wdl ...” thunders Zeus, amost spluttering in away all too familiar to husbands across the
millennia, “do asyou please. But one more thing—and remember it well, Hera—when there comes a day
thatl am bent on destroying a city and consuming its inhabitants—a cityyou love, as | love llium—then
don’t even think about attempting to oppose my fury.”

The goddess takes three quick steps forward and | am reminded of a predator pouncing, or some chess
master seeing his opening and taking it. “ Y es! Thethree cities| love best are Argos and Sparta and
Mycenae of the wide ways, its streets as broad and regal asill-fated [lium’s. All these you can sack to
your vandal’ s heart’ s content, My Lord. | will not oppose you. | will not begrudge your will . . . little good
it would do me anyway, since you are the stronger of us two. But remember this, O Zeus—although | am
your consort, | am also born of Kronos and thus deserving of your respect.”

“l never suggested otherwise,” mutters Zeus, taking his hard seat again.

“Then let usyield one to the other on this point,” says Hera, her voice audibly sweeter now. “I to you and
you to me. The lesser gods will comply. Quickly now, my husband! Achilles has |eft the field for now,
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but a mewling truce makes quiet the killing ground between Trojans and Achaeans. See that that the
Trojans break this truce and do first injury, not only to their oaths, but to the far-famed Achaeans.”

Zeus glowers, grumbles, shiftsin his chair, but orders the attentive Athena—" Go quickly down to the
quiet killing ground between Trojans and Achaeans. | order you to see that the Trojans are the first to
break the truce and do injury to the far-famed Achaeans.”

“And trample on the Argivesin their triumph,” prompts Hera.
“And trample on the Argivesin their triumph,” Zeus orders wearily.

Athenadisappearsin a QT flash. Zeus and Hera leave the room and the gods begin to disperse, speaking
softly amongst themselves.

The Muse beckons me to follow with a subtle flick of her finger and leads me out of the assembly hall.

“Hockenberry,” says the Goddess of Love, reclining on her cushioned couch, the gravity—Iight as it
Is—qgiving emphasis to al her silky, milky-weighted voluptuousness.

The Muse had led me to this other room in the Great Hall of the Gods, this darkened room with only the
double glow from alow-burning brazier and from something that looked suspiciously like a computer
screen. She had whispered to me to remove the Helmet of Death and | was relieved to take the leather
hood off, but terrified to be visible again.

Then Aphrodite had entered, assumed her position on the couch, and said, “ That will be all until |
summon you, Melete,” and the Muse had stepped out through a secret door.

Melete,| thought. Not one of the nine muses, but a name from an earlier era, where the muses were
thought to be three: Melete of “practicing,” Mneme of “remembering,” and Aoideof . . .

“Hockenberry,| was able to see you in the Hall of the Gods,” says Aphrodite, blinking me out of my
scholic reverie, “and if | had pointed you out to Lord Zeus, you would be something less than ashes now.
Even your QT medallion would not have allowed you to escape, for | could follow your phase-shift path
through time and space itself. Do you know why you are here?’

Aphrodite is my patroness. She's the one who ordered the Muse to give me these devices.What do | do?
Kneel? Prostrate myself on the floor in the presence of divinity? How do | address her? In my nine years,
two months, and eighteen days here, my existence has never been acknowledged by a god before, not
counting my Muse.

| decide to bow dlightly, averting my eyes from her beauty, from the sight of pink nipples showing
through thin silk, of that soft cusp of stomach sending shadows into that triangle of dark fabric where her
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thighs meet.
“No, Goddess,” | say at last, al but forgetting the question.

“Do you know why you were chosen as scholic, Hockenberry? Why your DNA was exempted from
nanocyte disruption? Why, before you were chosen for reintegration, your writings on the War were
factored into the ssimplex?’

“No, Goddess.” My DNA is exempt from nanocyte disruption?

“Do you know what asimplex is, mortal shade?’

Herpes virus?l think. “No, Goddess,” | say.

“The simplex is a simple geometric mathematical object, an exercise in logistics, atriangle or trapezoid
folded on itself,” says Aphrodite. “Only combined with multiple dimensions and algorithms defining new
notional areas, creating and discarding feasible regions of n-space, planes of exclusion become inevitable

contours. Do you understand now, Hockenberry? Do you understand how this applies to quantum space,
to time, to the War below, or to your own fate?’

“No, Goddess.” My voice does quaver thistime. | can't help it.

Thereisarustling of silk and | glance up long enough to see the most beautiful female in existence
rearranging her fair limbs and smooth thighs on the couch. “No matter,” she says. “Y ou—or the mortal
who was your template—wrote a book several thousand years ago. Do you remember its content?”

“No, Goddess.”

“If you say that one more time, Hockenberry, | am going to rip you open from crotch to crown and quite
literally use your guts for my garters. Do you understandthat 7’

It is hard to speak with no salivain your mouth. “Y es, Goddess,” | manage, hearing the dry lisp.
“Y our book ran to 935 pages and it was all about one word—Menin—do you remember now?”’
“No, Go...I'mafraid | don't recall that, Goddess Aphrodite, but | am sure that you are correct.”

| look up long enough to see that she is smiling, her chin propped on her left hand, her finger rising along
her cheek to one perfect dark eyebrow. Her eyes are the color of afine cognac.

“Rage,” she says softly. “Menin aeide thea. . . Do you know who will win this war, Hockenberry?’
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| have to think fast here. | would be a pretty poor scholic if | don’t know how the poem turns
out—although thelliad ends with the funeral rites for Achilles’ friend Patroclus, not with the destruction
of Troy, and there is no mention of agiant horse except in Odysseus comments and that from another
epic. .. butif | pretend to know how thisreal war will turn out, and it is obvious from the argument |
have just overheard that Zeus's edict that the gods must not be informed of the future as predicted by
thelliad is still in effect—I mean, if the gods themselves do not know what will happen next, wouldn’t |
be putting myself above the gods, including Fate by telling them?Hubris has never been an attribute
gently rewarded by these gods. Besides, Zeus—who alone knows the full tale of thelliad —has forbidden
the other gods from asking and all of us scholics from discussing anything except events that have already
occurred. Pissing off Zeusis never agood plan for survival on Olympos. Still, it seems |’ m exempt from
nanocyte disruption. On the other hand, | believe the Goddess of Love completely when she says that she
will wear my guts for garters.

“What was the question, Goddess?’ isall | can manage.

“Y ou know how the poem thelliad ends, but | would be defying Zeus' s command if | ask you what
happens there,” says Aphrodite, her small smile disappearing and being replaced by something like a
pout. “But | can ask you if that poem predictsthis reality. Doesit? In your opinion, Scholic Hockenberry,
does Zeus rule the universe, or does Fate?’

Oh, shit,I think. Any answer here is going to end up with me being gutless and this beautiful
woman—goddess—wearing slimy garters. | say, “It is my understanding, Goddess, that even though the
universe bends to the will of Zeus and must obey the vagaries of the god-force called Fate, thatkaos still
has some say in the lives of both men and gods.”

Aphrodite makes a soft, amused sound. Everything about her is so soft, touchable, enticing . . . .

“We will not wait for chaos to decide this contest,” she says, her voice shedding all sound of amusement.
“You saw Achilles withdraw from the fray this day?’

“Y es, Goddess.”

“You know that the man-killer has already prayed to Thetis to punish his fellow Achaeans for the shame
that Agamemnon has heaped on him?”’

“1 have not witnessed this prayer, Goddess, but | know that it follows the path of the. . . the poem.” This
issafeto say. The event isin the past. Besides, the sea goddess Thetisis Achilles mother and everyone
on Olymposknows that he has called for her intervention.

“Indeed,” says Aphrodite. “That roundheeled bitch with the wet breasts has already been here to the Great

Hall, throwing herself at Zeus's knees as soon as the old fool returned from his debauching with the
Aethiopians at the Ocean River. She begged him, for Achilles’ sake, to grant victory after victory to the
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Trojans, and the old sod agreed, thus putting him on a collision course with Hera, chief champion of the
Argives. Thus the scene you just witnessed.”

| stand upright with my arms down, palms forward, head slightly bowed, all the while watching Aphrodite
asif shewere a cobra, but still knowing that if she chooses to strike me, the strike will come much faster
and more lethally than any cobra’s.

“Do you know why you have survived longer than any other scholic?’ snaps Aphrodite.
Unable to speak without condeming myself, | shake my head ever so slightly.
“You are still alive because | have foreseen that you can perform a service for me.”

Sweat trickles down my brow and stings my eyes. More sweat forms rivulets on my cheek and neck. As
scholics, our sworn duty—my duty for the last nine years, two months, and eighteen days—isto observe
the war on the plains of Ilium without ever intervening, observing without ever committing any act
whatsoever that might change the outcome of the war or the behavior of its heroesin any way.

“Did you hear me, Hockenberry?’

“Yes, Goddess.”

“Areyou interested in hearing what this service will be, scholic?’
“Yes, Goddess.”

Aphrodite rises from her couch and now | do bow my head, but | can hear the rustle of her silken gown,
hear even the gentle friction of her smooth white thighs rubbing softly as she walks closer; | can smell the
perfume-and-clean-female scent of her as she stands so close. | had forgotten for amoment how tall a
goddessis, but I'm reminded of our respective heights as she towers over me, her breasts inches from my
downturned face. For an instant | must fight the urge to bury my face in the perfumed valley between
those breasts, and although | know well that thiswould by my last act before a violent death, | suspect at
this moment that it might be worth it.

Aphrodite sets her hand on my tense shoulder, touches the rough leather embroidery of the Helmet of
Death, and then moves her fingertips to my cheek. Despite my fear, | feel a powerful erection stirring,
rising, standing firm.

The goddess' s whisper, when it comes, is soft, sensual, slightly amused, and | am sure that she knows the
state | amin, expectsit as her due. She lowers her face and leans so close that | can feel the heat of her
cheek radiating against mine as she whispers two simple commands in my ear.
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“Y ou are going to spy on the other gods for me,” she says softly. And then, barely audible above the
pounding of my heart, “And when the timeisright, you are going to kill Athena.”

ding
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Conamara Chaos Central

Counting Mahnmut, there were five Galilean moravecs in the pressurized gathering chamber atop the slab
zone. The Europan construct was familiar to him—Pwyll-based prime integrator Asteague/Che—»but the
other three were more alien than krakensto the provincial Mahnmut. The Ganymedan moravec wastall,
elegant as all Ganymedans, atavistically humanoid, sheathed in black buckycarbon and staring through his
fly’s eyes; the Callistan was more Mahnmut’ s size and design—about a meter long, only vaguely
humanoid, showing synskin and even some real flesh under clear polymide coating, massing only thirty or
forty kilograms; the lonian construct was . . . impressive. A heavy-use moravec of ancient design, built to
withstand plasma torus and sulfur geysers, the 1o-based entity was at least three meterstall and six meters
long, shaped rather like aterrestrial horseshoe crab—nheavily armored, with an untidy myriad of
morphable appendages, thrusters, lenses, flagella, whip antennae, broad-spectrum sensors and facilitators.
The thing was obviously used to hard vacuum; its surface was pitted and sanded and repolished, then
repitted again so many times that it looked as pockmarked as lo itself. Here in the pressurized conference
room it used powerful source-repellers to keep from gouging the floor. Mahnmut kept his distance from
the lonian, taking a place across the communion slab fromit.

None of the others introduced themselves via either infrared or tightbeam, so Mahnmut followed suit. He
connected to nutrient umbilicals at his slab niche, sipped, and waited.

As much as he enjoyed breathing when he had the luxury of doing so, Mahnmut was surprised that the
room was pressurized to 700 millibars—especially with the nonbreathing Ganymedan and lonian in
attendance. Then A steague/Che began communicating through micro-modulation of pressure wavesin the
atmosphere—speech, Lost Age English no less—and Mahnmut realized that the room was pressurized for
privacy, not for their comfort. Sound-speech was the most secure form of communication in the Galilean
system, and even the armored, hard-vac |o worker had been retrofitted to accommodate it.

“1 want to thank each of you for interrupting your duties to come here today,” began the Pwyll prime
integrator, “especialy those who traveled from offworld to be present. | am Asteague/Che. Welcome,
Koros Il of Ganymede, Ri Po of Callisto, Mahnmut of the south polar prospect survey here on Europa,
and Orphu of 10.”

Mahnmut cycled in surprise and immediately opened a private tightbeam contact.Orphu of 10? Are you
then my longtime Shakespearean interlocutor, Orphu of 10?
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Indeed, Mahnmut. It is a pleasure to meet you in person, my friend.
How strange! What are the odds of us encountering each other in person this way, Orphu?

Not so strange, my friend. When | heard that you were going to be invited on this suicide expedition, |
insisted on being included.

Suicide expedition?

“. .. after more than fifty Jovian years without contact with the post-humans,” Asteague/Che was saying,
“some six hundred Earth years, we' ve lost track of what the pH’s are up to. It makes us nervous. It istime
to send an expedition in-system, toward the campfire, and to find out what the status of these creatures has
become and to assessif they are adirect and immediate threat to Galileans.” Asteague/Che paused a
moment. “We have reason to suspect that they are.”

The wall behind the Europan integrator had been transparent, showing the bulk of Jupiter above the starlit
icefields, but now it opaqued and then displayed the various moons and worlds moving in their stately
dance around the distant sun. The image zoomed on the Earth-Moon-rings system.

“For the last five hundred Earth years, there has been less and less activity on the modulated radio,
gravitonic, and neutrino spectrums from the post-humans’ polar and equatorial habitation rings,” said
Asteague/Che. “For the last century, none at all. On the Earth itself, only residual traces—possibly due to
robotic activity.”

“Does the small group of original humans still exist?' asked Ri Po, the small Callistan.

“Wedon't know,” said Asteague/Che. The integrator passed his hand across the allboard and an image of
Earth filled the window. Mahnmuit felt his breathing stop. Two-thirds of the planet was in sunlight. Blue
seas and a few traces of brown continents were visible under moving masses of white clouds. Mahnmut
had never seen Earth before, and the intensity of color was almost overwhelming.

“Isthisareal-timeimage?’ asked KoroslI.

“Y es. The Five Moons Consortium has constructed a small optical deep-space telescope just outside the
bow-shock front of the Jovian magnetodisk. Ri Po was involved in the project.”

“1 apologize for itslack of resolution,” said the Callistan. “It has been over a Jovian century since we've
resorted to visible light astronomy. And this project was rushed.”

“Arethere signs of the originals?’ asked Orphu of |o.
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The descendents of your Shakespeare,Orphu said on tightbeam to Mahnmut.

“Unknown,” said Asteague/Che. “The greatest resolution is just under two kilometers and we' ve seen no
sign of original-human life or artifacts, other than previously mapped ruins. There is some neutrino fax
activity, but it may be automated or residual. In truth, the humans are of no concern to us right now. The
post-humans are.”

MyShakespeare? You mean ourShakespeare! Mahnmut tightbeamed to the big lonian.

Sorry, Mahnmut. As much as | love the sonnets—and even your Bard's plays—my own concentration has
been on Proust.

Proust! That aesthete! You're joking!

Not at all. There came a rumble on the subsonic spectrum of the tightband which Mahnmut interpreted as
the lonian’ s laughter.

The integrator brought up images of some of the millions of orbital habitations moving in their stately
ring-dance around Earth. Many were white, others silver. As brilliant as they looked in the heavy light so
close to the sun, they also looked strangely cold. And empty.

“No shuttles. No evidence of ring-to-Earth neutrino faxing. And the convoy-bridge of heavy materials
being accelerated between the rings and Mars—observed as recently as twenty Jovian years ago, two
hundred forty-some Earth/pH ring years ago—is gone.”

“Y ou think the post-humans are gone?’ asked Koros I11. “Died off somehow? Or migrated?’

“We know there was a sea change in their energy use, chronoclastic, quantum, and gravitational,” said the
integrator. The unit was taller and a bit more humanoid than Mahnmut, sheathed in bright yellow surface-
shield materials. His voice was soft, calm, carefully modulated. “ Our interest now turnsto Mars.”

The image of the fourth planet filled the window.

Mahnmut’ sinterest in Mars was marginal at best, and his images of it were from the Lost Age. Thisworld
looked nothing like the photos and holos from that era.

Instead of arust-red world, this recent image of Mars revealed a blue sea covering most of the northern
hemisphere, the Valles Marinerisriver valley showing aribbon of blue many kilometers wide connecting
to that ocean. Much of the southern hemisphere remained reddish-brown, but there were also large
splotches of green. The Tharsis volcanoes still ran southwest to northeast in dark procession—one with a
visible smoke plume—but Olympus Mons now rose within twenty kilometers or so of a huge bay arcing
in from the northern ocean. White clouds clumped and grouped across the sunlit half of the image and
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bright lights glowed somewhere near Hellas Basin beyond the dark edge of the terminator. Mahnmut
could see a hurricane spiraling north of the Chryse Planitia coastline.

“They terraformed it,” Mahnmut said aloud. “ The posts terraformed Mars.”

“How long ago?’ asked Orphu of 10. None of the Galileans had any special interest in Mars—in any of
the Inner Worlds, for that matter (except for their literature)—so this could have happened any timein the
twenty-five hundred terrestrial years since the break between moravecs and humanity.

“In the last two hundred years,” said Asteague/Che. “Perhapsin the last century and a half.”

“Impossible.” Koros 11’ s statement was flat and final. “Mars could never be terraformed in so short a
time.”

“Yes, impossible,” agreed Asteague/Che. “But it was.”
“ S0 the posts migrated there,” said Orphu of lo.

Little Ri Po answered. “We think not. Resolution on our observation of Mars has been a bit better than
that of Earth. For instance, along the coastlines. . .”

The window showed an area along a twisting peninsula north of where the broad Valles Marineris
rivers—more of along inland sea, actually—emptied into a bay, flowed through an isthmus, and then
opened into the northern ocean. The image zoomed. All along the coast where the land came down to the
sea—sometimes showing red-desert hills, elsewhere green and heavily forested plains—tiny black specks
followed the shoreline. The image zoomed afinal time.

“Arethose. . . sculptures?’ asked Mahnmuit.

“ Stone heads, we think,” said Ri Po. The image shifted and the shadow of one of the blurry images
suggested a brow, anose, abold chin.

“Thisisridiculous,” said Koros IIl. “There would have to be millions of these Easter |sland heads to
border the entire northern ocean.”

“We count four million, two hundred three thousand, five hundred and nine,” said Asteague/Che. “But the
construction is incomplete. Note this photograph taken some months ago during Mars's closest
approach.”

A myriad of tiny, blurry forms pulled what might be a great stone head on rollers. The stone face was
looking skyward, its shadow-eyes staring straight into the space telescope. The tiny figures appeared to be
attached to the heads by mutliple cables, pulling them along, Mahnmut thought, like Egyptian slaves
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hauling a pyramid block.
“Human workers?’ said Orphu. “Or robots?’

“We think neither,” said Ri Po. “The size iswrong. And you notice the coloring of the figures on the
spectral analysis bands.”

“Green?’ said Mahnmut. He liked literary puzzles, not real-life ones. “ Green robots?’

“Or aspecies of small green humanoids not previously encountered,” Asteague/Che said seriously.
Orphus of 1o rumbled subsonic laughter. “LGM,” he said aloud.

[?] sent Mahnmut.

Little Green Men,Orphu of 1o sent on the common band and rumbled again.

“Why were we called here?” Mahnmut asked Asteague/Che. “What does this terraforming have to do
with us?’

The integrator returned the window to transparency. The bands of Jupiter and plains of Europan icein the
evening light looked dull and muted after all the vibrant inner-system blues and whites. “We're sending a
team to Mars to investigate this and report back,” said Asteague/Che. “Y ou’ ve been chosen. Y ou can say
‘no’ now.”

The four remained silent on all communications spectra.

“l said ‘report back,” “ continued the prime integrator, “but not necessarily ‘come back.” We have no sure
way of returning you to the Jovian system. Please signal if you would like to be replaced on this mission.”

All four remained silent.

“All right,” said the Europan integrator. “Y ou’ Il download the specifics of the expedition in afew
minutes, but let me cover the high points. We will use Mahnmut’ s submersible for the actual surveillance
on the planet. Ri Po and Orphu will map from orbit while Mahnmut and Koros I11 go to the surface.
We're especially interested in activity on and around Mons Olympos, the largest volcano. Quantum-shift
activity there has been massive and inexplicable. Mahnmut will deliver Koros 111 to the coastline, and our
Ganymedan friend will carry out reconnaissance.”

Mahnmut knew from his records and readings that Lost Age humans had signaled pending interruption by
clearing their throats. He made a throat-clearing noise. “Y ou have to excuse my stupidity, but how do we
getThe Dark Lady —my submersible—to Mars?’
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“That’ s not a stupid question,” said the integrator. “Orphu of 107

The giant armored horseshoe crab shifted on its repellors so that various black lenses looked at Mahnmui.
“It’ s been centuries since we' ve sent anything in-system. And anything delivered the old-fashioned way
would take half a Jovian year. We' ve decided to use the scissors.”

Ri Po shifted in his dlab niche. “1 thought the scissors were going to be used only for interstellar
exploration.”

“The Five Moons Consortium has decided that this takes precedence,” said Orphu of |o.

“1 presume there will be some sort of spacecraft,” said Koros I11. “Or are you going to fling us one after
the other, naked, like so many chickens fired from a trebuchet?’

Orphu’ s subsonic rumble shook the slab. He obviously liked Koros' image.

Mahnmut had to access the common net. Atrebuchet was a Lost Age human siege engine from their Level
Two civilizations—pre-steam—mechanical but much more powerful than a mere catapult, able to launch
huge boulders more than amile.

“A gpacecraft exists,” said Asteague/Che. “It has been designed to reach Marsin afew days and
configured to hold Mahnmut’ s submersible. The spacecraft has an atmospheric entry package for
Mahnmut’s subermisible—The Dark Lady.”

“Reach Marsin afew days,” repeated Ri Po. “What are the delta-v factors leaving |0’ s flux tube?’
“Just under three thousand gravities,” said the integrator. “Earthg’'s.”

Mahnmut, who had never experienced a gravity-load greater than Europa’ s less than one-seventh Earth-g,
tried to imagine 21,000 such g's. He couldn’t.

“During acceleration, the ship, includingThe Dark Lady, will be packed with gel,” said Orphu of lo.
“We'll be as comfy ascircuit chipsin agelatin mold.” It was obvious that Orphu had been involved in
planning the spacecraft and Ri Po in observing the two worlds. Koros |11 had probably had advance
warning about his command role in such an expedition. It seemed to Mahnmut that only he had been left
out of the preparation for this mission, probably because his role—drivingThe Dark Lady through the
Martian seas—was so unimportant. Perhaps, he thought, | should opt out of this expedition after all.

Proust?he tightbeamed the big lonian.

Too bad we aren’t going to Earth, my friend. We could visit Sratford-on-Avon. Buy a souvenir mug.
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It was an old joke between them, but in the present context, it seemed funny again. Mahnmut tightbeamed
a decent simulacrum of Orphu’s heavy laughter and the big construct rumbled so heavily in return that all
four of the others could hear it through the thick air.

Ri Po was not laughing. He was obviously computing. “ Such a scissors' fling would give us an initial
velocity of almost two-tenths light speed, and even after drastic magnetic scoop decel eration in-system,
we' [l have an approach velocity of about one-thousandth light speed—more than 300 kilometers per
second. We'll get to Mars quickly enough, even whileit’s on the far side of the sun asit is now. But has
anyone given any thought as to how we might slow down once we get there?’

“Yes,” said Orphu of |0, hisrumbling abating. “We' ve given that some thought.”

Even after thirty Jovian years of existence, Mahnmut had no one to say good-bye to on Europa. His
exploration partner, Urtzweil, had been destroyed in a closing lead near Pwyll Crater eighteen J-years
earlier, and Mahnmut had grown close to no other conscious entity since then.

Sixteen hours after the conference, Conamara Chaos Central ordered dedicated orbital tugsto liftThe
Dark Lady out of an open lead and boost it into orbit, where hard-vac moravecs, supervised by Orphu of
lo, tucked the submersible into the waiting Marscraft and let ancient inter-lunar induction haulers truck
the stack downhill to 0. Mahnmut and the other three expedition moravecs had briefly discussed naming
the spacecraft, but imagination failed them, the impulse faded, and from that point on they referred to it
only as “the ship.”

Like most spacecraft constructed by moravecs in the thousands of years since spacefaring began, the ship
was something less than elegant, at least by classical standards. It was one hundred and fifteen meters
long and was comprised primarily of buckycarbon girders, with wrinkled radiation-shield fabric wrapped
around module niches, semiautonomous sniffer probes, scores of antennae, sensors, and cables. This ship
was notably different from Jovian-system machines primarily because of its gleaming magnetic dipole
core and its sporty outrider deflectors. Packed away in its lumpy snout were four fusion engine bells and
the five horns of the Matloff/Fennelly scoop. A ten-meter-wide pimple on the stern held the folded boron
sail. Neither scoop nor sail would be needed until the deceleration part of the journey and the fusion
engines had nothing to do with the acceleration phase of the mission.

Mahnmut stayed insideThe Dark Lady —now packed with gel—while Koros |11 and Ri Po rode sixty
meters away in the forward control module they’ d come to call the bridge. The plan was for Ri Po to
handle all navigation chores during their brief mad-mouse ride in, while Koros |11 served as titular
commander of the expedition. The plan aso called for the Ganymedan to transfer to Mahnmut’s
submersible shortly beforeThe Dark Lady —emptied of its gel—was to be dropped into the Martian
atmosphere. Once in the oceans of Mars, Mahnmut was to serve as ataxi driver—delivering Koros |11 to
whatever landing point the commanding Ganymedan chose for his land-based spying. Koros had been
downloaded various specifics of the mission that would not concern Mahnmut.
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Orphu of 1o had installed himself in his creche on the outer shell of the ship behind the ten solenoid
toruses and in front of the sail-cable struts, and was connected to the bridge and the submersible by every
sort of voice, data, and comm link imaginable. Most of his nontechnical conversation was with Mahnmut.

I’m still most interested in your theory of the dramatic construct of the sonnets, my friend. | hope we live
long enough for you to analyze more of the cycle.

But Proust!responded Mahnmut.Why Proust when you can spend all of your existence studying
Shakespeare?

Proust was perhaps the ultimate explorer of time, memory, and perception,replied Orphu.
Mahnmut made a static sound.

The scarred lonian sent his rumble through the audio line. “I look forward to convincing you that both can
be enjoyed and learned from, Mahnmut, my friend.”

Koros II1's message came over the common line—Everyone might want to raise bandwidth on the visual
lines. We're approaching 10’ s plasma torus.

Mahnmut opened all visual feeds as requested. He preferred to watch external events through Orphu of
|0’ s lenses, but at the moment the more interesting views were from the forward ship cameras, and not
necessarily in the visible-light spectra.

They were accelerating toward the great red-and-yellow-blotched face of 10, coming at the moon from
below the plane of the ecliptic and making ready to pass over its northern pole just before flying into the
lo—Jupiter flux tube.

During the short trip in from Europa, Orphu and Ri Po had downloaded pertinent information about this
region of Jupiter space. A creature of Europa, Mahnmut had always focused primarily on sonar and some
visual-light perception within the black oceans there, but now he perceived the Jovian magnetosphere as
the loud, crowded place it was. Looking ahead on the decametric radio bandwidths, he could seel0’s
Jupiter-thick plasmatorus and, at right angles to the torus, 10’ s flux tube running like wide horns to
Jupiter’s north and south poles. Far beyond Jupiter and its moons, beyond the magnetopause, Mahnmut
could sense the bow shock turbulence crashing like great white waves on a hidden reef, could hear the
upstream Langmuir waves singing in the magnetic darkness past that reef, and could pick out the ion
acoustic waves crackling after their long voyage uphill from the sun. The sun itself was little more than a
very bright star from Jupiter space.

Now, as the ship swept up and over 1o and into the flux tube, Mahn-mut could hear the Whistler-mode
chorus and hiss that the little moon made as it plowed through its own plasmatorus, eating its own tail, as
it were. He could see the deep bands of equatorial emissions and had to tone down the decametric and
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kilometric radio roar coming from the flux tube itself. All of Galilean space was a furnace of hard
radiation and electromagnetic activity—Mahnmut had spent his whole existence with its background roar
in hisvirtual ears—but passing from torus to flux tube so close to Jupiter sent violent cascades of tortured
electrons hissing around their ship like banshees screaming to be let in a beleaguered house. It was a new
experience and Mahnmut found it a bit unnerving.

Then they were in the flux tube and Koros |11 shouted “Hang on!” before sound channels were drowned
out by the hurricane roar.

The lo plasmatorus was a giant doughnut of charged particles stirred up within the trail of sulfur dioxide,
hydrogen sulfide, and other gases | eft behind—and then accumulated again—by Orphu’ s violent home
moon. Aslo sped initsfast 1.77-day orbit around Jupiter, slicing through the gas giant’ s magnetic field
and plowing into its own plasmatorus, it created a huge electrical current between Jupiter and itself, a
double-horned cylinder of incredibly concentrated magnetic surges called the 1o flux tube. The tube
connected to Jupiter’ s north and south magnetic poles and created wild auroras there, while the horns of
the flux tube itself carried a constant current of some five megaamperes and constantly produced more
than two trillion watts of energy.

The Five Moons Consortium had decided some decades ago that two trillion watts of energy would be a
terrible thing to waste.

Mahnmut watched as 10’ s north pole flicked beneath them. Ejectafrom various sulfur

vol canoes—especially from Prometheus far south near the moon’ s equator—was being spewed 140
kilometers high and higher above the pockmarked surface, as if the violent moon was shooting at them,
trying to make them turn back before they reached the point of no return.

Too late. They were already there.

On the common forward video, Ri Po’ s superimposed navigation brackets showed their proper insertion
into the flux tube and projected alignment with the scissors. Jupiter rushed at them, rapidly filling the
view ahead like a multi-striped wall.

The physical blades of the scissors—that dual-armed, rotating, magnetic wave accelerator set within the
natural particle accelerator of 10’s flux tube—were 8,000 kilometers long, only afragment of the flux
tube’' slength of more than half amillion curving kilometers connecting the north pole of |o to the north
pole of Jupiter.

But the scissors could move. As Orphu of 1o had explained to Mahnmut, “ Angular momentum can be a
many-splendored thing, my little friend.”

The ship nestling Mahnmut’ s beloved submersible had approached 1o and the flux tube—even after full
acceleration from the ion-tugs—at a velocity of only some 24 kilometers per second, less than 86,000
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kilometers per hour. At that speed, it would take more than four hours just to traverse the flux tube
distance between 10’ s north pole and Jupiter’s, e-yearsto reach Mars. But they had no intention of
continuing on at that creeping pace.

The ship entered the crackling, roaring, twitching field of the flux tube, found the vertex of the scissors,
aligned itself with the upper blade, and then used the tube’ s own accelerator properties to hurl the
spacecraft-solenoid through the five-kilometer-wide field coils of the superconducting dipole accelerator.
As soon as the ship entered the first gate like some clumsy croquet ball passing through the first of several
thousand wickets, the blade of the accelerator-scissors began snapping open with adifferential angular
velocity nearing—and theoretically even surpassing—Ilight speed. They were riding arippling bullwhip
one second and then flicked from the tip of it the next, using as much of that two trillion watts of energy
as the scissors-accelerator could grab.

The ship—and everything in it—went from zero-g to almost 3,000-g’ s within two-point-six seconds.

Jupiter zipped toward, past, and under them in an eyeblink. Mahnmut slowed all his monitors down so
that he could appreciate their departure.

“Wheeehaw!” cried Orphu from the outer hull.

The ship and submersible strained, creaked, groaned, and whinnied from the g-force, but it was all made
of tough stuff—The Dark Ladyitself had been built to withstand several million kilograms per square
centimeter of pressure in Europa s deep seas—and so were these moravecs.

“Holy shit,” said Mahnmut, meaning to send the comment just to Orphu of |0, but managing to broadcast
to all three of his colleagues.

“Indeed,” responded Ri Po.

Jupiter’ s broiling polar lights—the brilliant auroral oval surrounding the gas giant’s north pole,
accompanied by 10’ s blazing footprint where the flux tube met atmosphere—flashed beneath them and
disappeared astern.

Ganymede, which had been amillion kilometers away across the system a few seconds before, zoomed
toward them, flicked past, and was lost to sight behind them.

“Uruk Sulcus,” said Koros I11 on the common band and for a moment Mahnmut thought the command-
moravec was choking or cursing before he noted the slightly sentimental tone to his usually cool voice
and realized that Koros must have been referring to some region on Ganymede itself—a half-glimpsed
grooved and dirty snowball flashing past—that must be home to the Ganymedan.

The tiny moon Himalia, which none of the crew had visited—nor cared to—whipped by like afirefly with
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itshair on fire.

“We' ve passed through the bow shock front,” reported Ri Po in hisflat Callistan accent. “Out of the local
pond for the first time, at least for this moravec.”

Mahnmut glanced at his screens. Ri Po’s readout reported that they were fifty-three Jupiter diameters out
now and still accelerating. Mahnmut had to check unused memory banks and see that Jupiter had a
diameter of almost 142,000 kilometers before he got a sense of their speed. The ship was arcing above the
plane of the ecliptic, but Mahnmut vaguely remembered that the plan was for the sun’ s gravity to hook
them back down toward Mars, which was on the far side of the sun at the moment. At any rate, navigation
wasn'’t his concern. His job would begin when they landed in the ocean of Mars, and sailing there seemed
simple enough—rich sunlight, warm temperatures, shallow depths with no pressure to speak of, starsto
navigate by at night, geo-positioning satellites that they’ d drop into orbit so they could navigate during the
day, almost no radiation compared to the surface on Europa. No kraken! No ice.No ice! It all seemed too
simple.

Of coursg, if the post-humans were hostile, there was a good chance that the moravecs would not survive
the trip to Mars or the atmospheric entry, and even they did, there was a high probability that they could
never return to their homes in Jupiter space, but there was nothing Mahnmut could do about any of that
now. His thoughts began to turn back to Sonnet 127.

“Everyone all right?’ asked Koros| 1.

Everyone reported in that they were fine. It took more than afew thousand gravities sitting on their
respective chests to get this crew down. Morale was high.

Ri Po began reporting some other navigational and spacefaring facts, but Mahnmut wasn't really paying
attention. He was already caught up in the gravity field of Sonnet 127, the first of the “ Dark Lady”
sonnets.

ding

38

Ardis

Daeman sept well and dreamt of women.

He found it slightly amusing, if not odd, that he dreamt of women only when he was not sleeping with
one. It was asif he required warm female flesh next to him every night, and his subconscious supplied

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (54 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]


file:///G|/rah/87998_Ilium.htm#toc

Ilium

them when his daily efforts failed. As he awoke, late, in his comfortable room at Ardis Hall, the dream
fled in fragments and tatters, but enough remained—along with usual morning erection—to bring back a
vague memory of Ada’'s body, or someone very much like Ada—warm, white-skinned, perfumed, with
full buttocks and round breasts and solid thighs. Daeman looked forward to the weekend' s coming
conqguest and had little doubt this lovely morning that he would succeed.

L ater, showered, shaved, dressed impeccably in what he considered rural casual—white-and-blue-striped
cotton trousers, wool serge vest, pastel jacket, white silk shirt and ruby cravat stone, carrying his favorite
wood walking cane and wearing black leather shoes a slight bit more sturdy than his usual formal slipper-
pumps—nhe breakfasted in the sunlit conservatory and learned, to his satisfaction, that Hannah and that
Harman person had left early that morning. “Preparing for the evening’s pour” was Ada's cryptic
explanation and Daeman did not have sufficient interest to ask for clarification. He was just glad the man
was gone.

Adadid not bring up conversational absurdities such as books or spaceships, but spent the late morning
with him, serving as guide, reacquainting him with Ardis Hall’s many wings and gabled corridors, its
elaborate wine cellars and secret passages and ancient attics. He remembered a similar tour on his first
visit there and the feckless girl-Adaleading him up arickety ladder to the rooftop jinker platform and
Daeman, aert as ever to such revelations, had half glimpsed a young man’s heaven up her hoisted skirt as
she climbed above him: he perfectly remembered the milky thighs and dark, stippled shadows there.

This morning they climbed the same ladder to the same jinker platform, but this time Ada gestured him
ahead, only smiling at his gentlemanly protests that she go first, the smile suggesting some vixen memory
of the event he had thought had gone unnoticed by her at the time.

Ardis Hall was atall manor and the jinker platform, its mahogany planks still gleaming, thrust out
between gables to an overhang sixty feet above the gravel drive where voynix stood like rusted upright
scarabs. Daeman stayed back from the unrailed edge, but Adaignored the exposure and walked right to
the brink, gazing wistfully at the long lawn and distant line of forest.

“Wouldn't you give anything to have aworking jinker?’ she said. “Even if just for afew days?’
“No. Why would |7’

Ada gestured with her long-fingered hands. “Even with just a child’ sjinker you could fly over the forest
and river, over those hills to the west, fly on for days and days away from here, away from any faxport.”

“Why would anyone want to do that?’
Adalooked at him for amoment. “Y ou’re not curious? About what' s out there?’

Daeman tapped at hisvest asif brushing away crumbs. “Don’'t be absurd, my dear. There’s nothing of
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interest out there . . . pure wilderness. . . no people. Why, everyone | know lives within afew miles of a
faxport. Besides, there areTyrannosaurus rex es out there.”

“A tyrannosaurus? In our forest?’” said Ada. “Nonsense. We' ve never seen one here. Who told you that,
cousin?’

“You did, my dear. The last time | visited, half a Twenty ago.”
Ada shook her head. “I must have been teasing you.”

Daeman thought about this, about his years of anxiety over the thought of ever visiting Ardis again, about
his tyrannosaurus nightmares over the years, and could only scowl.

Ada seemed to read his thoughts and smiled slightly. “Did you ever wonder, Cousin Daeman, why the
posts decided to keep our population at one million? Why not one million and one? Or nine hundred
thousand, nine hundred ninety-nine? Why one million?’

Daeman blinked at this, trying to see the connection in her thoughts between talk of aLost Age child’'s
jinker and dinosaurs and the human population that had been the same.. . . well . . . forever. And he didn’t
like her reminding both of them that they were cousins, since old superstitions sometimes inhibited sexual
relations between family members. “1 find that such idle speculations lead to indigestion, even on such a
beautiful day, my dear,” he said. “ Shall we return to a more felicitous topic?’

“Of course,” said Ada, blessing him with the sweetest of smiles. “Why don’t we go down and find some
of the other guests before lunch and our trip to the pour site?’

This time she went first down the ladder.

L uncheon was served outside on the northern patio by floating servitors and Daeman chatted amiably
with some of the young people—it seemed that several more guests had faxed in for the evening’s
“pour’—whatever that was to be—and after the meal, many of the guests found couches in the house or
comfortable lounge chairs on the shaded lawn in which to recline while draping their turin cloths over
their eyes. The usual time under turin was an hour, so Daeman strolled near the edge of the trees, keeping
an eye out for butterflies as he walked.

Ada joined him near the bottom of the hill. “Y ou do not use the turin, Cousin Daeman?’

“l do not,” he said, hearing that he had sounded more prissy than he had intended. “I’ ve accustomed
myself to the things after amost a decade, but | don’t indulge. Y ou also abstain, Ada, my dear?’

“Not always,” said the young woman. She was twirling a peach-colored parasol as she strolled, and the
soft light gave her pale complexion a beautiful glow. “1 check in on the events now and again, but | seem
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to be too busy to become as addicted as so many are these days.”
“Turins do seem to be ubiquitous.”

Ada paused in the shade of a giant elm with broad, low branches. She lowered and closed the parasol.
“Haveyou tried it?’

“Oh, yes. It was all the rage halfway between my Twenties. | spent some weeks enjoying the. . . excess of
it all.” He could not completely strain out the tone of distaste at the memory. “ Since then, no.”

“Do you object to the violence, cousin?’
Daeman made a neutral gesture. “| object toits. . . vicariousness.”

Adalaughed softly. “ Precisely Harman’ s reason for never indulging. Y ou two have something in
common.”

The thought of thiswas so unlikely that Daeman’ s only response was to flick away dead leaves on the
ground with the point of hiswalking stick.

Adalooked up at the sun rather than calling up atime function on her palm. “They will be rousing
themselves soon. ‘ One hour under the cloth equals eight hours of turgid experience.” “

“Ah,” said Daeman, wondering if her use of the cliché had been in the form of a double entendre. Her
expression, always pleasant but bordering on the mischievous, gave no clue. “ This pour thing—will it last
long?’

“It’s scheduled to go most of the night.”

Daeman blinked in surprise. “ Surely we're not bivouacking down at the river or wherever this event isto
be staged?’ He wondered if slegping out under the stars and rings would improve his chances of spending
the night with this young woman.

“There will be provisions for those who want to stay all night at the pour site,” said Ada. “Hannah
promises that this will be quite spectacular. But most of uswill come back up to the manor sometime after
midnight.”

“Will there be wine and other drinks at the . .. ah . . . pour?’ asked Daeman.

“Most assuredly.”
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It was Daeman’ s turn to smile. Let the others stay for this spectacle, he would keep pouring Ada drinks
through the evening, follow up on her “turgid” line of suggestive conversation, accompany her home
(with luck and proper planning, just the two of them in asmall carriole), pour the full force of his not-
inconsiderable powers of attention upon her—and, with only an added bit of additional luck, this night he
would not have to dream of women.

By late afternoon, the twenty or so guests at the manor—some babbling about the day’ s turin-experienced
events, going on and on about Menelaus being shot by a poisoned arrow or somesuch nonsense—were
gathered together by helpful servitors and everyone departed for the “pour site” in a caravan of droshkies
and carrioles. Voynix pulled the vehicles while other voynix trotted alongside as security,
athough—Daeman thought—if there were no tyrannosauruses in the woods, he failed to see areason for
security.

He had maneuvered to be in the lead carriole with their hostess, and Ada pointed out interesting trees,
glens, and streams as they rumbled and hummed two or more miles down the dirt path toward the river.
Daeman took up more room on their side of the red leather bench than he had to even given his pleasant
plumpness, and was rewarded with the feel of Ada’sthigh alongside his for the duration of the voyage.

Their destination, he saw as they came out on the limestone ridge above the river valley, was not theriver,
exactly, but atributary to the main channel, aliteral backwater some hundred yards across, where erosion
and flooding had created a wide shelf of sand—a sort of beach—on which atall, rickety structure of logs,
branches, ladders, troughs, ramps, and stairways had been constructed. It looked like a crude gallows to
Daeman, athough he had never seen an actual gallows, of course. Torches rose from the shallow tributary
and the rickety contraption itself stood half on sand and half over water. A hundred yards out, blocking
this channel from the actual river was a narrow island—overgrown with cycads and horsehair
ferns—from which birds and small flying reptiles exploded into flight with a maximum of cries and
frenzied flapping. Daeman wondered idly if there were butterflieson theisle.

On agrassy area above the beach, colorful silken tents, lounge chairs, and long tables of food had been set
up. Servitors floated to and fro, sometimes bobbing above the heads of the arriving guests.

Walking behind Adafrom the carriole, Daeman recognized some of the workers on the strange
scaffolding: Hannah at the apex, tying on more structural elements, ared bandanatied around her head;
the demented man, Harman, shirtless, sweating, showing bizarrely tanned skin, was stoking a contained
fire twenty feet below Hannah; other young people, presumably friends of Hannah's and Ada’s, shuttled
back and forth up the wooden ramps and ladders, carrying heavy loads of sand and extra branches for
construction and round stones. A raging fire burned in the clay core of the structure and sparks rose into
the early evening sky. All of the workers' actions appeared purposeful, even though Daeman could see no
possible purpose to the tall stack of sticks and troughs and clay and sand and flame.

A servitor floated by and offered him a drink. Daeman accepted and went off in search of alounge chair
in the shade.
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“Thisisthe cupola,” Hannah explained to the assembled guests later that evening. “We' ve been working
on it for about aweek, floating materials down the river in canoes. Cutting and bending branchesto fit.”

It was after afine dinner. Sunlight still illuminated the high hills on the near side of the river, but the
valley itself was in the shadows and both rings were glowing bright in the darkening sky. Sparks |eaped
and floated toward the rings and the puff of bellows and roar of furnace were very loud. Daeman took
another drink, his eight or tenth of the evening, and lifted a second one for Ada, who shook her head and
turned her attention back to Hannah.

“We' ve woven wood into a basket shape and coated the center of the furnace—the well—with refractory
clay. We made this by shovel, mixing dry sand, bentonite, and some water. Then we rolled the claylike
goop into balls, wrapped them in wet ferns and leaves to keep them from drying out, and lined the furnace
well with the stuff. That’s what keeps the whole wooden cupola structure from catching fire.”

Daeman had no idea what the woman was going on about. Why build a big, gawky structure of wood and
then set afire at its center if you don’t want the thing to burn down? This place was an asylum.

“Mostly,” continued Hannah, “we’ ve spent the last few days feeding the fire while putting out all the little
fires the cupolafurnace started. That’ s why we built this thing near the river.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Daeman and went in search of another drink while Hannah and her friends—even
the insufferable Harman—droned on, using nonsensical terms such as “coke bed,” “wind belt,” “tuyere”
(which Hannah was explaining meant some little air entrance on their clay-lined furnace, near which the
young woman named Emme kept working the wheezing bellows) and “melting zone” and “molding sand”
and “taphole” and “dag hole.” It all sounded barbarous and vaguely obscene to Daeman.

“And now it'stimeto seeif it works,” announced Hannah, her voice revealing both exhaustion and
exaltation.

Suddenly the guests had to stand back on the sandy river’s edge, Daeman retreating to the grassy sward
near the tables, as all the young people—and that damnable Harman—Ieaped into a frenzy of action.
Sparks flew higher. Hannah ran to the top of the so-called cupola while Harman peered into the clay-
furnace-contained flames below and shouted for this and that. Emme worked the bellows until she fell
over, and was relieved by the thin man named L oes. Daeman half listened to Ada breathlessly explaining
even more details to huddled friends. He caught phrases like “blast pipe’ and “blast gate” and “chilled
slag” (even though the flames were raging hotter and higher than every before) and “blast pressure.”
Daeman moved another fifteen or twenty feet further back.

“Tapping temp of twenty-three hundred degrees!” Harman shouted up to Hannah. The thin woman wiped
sweat from her brow, made some adjustment to the cupola far above, and nodded. Daeman stirred his
drink and wondered how long it would be before he could get Ada alone in acarriole on the way back to
Ardis Hall.
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Suddenly there was a commotion that made Daeman look up from his drink, sure that he would see the
whole structure in flames, Hannah and Harman burning like straw figures. Not quite. While Hannahwas
using a blanket to swat out flames on the ladder below the top of the cupola—waving away helpful
servitors and even a voynix that had come in close to protect the humans from harm—Harman and two
others had finished poking inside the fiery furnace and had just opened a“taphole,” allowing what looked
to be yellow lavato flow down wooden troughs to the beach.

Some of the guests surged forward, but Hannah' s shouts and the radiating heat from the flow of liquid
metal forced them back.

The crudely carved and lined troughs smoked but did not burst into flame as the yellow-red metal flowed
sluggishly from the cupola structure, past the ladders, spilling the last foot or two into a cross-shaped
mold set in the sand.

Hannah rushed down a ladder and helped Harman seal off the taphole. They both peered through a
peephole into the furnace, did something to—Ada was explaining to a guest—the “slag hole” (different
from the taphole, Daeman vaguely noticed) and then the young woman and the older man—soon to be a
dead older man, Daeman thought cruelly—Ileaped from the cupola structure onto the sand and rushed over
to look at the mold.

More guests surged down the beach. Daeman wandered down, setting his drink on a passing servitor’s
tray.

The air was very cool down here by the river, but the heat from the red-glowing mold in the sand struck
Daeman’sfacelike afiery fist.

The molten stuff was congealing into ared and gray cross-shaped mass.
“What isit?’ Daeman asked loudly. “Some sort of religious symbol ?”

“No,” said Hannah. She took off her bandana and wiped her sweaty, soot-streaked face. She was smiling
like acrazy person. “It’sthefirst bronze cast in . . . what, Harman? A thousand years?’

“Probably three times that long,” the older man said quietly.
The guests muttered and applauded.
Daeman laughed. “What good isit?’ he asked.

Harman looked up at him. “Of what good is a newborn baby?’ said the sweating, bare-chested man.
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“Precisely my point,” said Daeman. “Loud, demanding, smelly . . . useless.”

The othersignored him as Ada gave Hannah, Harman, and the other workers hugs, just asif they'd
actually done something of worth. Guests milled. Harman and Hannah climbed ladders and started
fussing, peering through peepholes and poking into the furnace with metal bars as if there was to be more
of thislava production. Evidently, thought Daeman, this pyrotechnics show was to continue into the night.

Suddenly needing to urinate, Daeman wandered up past the tables, considered the tent-covered rest room
pavilion, and decided—in the spirit of all this pagan nonsense—to respond to this call of nature al fresco.
He climbed above the grassy shelf toward the dark line of trees, following a monarch butterfly that had
fluttered past him. There was nothing unusual at seeing a monarch, but it was late in the day and season
for it to be out and flying. He walked past the last voynix and moved under the high branches of elms and
cycads.

Somebody, possibly Ada, shouted something from the river’s edge a hundred feet away, but Daeman had
aready unbuttoned his trousers and did not want to act the cad. Instead of turning back to respond, he
moved another twenty feet or so into the concealing darkness of the forest. This would just take a minute.

“Ahhh,” he said, still watching the butterfly’ s orange wings ten feet above him as the patter of hisurine
fell on adark tree trunk.

The huge alosaurus, thirty feet long from snout to tail, pounded out of the darkness at twenty miles per
hour, ducking under branches asit lunged.

Daeman had time to scream but chose to tuck himself back into his trousers rather than turn and run while
thus exposed. For al hislechery, Daeman was a modest man. He raised his heavy wooden walking stick
to fight off the beast.

The allosaurus took the cane and arm both, ripping the arm free at the shoulder. Daeman screamed again
and pirouetted in afountain of his own blood.

The allosaurus knocked him down and ripped his other arm off—tossing it into the air and catching it like
amorsel—and then proceeded to hold Daeman’s armless but still thrashing torso down with one massive
clawed foot until ready to lower its terrible head again. Casually, ailmost playfully, the monster bit
Daeman in half, swallowing his head and upper torso whole. Ribs and spinal column crunched and
disappeared into the thing’s maw. Then the allosaurus gobbled the man’ s legs and lower body, flinging
pieces of flesh around like a dog with arat.

The fax buzz started then, even as two voynix rushed up and killed the dinosaur.

“Oh, my God,” cried Ada, stopping at the edge of the trees as the voynix finished their bloody rendering.
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“What amess,” said Harman. He waved the other guests back. “Didn’t you warn him to stay inside the
voynix perimeter down here? Didn’'t you tell him about the dinosaurs?’

“He asked about tyrannosauruses,” Ada said, her hand still over her mouth. “I told him there weren’'t any
around here.”

“Well, that’ s true enough,” said Harman.

Behind them, the crucible continued to roar and shoot sparks into the darkening sky.

ding

9

llium and Olympos

Aphrodite has turned me into a spy, and | know the punishment we mortals have always dealt out to spies.
| can only imagine what the gods will do to me. On second thought, I’ d rather not.

This morning, the day after | became a secret agent for the Goddess of Love, Athena quantum teleports
herself down from Olympos and morphsinto a Trojan, the spearman Laodocus. Obeying Zeus's
command that the warriors of 1lium should be made to break the current truce, she seeks out the archer
Pandarus, son of Lycaon.

Using the cloaking Hades Helmet and private teleportation medallion that my Muse gave me, | QT after
Athena, then morph into a Trojan captain named Echepolus, and follow the disguised goddess.

Why did | choose Echepolus? Why is this minor captain’s name familiar to me?l realize then that
Echepolus has only hoursto live; that if Athenais successful in using Laodocus to break the peace, this
Trojan—at least according to Homer—is going to get an Argive spear through his skull.

WEell, Mr. Echepolus can have his body and identity back before that happens.

In Homer’ slliad, this breaking of the truce occurred just after Aphrodite had spirited Paris away from his
one-on-one battle with Menelaus, but here in the reality ofthis Trojan War, that non-confrontation
between Menelaus and Paris had happened years ago. This truce is a more mundane thing—some of King
Priam’ s representatives meeting with some of the Achaeans' heralds, both sides working out some abtruse
agreement about time off from the fighting for festivals or funerals or somesuch. If you ask me, one of the
reasons this siege has dragged out for almost a decade is al this time off from the fighting; the Greeks and
Trojans have as many religious celebrations as our Twenty-first Century Hindus had and as many secular
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holidays as an American postal worker. One wonders how they ever manage to kill each other amidst all
this feasting and sacrificing to the gods and ten-day-funeral celebrations.

What fascinates me now, so soon after | vowed to rebel against the gods' will (only to find myself much
more of apawn to their will than ever before), is the question of how quickly and how sharply real events
in thiswar can swerve from the details of Homer’ stale. Disparities in the past—the sequence of the
Gathering of the Armies, for instance, or the timing of Paris's aborted battle with Menelaus—have all
been minor discrepancies, easily explained by Homer’ s need to include certain past eventsin the short
span of the poem set in the tenth year of the war. But what if eventsreally take a different course? What if
| were to walk up to—say—Agamemnon this morning and stick this spear (poor doomed Echepolus
Spear, to be sure, but still aworking spear) through the king’ s heart? The gods can do many things, but
they can’t return dead mortalsto life. (Or dead gods either, as oxymoronic as that sounds.)

Who are you, Hockenberry, to thwart Fate and defy the will of the gods?queries a craven, professorial
little pissant voice that | listened to and followed most of my redl life.

| am me, Thomas Hockenberrycomes the reply from the contemporary me, as fragmented as heis,and
right now I’ mfed up with these power-addled thugs who call themselves gods.

Now, in my role as spy rather than scholic, | stand close enough to hear the dialogue between
Athena—morphed as Laodocus—and that buffoon (but fine archer) Pandarus. Speaking as one Trojan
warrior to another, Athena/LLaodocus appeal s to the idiot’ s vanity, tells him that Prince Paris will shower
him with giftsif he kills Menelaus, and even compares him to the ultimate archer—A pollo—if he has the
skill to bring off this shot.

Pandarus falls for the ruse hook, line, and sinker—" Athena fired the fool’ s heart within him” was the way
one fine trandator described this moment—and has some of his pals hide him from view with their
shields while he prepares his long bow and chooses the perfect arrow for this assassination. For centuries,
scholics—Iliadscholars—have argued the issue of whether or not the Greeks and Trojans used poison on
their arrows. Most scholics, myself included, argued the negative—such behavior ssmply did not seem to
meet these heroes' high standards of honor in battle. We were wrong. They sometimes do use poison. And
alethal, fast-acting poison it is. This explains why so many of the wounds listed in thelliad were so
quickly fatal.

Pandarus letsfly. It' sabrilliant shot. | track the arrow asit flies hundreds of yards, arcing and then
hurtling directly toward Agamemnon’s redheaded brother. The shaft will skewer Menelaus as he stands at
the forefront of hisfighters watching the heralds jabbering away in no-man’s-land. That is, it will skewer
him if no Greek-friendly god intervenes.

One does. With my enhanced vision, | see Athena abandon Laodocus' body and QT to Menelaus' side.
The goddess is playing a double game here—tricking the Trojans into breaking the truce and then rushing
to make sure that one of her favorites, Menelaus, is not actually killed. Cloaked head to toe, invisible to
friend and foe but visible to this scholic, she slaps the arrow aside the way a mother flicks afly from her
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sleeping son. (I think | stole that imagery, but it’s been so long since | actuallyread thelliad, in tranglation
or the original, that | can’t be sure.)

Still, despite her protective and deflective slap, the arrow hits home. Menelaus shouts in pain and goes
down, the arrow protruding from his midsection, just above the groin. Has Athenafailed?

Confusion ensues. Priam’s heralds flee back behind the Trojan lines and the Achaean negotiators scurry
back behind the protection of Greek shields. Agamemnon, who has been using the truce time to inspect
his troops lined up row upon row (perhaps the inspection is timed to show hisleadership this first
morning after Achilles mutiny), arrives to find his brother writhing on the ground, captains and
lieutenants huddled around him.

| aim a short baton. Although the baton looks like the kind of swagger stick aminor Trojan commander
might carry, thisis not Captain Echepolus’ property; it is mine, standard issue for us scholics. The baton
Is actually ataser and a shotgun microphone, picking out and amplifying sound from as much as two
miles away, feeding the pickup to the hearplugs | wear whenever I'm on the plains of 1lium.

Agamemnon is giving his dying brother one hell of aeulogy. | see him cradle Menelaus head and
shouldersin his arms and hear him go on about the terrrible vengeance he—A gamemnon—will wreak on
the Trojans for the murder of noble Menelaus, after which he laments about how the Achaeans
will—despite Agamemnon’ s bloody vengeance—Iose heart, give up the war, and take their black ships
home after Menelaus dies. After all, what’ s the use of rescuing Helen if her cuckolded husband is dead?
Holding his moaning brother, Agamemnon plays the prophet—*But the plowlands here in Priam will feed
your flesh to the worms and rot your bones, O My Brother, as you lie dead before the unbreached walls of
Troy, your mission failed.” Cheery stuff. Just the kind of thing a dying man wants to hear.

“Wait, wait, wait,” grunts Menelaus through gritted teeth. “Don’t bury me so fast, big brother. The
arrowhead’ s not lodged in amortal spot. See? It penetrated my bronze war-belt and got me in the love
handle I’ ve been meaning to lose, not in the balls or belly.”

“Ahh, yes,” says Agamemnon, frowning at the wound where the arrow has only lightly penetrated. He
almost, not quite, sounds disappointed. The whole eulogy is moot now and it sounded asif he'd worked
on it for awhile.

“But the arrowis poisoned,” gasps Menelaus as if trying to cheer his brother up. Menelaus' sred hair is
matted with sweat and grass, his golden helmet having rolled away when he fell.

Standing, dropping his brother’s shoulders and head so quickly that Menelaus would have crashed back to
the ground if his captains had not caught him, Agamemnon shouts for Talthybius, his herald, and orders
the man to find Machaon, Asclepius’ son, Agamemnon’s own doctor and a damned good one, too, since
Machaon is supposed to have learned his craft from Chiron, the friendly centaur.
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Now it looks like any battlefield from any age—a fallen man screaming and cursing and crying as the
pain beginsto flow through the initial shock of injury, friends on one knee gathered around, helpless,
useless, then the medic and his assistants arriving, giving orders, pulling the barbed bronze head out of
ripping flesh, sucking out poison, packing clean dressings on the wound even while Menelaus continues
to scream like the proverbial stuck pig.

Agamemnon leaves his brother to Machaon’s ministrations and goes off to rouse his men to combat,
although the Achaeans—even without Achillesin their ranks today—seem hung over and angry and surly
and in little need of arousing to get them to fight.

Within twenty minutes of Pandarus' s ill-conceived arrow shot, the truce is over and the Greeks attack
Trojan lines along a two-mile stretch of dust and blood.

It’ s time for me to get out of Echepolus body before the poor son of abitch catches a spear in the
forehead.

| don’t remember much of my real life on Earth. | don’t remember if | was married, if | had children,
where | lived—except for murky images of a book-lined study where | read my books and prepared my
lectures—nor all that much about the university | taught at in Indiana, except images of stone and brick
buildings on a hill with awonderful view to the east. One of the odd things about being a scholic is that
fragments of non-scholic-essential memories do return after months and years, which may be one of the
reasons the gods don’'t allow us to live that long. | am the oldest exception.

But | remember classes and my students' faces, my lectures, some discussions around an oval table. |
remember afresh-faced young woman asking, “But why did the Trojan War go on so long?’ | also
remember being tempted to point out to her that she had been raised in an era of fast food and fast
wars—McDonald’ s and the Gulf War, Arby’s and the war on terrorism—~but that in ancient days, the
Greeks and their foes would no more think of hurrying awar than of rushing through a fine meal.

Instead of insulting my students’ attention spans, | explained to the class how these heroes had welcomed
battle—how one of their words for combat wascharme, which came from the same root ascharo
—*“rgjoice.” | read to them a scene in which two warriors facing one another were described ascharmel
gethosunoi —“rejoicing in battle.” | explained the Greek concept ofaristeia —warrior-to-warrior or small-
group combat in which an individual can show his valor—and how important it was to these ancients and
how the larger battle would often pause so that the soldiers on each side could witness such examples
ofaristeia .

“So like, you mean, like,” stammered one fresh-faced female student, her brain running in place, her
stammer illustrating that irritating speech and thought defect that spread like a virus among young
Americans during the end of the Twentieth Century, “like the war would have, like, been over alot sooner
iIf they hadn’t kept, like, stopping for this ariste-whatchamacallit?’
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“Precisely,” | had said with asigh, looking at the old Hamilton clock on the wall in the hope of
deliverance.

But now, after more than nine years watchingaristeia in action, | can say in certainty that these one-on-
one combats so beloved by both Trojans and Argivesare one of the reasons for this prolonged, endless,
slow-as-molasses siege. And like even the most sophisticated Middle American traveling too long in
France, one of my urges now was to get back to fast food—or, in this case, fast war. A little bombing, a
little airborne invasion, bim, bang, thank you ma am, home to Penel ope.

But not this day.
Echepolusisthefirst Trojan captain to die in the Achaean attack.

Perhaps it is because the man is still groggy and disoriented after my borrowing of his body, but as his
group of Trojan fighters closes with a Greek group led by Nestor’s son Antilochus, a good friend of
Achilles, poor Echepolusis slow to raise hislong spear, so Antilochus thrusts first. The bronze spearpoint
hits Echepolus horsehair helmet right at the ridge and drives down through his skull, popping one eye out
and driving the man’s brains out between his teeth. Echepolus goes down, as Homer likesto say, likea
toppled tower.

Now begins adynamic I’ ve seen al too often, but which never ceases to fascinate me. The Greeks and
Trojans fight for reasons of honor first, it istrue, but booty comesin a close second. These men are
professiona warriors; killing is their work and plunder istheir pay. A large part of both honor and plunder
Isthe elaborate, beautifully tooled armor—shield, breastplate, greaves, war belt—of their fallen foes.
Capturing an enemy’s gear is the heroic Greek equivalent of a Sioux warrior’s counting coup on an
opponent, and much more lucrative. At the very least, a captain’s protective gear is made of precious
bronze, and—for the more important officers—it is often hammered out of gold and decorated with
jewels.

And thus the fight begins for dead Captain Echepolus’ gear.

An Achaean commander named Elephenor rushesin, grabs Echepolus’ ankles, and begins dragging the
gory corpse back through the melee of spears and swords and crashing shields. I’ ve seen Elephenor
around the Achaean camp over the years, watched him fight in lesser skirmishes, and | have to say that
the man’ s name suits him—~he’ s huge, with gigantic shoulders, powerful arms, heavy thighs—not the
sharpest knife in Agamemnon’s drawer of fighters, but a big, strong, brave and useful brawler. Thus
Elephenor, Chalcodon’s son, thirty-eight years old this past June, commander of the Abantes and Lord of
Euboea, drags Echepolus’ corpse behind the screen of thrusting Achaean attackers and begins stripping
the body.

Then Agenor—a Trojan fighter, son of Antenor, father of Echeclus (both of whom I’ ve seen on the streets
of Ilium)—sdlips between the battling Achaeans and catches sight of Elephenor’ s exposed ribs as the big
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man bends low beneath the protection of his shield to finish stripping Echepolus’ corpse. Agenor leaps
forward and stabs his spear into Elephenor’ s side, splintering ribs and pulping the big man’s heart into a
shapel ess mass. Elephenor vomits blood and collapses. More Trojan fighters surge forward, beating off
the Achaean attack, as Agenor rips his spear free and begins to strip Elephenor ofhis war belt and sheaves
and chestplate. Other Trojans drag Echepolus near-nude body back toward Trojan lines.

The fighting begins to swirl around these fallen men. The Achaean called Ajax—Big Ajax, the so-called
Telemonian Ajax from Salamis, not to be confused with Little Ajax, who commands the

L ocrisians—hacks his way forward, sheaths his sword, and uses his spear to cut down avery young
Trojan named Simoisius, who has come forward to cover Agenor’ s retreat.

Just aweek earlier, in the walled safety of 1lium’'s quiet parks, while morphed as the Trojan Sthenelus, |
had drunk wine and swapped ribald stories with Simoisius. The sixteen-year-old boy—never wed, never
even bedded by a woman—nhad told me about how his father, Anthemion, had named him after the Simois
River, which runs right next to their modest home a mile from the walls of the city. Simoisius had not yet
turned six when the black ships of the Achaeans had first appeared on the horizon and, until afew weeks
ago, hisfather had refused to allow the sensitive boy to join the army outside Ilium’swalls. Simoisius
admitted to me that he was terrified of dying—not so much of death itself, he said, but of dying before he
ever touched awoman’s breast or felt what it was like to bein love.

Now Big Ajax lets out a cry and thrusts his spear forward—batting aside Simoisius’ shield and striking
the boy’ s chest above the right nipple, shattering his shoulder and running the bronze point through and
out until it protrudes afoot beyond the boy’ s mangled back. Simoisius staggers to his knees and staresin
astonishment—first at Ajax and then at the spear protruding from his chest. Big Ajax sets his sandaled
foot on Simoisius' face and rips the spear free, allowing the boy’ s body to fall facefirst into the blood-
dampened dust. Big Ajax pounds his chestplate and roars for his men to follow him.

A Trojan named Antiphus, standing not more than twenty-five feet away, hurls his spear at Big Ajax. The
spear misses its target but strikes an Achaean named Leucus in the groin even as Leucus is busy helping
Odysseus haul off the corpse of another Trojan captain. The spear passes through Leucus' groin and
comes out his anus, thetip trailing curls of gray and red colon and intestine. Leucus falls on the Trojan
captain’s corpse but lives another terrible moment, writhing, grasping the spear and trying to pull it from
his groin but only succeeding in spilling more of his bowelsinto hisown lap. All the time heistugging at
the spear, Leucusis also screaming and tugging at his friend Odysseus’ bloody arm.

Leucus dies at last, his eyes glazing over, one hand still tight around Antiphus' spear and the other still
clinging to Odysseus wrist. Odysseus breaks the dead man’ s grip and whirls around, dark eyes blazing
under the rim of his bronze helmet, seeking out a target—any target. Odysseus hurls his spear and rushes
after it. More Achaeans follow him into the gap he creates in the Trojan lines.

Odysseus' first spearshot kills Democoon, a bastard son of Ilium’s King Priam. | was in the city nine
years ago on the morning Democoon arrived to help defend Priam’ s [lium. It was common knowledge
that Priam had put the young man in charge of hisfamed racing stablesin Abydos, a city northeast of
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Troy on the southern shore of the Hellespont, to keep him out of sight of Priam’ s wife and legitimate
sons. The horses stabled in Abydos were the fastest and finest in the world, and it was said that
Democoon considered it an honor to be named stablemaster at so young an age. Now that young Trojan is
in the act of turning his head toward Odysseus’ maddened war cry when the bronze spearpoint hits him in
his left temple and passes through and out his right temple, knocking him off his feet and pinning his
shattered skull to the side of an overturned chariot. Democoon literally never knew what hit him.

The Trojans are retreating al aong the line now, falling back before the fury of Odysseus and Big Ajax,
trying to haul their noble dead when possible, abandoning them when not.

Hector, Ilium’s greatest fighter and most honest man, leaps off his command chariot and wades into the
retreat, trying to bring his spear and sword to bear, urging the Trojans to hold fast, but the Achaean attack
IStoo strong at this salient, and even Hector gives ground, al the while urging the men to discipline. The
Trojans fight and hack and cast spears as they retreat.

Morphed as aminor Trojan spearman, | fall back faster than most, staying out of spear range, not afraid to
be a coward. Earlier, | had cloaked myself from mortal view and started to move forward to where | could
see Athena behind Achaean lines—soon joined by Hera, both goddesses invisible to men—but the
fighting had erupted too quickly and escalated too fiercely, so I’ d left the front lines after Echepolus fell,
trusting to my enhanced vision and shotgun microphone to keep me in touch with events.

Suddenly everything freezes. The air thickens. Spears stop in midair, blood ceases to flow. Men seconds
away from dying get areprieve they will never know about as all sound ceases, al motion stops.

The gods are playing games with time again.

Apollo arrivesfirst, his chariot QTing into existence not far from Hector. Then the war god Ares flicks
into sight, talks to Athena and Hera an angry minute, and uses his own chariot to fly over the battle lines,
landing near Apollo. Aphrodite joins them, glancing my way—to where | pretend to be frozen in place
like the other mortals—for only an instant before smiling and talking to her two Trojan-loving allies, Ares
and Apollo. | watch her out of the corner of my eye as the goddess stands there, pointing and gesturing
toward the battlefield like a big-breasted George Patton.

The gods are here to fight.

Apollo raises his hand, sound crashes in, time begins again like a tsunami of dust and motion, and the
killing resumes in earnest.

ding

10
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Paris Crater

Ada, Harman, and Hannah waited the two days usually observed as a minimum decent interval after a
firmary visit, and then faxed to Paris Crater to find Daeman. It was late and dark and chilly there
and—they discovered as soon they stepped out from under the Guarded Lion faxnode roof—raining.
Harman found them a covered barouche and a voynix pulled them northwest along a dried riverbed filled
with white skulls, past miles of tumbledown buildings.

“1’ve never been to Paris Crater,” said Hannah. The young woman, just two months shy of her First
Twenty, did not like big cities. PC was one of the most populated faxnodes on Earth, with some 25,000
semipermanent residents.

“It'sone reason | faxed us to the Guarded Lion node rather than a port called Invalid Hotel that’s closer to
where Daeman lives on the rim,” said Ada. “ Everything about thistown is ancient. It’s worth taking one’'s
time to look around.”

Hannah nodded, but doubtfully. The row upon row of stone and steel buildings, most sheathed in shiny
everplas, looked empty and dark and cheaply dlick in the rain. Servitors and glow globes floated
purposefully here and there down the dark streets, voynix stood silent and still on corners, but very few
humans were visible. Then again, as Harman pointed out, it was after 10 p.m. Even a city as cosmopolitan
as Paris Crater had to sleep.

“That’ sinteresting,” said Hannah, pointing to the structure rising a thousand feet above the city.

Harman nodded. “It's early Lost Age. Some say it’s as old as Paris Crater, maybe even as old as the city
that was here before the crater. I1t's a symbol of the city and the people who built it long ago.”

“Interesting,” Hannah said again. A thousand feet tall, the rough representation of a naked woman
appeared to be made of some clear polymer. The head was sometimes obstructed by low clouds, then
briefly visible, and Hannah could see that the face was featurel ess except for a gaping grin between red
lips. Black coiled springs fifty feet long spiraled like curls from the spherical head. The legs were spread
wide, feet hidden from view behind the dark buildings to the west, but the thighs bunched as thick and
wide as Ardis Hall. The breasts were huge, globular, absurd, alternately filling and emptying with
broiling, photoluminescent red liquid, levels now rising, now filling, now waterfalling down the insides of
the belly and legs, then sometimes rising again all the way to the raised arms and smiling face. The light
from the glowing belly and breasts and massive buttocks painted the tops of taller structures around the
crater aruby red.

“What’sit called?’ she asked.

“La putain enormé,” said Ada.

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (69 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]



Ilium

“What does it mean?’

“No one knows,” said Harman. He instructed the voynix to turn left onto arickety bridge and they clip-
clopped onto what had once been an island when water flowed in the river of dry skulls, toward the ruins
of a building that once must have been quite large. Now a low dome glowing with a purple light sat inside
the tumbled walls like a strange egg in a nest of scattered stones.

“Wait here,” Harman told the voynix and led the two women through the overgrown ruins and into the
translucent dome.

A slab of white stone about four feet high sat in the center of the space. There were gutters at the base of
the dab and drains in the stone floor. Behind and above the dab rose a crude statue of a naked man carved
from the same white rock. The man held a bow and a notched arrow.

“Thisismarble,” said Hannah, running her hand over the surface of the block. She knew stone. “What is
this place?’

“A temple to Apollo,” said Harman.

“I’ve heard of these new temples,” said Ada, “but I’ ve never seen one before. | thought it was rare—afew
atarsin the forest done as a gag, that sort of thing.”

“There are temples like this all over Paris Crater and in the other big cities,” said Harman. “Templesto
Athena, Zeus, Ares. . . dl thegodsin theturin tale.”

“Thedrains and gutters. . .” began Hannah.
“To drain the blood of the animals sacrificed,” said Harman. “Mostly sheep and cattle.”

Hannah stepped back from the slab and crossed her arms over her chest. “ The people wouldn't . . . kill the
animals?’

“No,” said Harman. “They have the voynix do that. So far.”

Ada stood at the open doorway. Rain dripped down the glowing portal, turning it into a purple-tinted
waterfall. “What was this place . . . before? The ruins?’

“I"m pretty sureit wasaLost Agetemple,” said Harman.

“To Apollo?’ Hannah's body was rigid, her arms folded tight against her body.
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“l don’t think so. In the rubble here are bits and pieces of statuary—not gods, not people, not voynix . . .
not quite.. . . demons, | think. An old word for them was ‘ gargoyle’—but I’ m not sure what they signify.”

“Let’sget out of here,” said Ada.

Across theriver of skulls and west again toward the crater, the broad boulevards ended where the Lost
Age buildings became crowned with newer, taller structures—some very new, probably less than a
thousand years old—arising latticework of black buckylace and rain-glistening bamboo-three. Hannah
called up afunction to find Daeman, and the rectangle of light floating above her left palm glowed now
amber, now red, then green again as they took stairways and lifts from street level to mezzanine level,
from mezzanine level to the hanging esplanade fifteen stories above the old rooftops, then up from
esplanade level to the residential stacks. Hannah paused at the esplanade rail to look down, mesmerized as
most first-time viewers are as they stare into the unblinking red eye miles and miles below in the
bottomless black circle of the crater; Ada had to pull her away with a hand on Hannah’s elbow and lead
her to the next lift and stairway.

Surprisingly, it was a person, not a servitor, who answered the door at Daeman’s domi. Adaintroduced
her group, and the woman, who looked to be in her mid-forties as al three and four Twenties did,
identified herself as Marina, Daeman’s mother. She led the way down warmly painted hallways and up
interior staircases and through common rooms to the private areas on the crater-side of the domi complex.

“The servitor brought the message you were coming, of course,” said Marina, pausing outside a
beautifully carved mahogany door, “but | haven't told Daeman. Heisstill . . . perturbed . . . by the
accident.”

Harman said, “But he doesn’t remember it?’

“Oh, no, of course not,” said Marina. She was an attractive woman and Ada could see the resemblance to
her son in her red hair and pleasantly stocky build. “But you know what they say about such things. . . the
cells remember.”

But they’' re not the same cells,thought Ada. She said nothing.

“Will it upset Daeman to see us?’ asked Hannah. To Ada's ear, the young woman sounded more curious
than concerned.

Marina made a graceful shrugging motion with her hand, as if to say “We shall see.” She knocked on the
door and opened it when Daeman’s muffled voice bid them enter.

The room was large and draped with richly colored fabrics, floating silk tapestries, and lace curtains
around Daeman’ s sleeping area, but the far wall was all glass opening onto a private porch. Lampsin the
large room were set low, but the brightly lighted city’ s edge beyond the balcony curved away on both
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sides, and more constellations of lanterns, glow globes, and soft electric lights were visible half amile
away across the dark crater. Daeman was sitting in anesting chair by the rain-streaked window, staring
out asif pondering the lights. He blinked at the sight of Ada, Harman, and Hannah, but then waved them
over to the circle of soft furniture. Marina excused herself and closed the door behind her as the three took
their seats. The glass doors had been opened and the cool air coming through the screens smelled of rain
and wet bamboo.

“We wanted to see you how you were doing,” Adasaid. “And | wanted to apologize in person for the
accident . . . for not taking better care of my guest.”

Daeman smiled and shrugged, but his hands were trembling slightly. He set them on his silk-robed knees.
“All I remember is something large crashing through the trees—and the smell of carrion, | remember
that—and then waking up in the firmary creche-tank. The servitors here told me what happened, of
course. It would be amusing if the ideaweren't so. . . revolting.”

Ada nodded, leaned closer, and took his hand. “I do apologize, DaemanUhr . The allosauruses have come
onto the estate only very rarely in recent decades and the voynix are always there to protect us. . .”

Daeman frowned but did not remove his hand from hers. “Evidently they didn’t do a very good job
protecting me.”

“Thatis strange,” said Harman, crossing his legs and tapping the corrugated-paper arms of his chair. “Very
strange. | can’'t remember the last time avoynix failed to protect a human in such a situation.”

Daeman looked at the older man. “Y ou’ re used to situations where recombinant animals eat people,
HarmanUhr 7

“Not at al. | meant situations where human beings are in jeopardy.”

“1 apologize again,” said Ada. “ The security failure on the part of the voynix was inexplicable, but my
own carelessness was inexcusable. I’'m sorry that your weekend at Ardis Hall was ruined and that your
sense of harmony was perturbed.”

“Perturbed, yes. . . perhaps an inadequate word to describe being devoured by a six-ton carnivore,” said

Daeman, but he smiled slightly and bowed his head even more slightly to acknowledge his acceptance of
the apology.

Harman leaned closed and clasped his hands, bobbing them up and down for emphasis as he spoke. “We
had an unfinished item for discussion, DaemanUhr . . .”

“The spaceship.” Now Daeman’ s tone of irony had dripped into sarcasm.
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Harman was not deterred. His clasped hands rose and fell with the syllables. “Y es. But not just a
spaceship . . . that’ s the ultimate goal, of course. . . but any form of flying machine. Jinker. Sonie.
Ultralight. Anything to allow usto explore between faxports. . .”

Daeman sat back, away from Harman'’ sintensity, and folded his arms. “Why do you persist with this?
Why do you bother me about this?’

Adatouched his arm. “Daeman, Hannah and | had both heard, from different people, that at a recent party
in Ulanbat—about a month ago, | believe—you told some acquaintances of ours there that you' d once
met someone who mentioned seeing a spaceship . . . and someone who spoke of flying between nodes

Daeman managed to look both blank and irritated for a moment, but then he laughed and shook his head.
“The witch,” he said.

“Witch?’ said Hannah.

Daeman opened his hands in an echo of his mother’ s graceful shrugging gesture. “We called her that. |
forget her real name. A crazy woman. Obvioudly in her last Twenty . . .” He shot a glance toward
Harman. “People begin losing touch with redlity in their later years.”

Harman smiled and ignored the gibe. “Y ou don’t remember this woman’'s name?’
Daeman gestured again, less gracefully thistime. “No.”
“Where did you meet her?’ asked Ada

“Thelast Burning Man. A year and a half ago. | forget where it was held . . . somewhere cold. | just
followed friends from Chom when they faxed there. Lost Age ceremonies never interested me very much,
but there were many fascinating young women at this gathering.”

“l wasthere!” Hannah said, her eyes bright. “ About ten thousand people came.”

Harman pulled a much-folded sheet of paper from atunic pocket and began spreading it on the padded
ottoman between them. “ Do you remember which node?’

Hannah shook her head. “It was one of the half-forgotten nodes. One of the empty ones. The organizers
sent the node code around the day before the ceremony began. No one lived there, | think. It was arocky
valley surrounded by snow. | remember that it was light all day, all night, for the five days of Burning
Man. And cold. The servitors had set up a Planck field over the whole valley and heaters here and therein
the valley itself, so it wasn't uncomfortable, but no one was allowed beyond the edges of the valley.”
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Harman looked at his faded and folded sheet of microvellum. The page was covered with squiggly lines,
dots, and arcane runes like those found in books. He stabbed a finger down on a dot near the bottom.
“Here. In what used to be Antarctica. A node called ‘The Dry Valley." “

Daeman looked at him blankly.

“Thisisamap I’ ve been working on for fifty years,” said Harman. “A two-dimensional representation of
the Earth with al the known faxnodes mapped on it, along with their codes. Antarcticawas a L ost Age
name for one of the seven continents. | have seven Antarctic faxnodes recorded, but only one of
them—this dry valley that I’ ve heard of but never visited—is free of snow and ice.”

This obviously did nothing to enlighten Daeman. Even Ada and Hannah looked confused.

“It doesn’t matter,” said Harman. “But if the sun was out all day and all night, thisdry valley isthe
probable faxport. During the polar summers, there are days when the sun doesn’t set there.”

“The sun doesn’t set in Junein Chom,” Daeman said, obviously bored. “Is that near your dry valley?’

“No.” Harman pointed to a dot near the top of the map. “I’m pretty sure that Chom ison thislarge
peninsula up here, above the arctic circle. Near the north pole, not the south.”

“North pole?’ said Ada.
Daeman looked at the two women. “And | thought the witch at Burning Man was crazy.”

“Do you remember anything else this woman, this witch, said?’ asked Harman, obviously too excited to
be insulted.

Daeman shook his head. He looked tired. “Just babble. We' d been drinking alot. It was the night of the
burning and we' d been awake for days and nights in that damned daylight—catching afew hours of nap
in one of the big orange tents. It was the last night and there are usually orgies on the last night and |
thought that perhaps she. . . but she was too old for my tastes.”

“But she talked about a spaceship?’ Harman was visibly trying to be patient.

Daeman shrugged again. “ Someone there . . . ayoung man, about Hannah's age . . . was bemoaning the
fact that we didn’'t have soniesto fly around in since the final fax, and this. . . witch . . . who had been
very guiet but who was obviously also very drunk . . . said we did, that there were jinkers and sonies if
you knew where to look for them. She said she used them all the time.”

“And the spaceship?’ prompted Harman.
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“She said she’'d seen one, isall,” said Daeman, rubbing histemples as if they hurt. “Near a museum. |
asked her what a museum was, but she didn’t answer.”

“Why did you call this older woman awitch?’ asked Hannah.

“l didn’t start it. Everyone called her that.” Daeman sounded a bit defensive. “I think it’ s because she said
she hadn’t faxed in, but had walked, when it was obvious that she couldn’t have. . . there were no other
nodes or structures around the valley and the Planck field sealed it off.”

“That’strue,” said Hannah. “That last Burning Man may have been in the most remote place |’ ve ever
faxed to. I'm sorry | didn’t meet this woman there.”

“1 only remember her there two nights,” said Daeman. “The first and the last. And she kept to herself
except for this one crazy exchange.”

“How did you know that she was old?’ Ada asked softly.
“Y ou mean other than her obvious insanity?’
“Yes”

Daeman sighed. “ Shelooked old. Asif she had been to the firmary too many times. . .” He paused then
and frowned, obviously thinking about his own recent visit there. “ She looked older than anyone I’ ve ever
seen. | think she actually had those grooves on her face.”

“Wrinkles?’ said Hannah. The girl sounded envious.
“But you don’t remember her name?’ said Harman.

Daeman shook his head. “Someone by the fire called her by name that night but | can’t quite. . . I'd been
drinking too, you know, and not sleeping.”

Harman glanced at Ada, took a breath, and said, “ Could it have been Savi?’

Daeman’s head came up quickly. “Yes. | think it was. Savi . . . yes, that sounds right. Unusual.” He saw
Harman and Ada exchange meaningful glances again and said, “What? Is this significant? Do you two
know her?’

“The Wandering Jew,” said Ada. “Have you heard that legend?’

Daeman smiled tiredly. “ About the woman who somehow missed the final fax fourteen hundred years ago
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and who’ s been condemned to wander the earth ever since? Of course. But | didn’t know the woman in
the legend had a name.”

“Savi,” said Harman. “Savi’ s her name.”

Marina came in with two servitors carrying mugs of mulled wine and atray of cheese and breads. The
uncomfortable silence was broken by small talk while they ate and sipped.

“We'll fax there tonight,” Harman said to Hannah and Ada. “To the dry valley. There might be some clue
left.”

Hannah held her steaming mug in both hands. “I don’t see how. That Burning Man was, as Daeman said,
more than eighteen months ago.”

“When' s the next one?’ asked Ada. She never went to such dementia-era ceremonies.

It was Harman who answered. “One never knows. The Burning Man Cabal sets the time and notifies
people only days before the event. Sometimes they’ re afew months apart. Sometimes a dozen years. The
oneinthe dry valley wasthe last one. If you’ ve been to any of the previous three, you' re invited. | missed
it because | was hiking in the Mediterranean Basin.”

“1 want to go with you to find thiswoman,” said Daeman.

The others, including his mother, looked at him with surprise. “Do you feel up to it?’ asked Ada.

He ignored the question and said, “You'll need me to identify the woman if you find her. This. .. Savi.”
“All right,” said Harman. “We appreciate your help.”

“But we'll fax out in the morning,” said Daeman. “Not tonight. I’ m tired.”

“Of course,” said Ada. She looked at Hannah and Harman. “ Shall we fax back to Ardis?’

“Nonsense,” said Marina. “You’ll be our guests tonight. We have comfortable guest domis on the upper
level.” She caught Ada s subtle glance in Daeman’s direction. “My son has been very tired since the. . .
accident. He may sleep ten hours or more. If you stay as our guests, you'll be ready to leave together after
he wakes. After breakfast.”

“Of course,” Adasaid again. There was a seven-hour difference between Paris Crater and Ardis—it was
not yet dinnertime back at Ardis Hall—but like all fax travelers, they were used to adapting to local times.

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (76 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]



Ilium

“We'll show you to your rooms,” said Marina, leading the way across the room with her twin servitors
floating beside her.

The “rooms’ were actually small domis, elaborate suites of their own, one flight up from Marina and
Daeman’ s place and reached by a broad spiral staircase. Hannah expressed approval of her space but then
went out to explore Paris Crater on her own. Harman said his good nights and disappeared into his domi.
Adalocked the door behind her, inspected the interesting tapestries, enjoyed the view of the crater from
the bal cony—the rain had stopped and the moon and rings were visible between scattering clouds—and
then went in and ordered alight dinner from the servitors. Afterward, she drew a bath and luxuriated in
the hot, perfumed water for half an hour or more, feeling the ache of tension leave her muscles.

She had met Harman only twelve days earlier, but it seemed much longer ago. The man and his interests
fascinated her. Ada had gone to a summer solstice party at afriend’ s estate near the ruins of Singapore,
not because she liked parties—she tended to avoid both faxing and parties when she could help it,
traveling amost solely to old friends' homes for small gatherings—but because her younger friend
Hannah was going to be there and had urged her to attend. The solstice party had been fun, in its way, and
many of the people interesting, since her friend there had just celebrated her fourth Twenty—Ada had
always enjoyed the company of people older than herself—but then she had met Harman, coming across
him as he was poking through the estate’ s library. The man was quiet, reticent even, but Ada had drawn
him out, using some of the tactics her smarter friends had used on her to get her to talk more.

Adadid not know what to think about Harman'’strick of learning how to read without a function—he had
not confessed the ability until another meeting at another friend’ s house just six days before the gathering
at Ardis Hall—but the more Ada thought about it, the more amazed she was. Ada had always considered
herself to be well educated—she knew all the usual folk songs and legends, she had memorized the
Eleven Families and all their members, she knew many of the faxnodes by heart—but Harman’ s breadth
of both knowledge and curiosity left her breathless.

The map he had laid out in front of Daeman—so underappreciated even by curious, adventurous
Hannah—continued to astound Ada. She had never even run across the concept of “map” before Harman
had shown her the diagrams less than aweek earlier. It was Harman who had explained to her that the
world was a sphere. How many of Ada's friends knew that? How many of them had ever wondered about
theshape of the world on which they lived? Of what use was that arcane bit of knowledge? The “world”
was your home and the fax network you used to see your friends and their homes. Who ever thought
about the shape of the physical structure that lay beneath and beside that faxnet? And why would they?

Ada knew even from that first weekend around Harman that the man’ sinterest in the long-departed post-
humans bordered on obsession.No, amended Ada, lying in the warm bathwater and moving bubbles up
her breasts to her throat with her long, pale fingers,it isan obsession with Harman. He can’t stop thinking
about the post-humans—where they are, why they left. To what purpose?

Adadid not know the answer, of course, but she had come to share in Harman' s passionate curiosity,
approaching it as a game, an adventure. And he kept asking questions that would have made any of Ada's
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other friends ssimply laugh—Why are there just a million of us humans? Why was that number chosen by
the posts? Why never one more, one less? And why a hundred years assigned to each of us? Why do they
save us even from our own folly so we can live a hundred years?

The questions were so simple and so profound that they were embarrassing—it was like hearing an adult
ask why we have belly buttons.

But Adahad joined in the quest—for a flying machine, perhaps a spaceship to fly up to the rings and talk
to the post-humans in person, now for thisfinal fax-eralegend of the Wandering Jew—and every day that
passed brought more excitement.

Like Daeman being eaten by an allosaurus.

Ada blushed, seeing her pale skin redden down to the line of water and bubbles. That had been terribly
embarrassing. None of the other guests could ever remember anything similar happening. Why hadn’t the
voynix offered better protection?

What exactlyarethe voynix? Harman had asked her twelve days earlier in the treehouse complex near
Singapore.Where do they come from? Did the Lost Age humans build them? Are they a produce of the
rubicon dementia? Did the posts create them? Or are they alien to thisworld and time and here for their
OWnN purposes?

Adaremembered her uneasy laughter that evening as they sat on the vined terrace, champagne in hand,
when he had asked such an absurd question in such serious tones. But she had not been able to answer it
then—nor had her friends in the intervening days, although their laughter was more nervous even than her
own had been—and now Ada, after alifetime of seeing voynix every day, looked at them with a curiosity
bordering on alarm. Hannah had begun to react the same way.

Whatareyou? she had wondered just that evening as they had stepped out of their barouche in Paris Crater
and left the voynix standing there, apparently eyeless, its rusted carapace and leathery hood wet from the
rain, itskilling blades retracted but manipulator pads extended and curled, still holding the stays of their
carriage.

Ada stepped out of the water, dried herself, slipped into a thin robe, and told the servitorsto leave her.
They exited via one of their osmotic wall membranes. Adawent out onto the balcony.

Harman’s room and balcony adjoined hers on the right, but privacy on the porches was assured by a
tightly latticed bamboo-fiber screen that extended three feet out beyond the porch railing. Adawalked to
the partition, stood at her rail a moment—Ilooking down at the red-eyed crater below—Ilifted her eyesto
the clearing sky with its stars and moving rings, and then she flung her leg over therailing, feeling the
smooth, wet bamboo against the flesh of her inner thigh an instant before she stepped out, barefoot,
feeling her way along the thin rim of the partition.
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For a second she was connected to the porch only by the pressure of her toes and fingertips, feeling
blindly around the partition on the other side to find the matching narrow ledge, feeling gravity pull her
back into emptiness.What would it feel like, to fall so far toward burning magma, to know that | would be
dead after a few terrible and totally free minutes of falling? She knew she would never know. If shelet go
now, if her bare toes and fingers slipped now, she would never remember the next seconds and minutes
after she awoke in the firmary tanks. The post-humans did not grant humans memories of their own death.

Ada pressed her breasts against the edge of the partition, fought to find balance, and swung her left leg
around, her bare foot finding the narrow bamboo seam running back to Harman'’s porch. She did not dare
look up to seeif Harman was out on his balcony or at the glass door; all her attention was focused keeping
her toes from dlipping, her fingers from sliding off the wet and slippery bamboo-three.

She reached the porch and stepped onto the edge of it, clinging to the railing so tightly that her arms were
shaking. Feeling her strength ebbing in the post-adrenaline surge of weakness, she quickly swung her left
leg up and over, feeling the robe fall open, scratching the underside of her leg on aseam in the railing.

Harman was sitting cross-legged on a white-cushioned chaise longue, watching her. His balcony was
lighted by a single glass-shielded candle.

“Y ou might have helped,” she whispered, not knowing why she said it or why she was whispering. She
saw that Harman was also wearing nothing but a thin silk guest robe, only loosely sashed.

He smiled and shook his head. “Y ou were doing fine. But why not just come around and knock?’

Adatook adeep breath and, asin answer, loosened the belt of her robe and let it open. The air moving in
from above the crater was cool, but with currents of warmer air embedded in the breeze as it caressed her
lower belly.

Harman rose, crossed to her, looked her in the eyes, and closed her robe, tying it without pressing his
fingers against her. “I am honored,” he said, also whispering now. “But not yet, Ada. Not yet.” He took
her hand and led her to the chaise longue.

When both of them were lying back on it side by side, Ada blinking in surprise and blushing in something
like humiliation—whether at the rejection or at her own brazenness she was not sure—Harman reached
behind the chair and come out with two cream-colored turin scarves. He folded each so that the
embroidered microcircuitry was properly positioned.

“l don't...” began Ada

“1 know. But just thisonce. | think that something important’ s about to happen. Let us share this.”

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (79 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]



Ilium

She lay back on the soft cushion and let Harman adjust the turin across her eyes. She felt him lie back
next to her, hisright hand lying loosely across her left hand.

The images and sounds and sensations flowed in.

ding

11

The Plains of llium

The gods have come down to play. More precisely, they have come down to kill.

The battle has been raging for some time now with the god Apollo lashing on the Trojans, with Athena
spurring on the Argives, and other gods lounging in the shade of atree on the nearest hill, sometimes
laughing, Iris and their other servants pouring them wine. I’ ve watched the Thracian chief Pirous, a bold
Trojan aly, kill gray-eyed Diores with arock. Diores, co-commander of the Epean contingent of the
Greeks, went down with only a broken ankle after battled-maddened Pirous threw the rock, but most of
Diores comrades fell back, Pirous hacked his way through the few who had stayed to guard their fallen
captain, and—nhelpless now, his ankle smashed—poor Diores had to lie there while Pirous rushed in,
speared the Thracian in the belly with hislong casting spear, and pulled the man’ s bowels out, hooking
them on the barbed spearpoint and twisting more out while while Diores screamed.

Thiswas the flavor of the last half-hour’ s battle and it was arelief when Pallas Athena raised her hand,
received nodded permission from other watching gods, and stopped time and motion in their tracks.

Now with my enhanced vision—enhanced by the contact lenses from the gods—I can see Athena across
the milling no-man’ s-land of lances, preparing Tydeus' son, Diomedes, as a killing machine. | mean this
amost literally. Like the gods themselves, and like me, Diomedes the man will now be part machine, his
eyes and skin and very blood enhanced by nanotechnologies from some future age far beyond my short
life span. In frozen time, Athena sets contact lenses similar to mine in the Achaean’s eyes, allowing him
to see both the gods and, somehow, to slow time a bit when he concentrates in the thick of the action,
thus—to the unenhanced onlooker’ s view—increasing his reaction time threefold. Homer had written that
Athena had “ set the man ablaze,” and now | understand the metaphor; using the nanotechnology
embedded in her palm and forearm, Athenais busy turning the neglible, latent electromagnetic field
around Diomedes' body into a serious forcefield. In the infrared, Diomedes body and arms and shield
and helmet suddenly blazed “with tireless fire like the star that flames at harvest.” | realize now, watching
Diomedes glow in the thick amber of god-frozen time, that Homer must have been referring to Sirius, the
Dog Star, rising as the brightest star in the Greek (and Trojan) sky in late summer. It isin the eastern sky
this night.
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As | watch, she also injects billions of nanotech molecular machines into Diomedes' thigh. As always
with such a nano-invasion, the human body deals with it as an infection and Diomedes’ temperature goes
up at least five degrees. | can watch the invading army of molecular machines moving up histhigh to his
heart, from his heart to his lungs and arms and legs again, the heat making his body glow even more
brightly in my infrared vision.

All around me, battlefield death is held in abeyance these stretched minutes. Ten yardsto my left, | seea
chariot frozen in a bubble of dust and human sweat and equine saliva. The Trojan charioteer—a short,
even-tempered man named Phegeus, son of Troy’s foremost priest to the god Hephaestus and brother to
stout Idaeus; in my morphed disguises, | had broken bread and drunk wine with Idaeus a dozen timesin
the past few years—is petrified in the act of leaning over the front of his chariot, the chariot rim in his |eft
hand, along throwing spear in hisright. |deaus stands next to his brother, frozen in the act of whipping on
the motion-halted horses while clutching therigid reins in his other hand. The chariot has been halted in
the act of bearing down on Diomedes, all the human players here unaware that the goddess Athena has
stopped everything while she plays dolls with her chosen champion, dressing Diomedes in forcefields and
thru-view contact lenses and nano-augmenters like some pre-teen girl playing with her Barbie. (I
remember asmall girl playing with Barbie dolls, perhaps a sister from my own childhood. | don’t believe
| had a daughter of my own. I’m not sure, of course, because the memories returning over the past months
are like shards of glass with clouded reflectionsin them.)

| am close enough to the chariot to see the exultation of combat chiseled into Phegeus' tanned face, and
the fear frozen into his unblinking brown eyes. If Homer reported al this correctly, Phegeus will be dead
in less than a minute.

| see other gods flocking to the battle site now like carrion crows to slaughter. Thereis Ares, god of war,
flicking into solidity on my side of the battle lines, stepping close to the time-halted chariot holding
|daeus and his doomed brother. Ares palms open his own forcefield behind the frozen chariot carrying the
two brothers toward death.

Why does Ares care what happens with these two?True, Aresis no lover of the Greeks—he has obvioudly
learned to hate them in this war and kills them through hisinstruments or his own agency when he
can—but why this obvious concern about Phegeus or his brother daeus? Isit just a countermove to
Athena’ s strategy of enabling Diomedes? This chess game with real human beings falling and screaming
and dying has grown old to me, an obscenity. But the strategy still intrigues me.

Then | remember that the god of war is half-god-brother to Hephaestus, the god of fire, aso born to
Zeus swife, Hera. Phegeus and Idaeus’ father, Dares, has performed long and faithful service to thefire
god within Troy’swalls.

Thisidiot war is more complicated and senseless than the Vietnam War | half remember from my youth.

Suddenly Aphrodite, my new spymaster and boss, QT’ s into existence thirty yards to my left. She'salso
here to help the Trojans and to enjoy the slaughter. But—
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In the last slowed seconds before real-time resumes, | remember that if the actual fighting goes the way of
the old poem, Aphrodite herself will be injured by Diomedes in the coming hour.Why would she come
down to the fray knowing that a mortal will wound her?

The answer is the same that I” ve been reminded of so forcibly over the past nine years, but now the fact of
it hits me with the force and flash of a nuclear explosion—The gods don’t know what will happen
next! None but Zeus, it seems, is allowed to peer ahead at Fate's checklist.

All of us scholics are aware of this—we are not allowed, by Zeus's prohibition, to discuss future events
with the gods and they are forbidden to ask us about the future books of thelliad . Our task isonly to
confirm after the fact that Homer’ slliad has been truthful to the events of the day we are tasked to observe
and record. Many’ s the time that Nightenhelser and |, while watching the little green men haul their face-
stones toward the shore as the sun sets behind the sea to the west, have commented on this paradox of the
gods own blindness to coming events.

| know that Aphrodite will be injured this day, but the goddess herself does not.How can | use this
information? If | wereto tell Aphrodite, Zeus would know—I don’t know how he would know, but |
know he would—and | would be atomized and Aphrodite punished in some lesser way.How can | use the
information that Aphrodite, the goddess giving me these gifts to spy with, will be—may be—injured by
Diomedes this day?

| don’t have time to find the answer. Athenafinishes her fussing with Diomedes and releases her grip on
space and time.

Real light and terrible noise and violent motion resumes. Diomedes steps forth, body and face and shield
blazing, the light evidently apparent even to the other mortals, visible to hisfellow Achaeans and the
opposing Trojans.

| daeus compl etes the motion of lashing his horses forward. The chariot roars and rumbles toward the
Greek line, directly at the startled Diomedes.

Phegeus hurls his spear at Diomedes. The spear misses by an inch, the spearpoint passing over the son of
Tydeus' left shoulder.

Diomedes, skin flushed, forehead blazing with fever-sweat and battle heat, hurls his own spear. It flies
true, catching Phegeus dead-center in the chest—* between the nipples,” | think Homer had sung it in
Greek—and Phegeus is flung backward off the chariot, striking the ground and cartwheeling several
times, the spear breaking off and splintering as the corpse tumbles to a stop in the dust of the chariot he
had been riding five seconds before. Death, when it comes, comes fast on the plains of [lium.

|daeus leaps off the chariot, rolls, and struggles to his feet, sword in hand, prepared to protect his brother’s
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body.

Diomedes snatches up another spear and rushes forward again, obviously ready to spit |daeus the way he
has just slaughtered the young man’ s brother. The Trojan turns to flee—leaving his brother’ s body behind
in the dust in his panic—but Diomedes throws strong and true, casting the long spear at the center of the
running man’s back.

Ares, the god of war, flies forward—literallyflies forward, using the same type of levitation harness the
gods have issued me—and pauses time again, protecting Idaeus from a flying spear now frozen not ten
feet from the running man’s back. Then Ares extends his forcefield around Idaeus, resuming time long
enough for the energy field to deflect Diomedes' spear. Then Ares quantum teleports the terrified man off
the battlefield completely, sending him somewhere safe. To the shocked and terrified Trojans, itisasif a
blink of black night has snatched their comrade away.

So that Ares’ brother Hephaestus, the fire god, will not have lost both his future priests,| think, but then
lurch backward to safety as the battle resumes and more Greeks follow Diomedes into the breach created
by the killing of Phegeus. The empty chariot bounces across the rocky plain, and is captured by cheering
Achaeans.

Aresisback now, QTing into semisolidity, atall godshape as he triesto rally the Trojans, shouting in a
godvoice for them to regroup and fend off Diomedes. But the Trojans are split—some running in terror at
the approach of blazing Diomedes, some turning in obedience to the war god’ s booming voice. Suddenly
Athenalevitates across the heads of Greeks and Trojans, seizes Ares’ wrist, and whispers urgently to the
furious god.

Thetwo QT away.

| look to my left again and the goddess Aphrodite—invisible to the Greeks and Trojans struggling and
cursing and dying around her—motions with her hand for me to follow them.

| pull down Death’s Helmet and become invisible to all the gods except Aphrodite. Then | trigger the
medallion around my neck and QT after Athena and Ares, following their passage through space-time as
easily as| would follow footprints in wet sand.

It's easy being agod. If you have the right equipment.

They have not teleported far, only about ten miles, to a shaded place along the banks of the Scamander,
the gods call it the Xanthus—the broad river that runs across the plains of Ilium. When | QT into solidity
about fifteen paces from them, Ares' head snaps around and he stares right at me. For an instant | know
that the Hades Helmet has failed, they see me, and | am dead.

“What isit?’ asks Athena.
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“l thought I . . . felt something. A stir. A quantum stir.”

The goddess turns her gray eyesin my direction. “There s nothing there. | can seein all the phase-shift
spectra.”

“l can aswell,” snaps Ares and turns his gaze away from me. | let out a shaky breath as silently as| can;
the Hades Helmet till cloaks me. The god of war begins pacing up and down theriver’ sedge. “Zeusis
everywhere these days.”

Athenawalks beside him. “Yes, Father isangry at usall.”
“Then why do you provoke him?’
The goddess stops. “Provoke him how? By defending my Achaeans from slaughter?”’

“By preparing Diomedes todo slaughter,” says Ares. | notice for the first time the reddish tint to the tall,
perfectly muscled god' s curly hair. “Thisis a dangerous thing you do, Pallas Athena.”

The goddess laughs softly. “We' ve been intervening in this battle for nine years. It s the Game, for God's
sake. It'swhat wedo . | know that you plan to intervene on your beloved Ilium'’ s behalf this very day,
slaughtering my Argives like sheep. Is this not dangerous—this active participation by the god of war?’

“Not as dangerous as arming one side or the other with nanotech. Not as dangerous as retrofitting them
with phase-shift fields. What are you thinking, Athena? Y ou'’ re trying to turn these mortals into us—into
gods.”

Athena laughs again but puts on a serious expression when she notices that her laughter only makes Ares
more angry. “Brother, my augmentation of Diomedes is short-lived, you know that. | want only for him to
survive this encounter. Aphrodite, your darling sister, has already urged on the Trojan archer Pandarus to
wound one of my favorites—Menelaus—and even as we speak, she' s whispering in the archer’ s ear—Kill
Diomedes.”

Ares shrugs. | know that Aphroditeis hisally and hisinstigator. Like a pouting little boy—an eight-foot-
tall pouting little boy with a pulsing energy field—he finds a smooth stone and skipsit across the water.
“What does it matter if Diomedes dies today or next year? He's mortal. He'll die.”

Now Athena laughs without embarrassment. “Ofcourse he will die, my dear brother. Andof course a
single mortal’ s life or death is of no consequenceto us. . . to me. But we must play theGame. I'll not let
that bitch-whore Aphrodite change the will of the Fates.”

“Who among us knows the will of the Fates?’ snaps Ares, still pouting, his arms folded across his

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (84 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:25 PM]



Ilium

powerful chest.

“Father does.”

“Zeussays he does,” says the god of war with a sneer.

“Are you doubting our lord and master?’ Athena stoneisamost, not quite, light and teasing.

Areslooks around quickly, and for asecond | fear I’ ve given myself away by making anoise where |
stand on aflat boulder, afraid to leave footprints in the sand. But the war god’' s gaze moves on.

“1 show no disrespect to our Father,” Ares says at last, his voice reminding me of Richard Nixon’s when
he was speaking into the hidden Oval Office microphone he knew was there. Putting hislies on the
record. “My allegiance and loyalty and love al go to Zeus, Pallas Athena.”

“Which our Father must certainly note and reciprocate,” responds Athena, no longer hiding the sarcasm in
her voice.

Suddenly Ares' head snaps up. “God damn you,” he shouts. “Y ou just brought me here to get me away
from the battlefield while your cursed Achaeans kill more of my Trojans.”

“Of course.” Athenalaunches the two syllables as a taunt, and for a second | think I’ m going to witness
something I’ ve not seen in my nine years here—adirect battle between two gods.

Instead, Ares kicks sand in afinal show of petulance and QT’ s away. Athenalaughs, kneels by the
Scamander, and splashes cold water on her face. “Fool,” she whispers—to herself, | presume, but | take it
as a statement directed at me protected here only by the Hades Helmet’ s distortion field; “Fool” seemsto
me an accurate judgment of my folly.

Athena QT s back to the battlefield. After a minute devoted to trembling at my own foolishness, | phase-
shift and follow.

The Greeks and Trojans are still killing each other. Big news.

| seek out the only other scholic visible on the field. To the unaided eye, Nightenhelser is just another
slovenly Trojan foot-soldier hanging back from the worst of the fighting, but | can see the telltale green
glow the gods have marked us scholics with even when we' re morphed, so | take off the Hades Hel met,
morph into the form of Phalces—a Trojan who will be killed by Antilochus by and by—and | walk over
to join Nightenhelser where he stands on alow ridge looking down on the carnage.

“Good morning, Scholic Hockenberry,” he says when | approach. We're speaking in English. No other
Trojan is near enough to hear us over the clash of bronze and the rumble of chariots and both of these
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motley coalitions are used to odd tribal languages and dialects.
“Good morning, Scholic Nightenhelser.”
“Where have you been the last half hour or so?’

“Taking abreak,” | say. It happens. Sometimes the carnage gets to be too much even for us scholics and
we QT away to Troy for aquiet hour or so—or for alarge flagon of wine. “Did | miss much?’

Nightenhel ser shrugs. “ Diomedes came charging in about twenty minutes ago and was struck by an
arrow. Right on schedule.”

“Pandarus’ arrow,” | say, nodding. Pandarus is the same Trojan archer who wounded Menelaus earlier.

“1 saw Aphrodite inciting Pandarus,” says Nightenhelser. The big man has his hands in the pockets of his
rough cape. Trojan capes had no pockets, of course, so Nightenhelser had sewn theseiin.

Thiswas news. Homer had not sung of Aphrodite urging Pandarus to shoot Diomedes, only of Athena's
earlier prompting of the archer to wound Menelaus so the war would resume. Poor Pandarusis literally a
fool of the gods this day—hislast day.

“Flesh wound for Diomedes?’ | say.

“Shoulder. Sthenelus was there and pulled it out. Evidently this arrow wasn't poisoned. Athena QT'd into
the fray aminute ago, took her pet Diomedes aside, and ‘ put energy into his limbs, his feet, and his
fighting hands.” “ Nightenhelser was quoting some translation of Homer that I’m not familiar with.

“More nanotech,” | say. “Has Diomedes found the archer and killed him yet?’
“About five minutes ago.”

“Did Pandarus give that endless speech before Diomedeskilled him?’ | ask. In my favorite trandation,
Pandarus bemoans his fate for forty lines, has along dialogue with a Trojan captain named
Aeneas—yYes,the Aeneas—and the two go charging at Diomedes in a chariot, flinging spears at the
wounded Achaean.

“No,” says Nightenhelser. “Pandarus just said ‘ Fuck me' when the arrow missed its mark. Then he leaped
on the chariot with Aeneas, tosssed a spear that went right through Diomedes' shield and breastplate—but
missed flesh—and said, ‘ Shit,’” in the second before Diomedes' spear caught him right between the eyes.
Another case, | presume, of Homer’s poetic license in al the speech-making.”

“And Aeneas?’ That encounter is crucial to history aswell asthelliad . | can’t believe | missed it.
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“Aphrodite saved him just aminute ago,” confirms Nightenhelser. Aeneasis the mortal son of the
goddess of love and she watches over him carefully. “ Diomedes smashed Aeneas’ hipbone to bits with a
boulder, just asin the poem, but Aphrodite protected her wounded boy with aforcefield and is carrying
him off the field now. It really pissed Diomedes off.”

| shield my eyes with my hand. “Where is Diomedes now?’ But | see the Greek warrior before
Nightenhelser can point him out, about a hundred yards away, in the center of a melee, far behind Trojan
lines. Thereisamist of blood in the air around shining Diomedes and a heap of corpses on each side of
the slashing, hacking, stabbing Achaean. The augmented Diomedes appears to be hacking his way
through waves of human flesh to catch up to the slowly retreating Aphrodite. “Jesus,” | say softly.

“Yeah,” saysthe other scholic. “In the last few minutes he’ s killed Astynous and Hypiron, Abas and
Polyidus, Xanthus and Thoon, Echemmon and Chromius. . . al the captain Pairs.”

“Why intwos?’ | ask, thinking aloud.

Nightenhelser looks at me asif I'm a slow student in one of his freshman classes. “They were inchariots,
Hockenberry. Two men per chariot. Diomedes killed them all as the chariots came at him.”

“Ah,” | say, embarrassed now. My attention isn’t on the murdered Trojan captains but on Aphrodite. The
goddess has just paused in her retreat from the Trojan lines, still carrying the wounded Aeneas, and is now
strutting to and fro, clearly visible to the milling and frightened Trojans fleeing Diomedes’ attack.
Aphrodite is forcing the Trojan fighters back toward the fray with stabs of electricity and shimmering
forcefield shoves.

Diomedes sees the goddess and goes berserk, hacking his way through afinal protective line of Trojansto
confront the goddess herself. He does not speak but readies hislong spear. Aphrodite raises aforcefield
amost casualy, still carrying the wounded Aeneas, obviously not worried by a mere mortal’ s attack.

She has forgotten Athena s modifications of Diomedes.

Diomedes |leaps forward, the goddess' s forcefield crackles and gives way, the Achaean lunges with his
long spear and the shaft and barb of it tear through Aphrodite’ s personal forcefield, silken robes, and
divine flesh. The razor-sharp spearpoint slashes the goddess' s wrist so that red muscle and white bone
show. Golden ichor—rather than red blood—sprays into the air.

Aphrodite stares at the wound for a second and then screams—an inhuman scream, something huge and
amplified, afemale roar out of abank of amplifiers at arock concert from hell.

She reels, stil screaming, and drops Aeneas.
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Rather than press home his successful attack on Aphrodite, Diomedes unsheaths his sword and prepares to
decapitate the unconscious Aeneas.

Phoebus Apollo, lord of the silver bow, QT’ sinto solidity between the berserk Diomedes and the fallen
Trojan and holds the Achaean at bay with a pulsing hemisphere of plasma forcefield. Blinded by
bloodlust, Diomedes hacks away at the forcefield, his own energy field crashing red against Apollo’s
defensive yellow shield. Aphroditeis still staring at her mangled wrist, and it looks as if she may swoon
and lie there helplessin front of the still-raging Diomedes. The goddess seems unable to concentrate
enough to QT while in such pain.

Suddenly her brother Ares arrivesin a blazing flying chariot, shoving aside Trojans and Greeks alike as
he widens the ship’s plasmafootprint to land by his sister. Aphrodite is blubbering and wailing in pain,
trying to explain that Diomedes has gone mad. “He' dfight Father Zeus!” screams the goddess, collapsing
in the war god’'s arms.

“Canyou fly this?’ demands Ares.

“No!” Aphrodite does swoon now. Shefallsinto Ares arms, still cradling the injured left hand and wrist
in her bloody—or ichorish—right hand. It is strangely disturbing to watch. Gods and goddesses don’t
bleed. At least not in my nine years here.

The goddess Iris, Zeus's personal messenger, flicks onto the battlefield between the chariot and Apollo’'s
forcefield where the god still protects the fallen Aeneas. The Trojans have backed away now, eyes
bugging, and Diomedes is being held at bay by the overlapped energy fields. The Achaean is radiating
heat and fury in the infrared, looking all the world like awarrior made out of pulsing lava.

“Take her to her mother,” commands Ares, laying the unconscious Aphrodite on the floor of the chariot.
Irislifts the energy-craft skyward and phase-shiftsit out of sight.

“Amazing,” says Nightenhelser.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” | say. It isthefirst time in my more than nine years here that | have seen a Greek or
Trojan successfully attack a god. | turn to see Nightenhelser staring at me in shock. | forget sometimes
that the scholic isfrom a previous decade. “Well, it is,” | say defensively.

| want to follow Aphrodite to Olympos and see what happens between her and Zeus. Homer had written
about it, of course, but there already has been enough disparity between the poem and real events here
today to pique my interest.

| begin edging away from Nightenhel ser—who is watching events so raptly that he does not notice my
departure—and ready myself to don the Hades Helmet and twist the personal QT medallion’s controls.
But something is happening on the battlefield.
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Diomedes lets out awar cry aimost as loud as Aphrodite’s still-echoing scream of pain, and then the
augmented Achaean charges Aeneas and Apollo again. Thistime, Diomedes nano-strengthened body and
phase-shifted sword hack through Apollo’s outer layers of energy shield.

The god stands motionless as Diomedes hacks and cuts his way through the shimmering forcefield like a
man shoveling invisible snow.

Then Apollo’ s voice rings out with amplification that must be audible two or three miles away.
“Think,Diomedes! Back off! Enough of this mortal insanity—warring with the gods. We're not of the
same breed, human. We never were. We never will be.” Apollo growsin size from hisimposing eight feet
of stature to become a giant more than twenty feet tall.

Diomedes halts his attack and backs away, although it isimpossible to tell whether it is out of temporary
fear or sheer exhaustion.

Apollo bends down and opagues the forcefields around him and the fallen Aeneas. When the black fog
disappear a minute later, the god is gone but Aeneasis still lying there, wounded, hip shattered, bleeding.
The Trojan fighters rush to form a circle around their fallen and abandoned |eader before Diomedes
slaughters him.

It isnot Aeneas. | know that Apollo has left atensile hologram behind and carried the real wounded
prince to the heights of Pergamus—IIlium’ s citadel—where the goddesses L eto and Artemis, Ares’ sister,
will use their nanotech god-medicine to save Aeneas’ life and mend his wounds in minutes.

I’m ready to flick away to Olympos when suddenly Apollo QT’ s back to the battlefield, shielded from
mortal view. Ares, still rallying Trojans behind his defensive shield, looks up when the other god arrives.

“Ares, destroyer of men, you stormer of ramparts, are you going to let that piece of dogshit insult you like
that?’ Invisible to the Achaeans, Apollo is pointing at the panting and recovering Diomedes.

“Insult me? How has he insulted me?’

“Youidiot,” thunders Apollo in ultrasonic frequencies audible only to the gods and scholics and the dogs
in Troy, who set up afearsome howling in response. “That . . . thatmortal . . . hasjust assaulted the
goddess of love, your sister, slashing the tendons of her immortal wrist. Diomedes even chargedme, one
of the most powerful of the gods. Athena has made him into something superhuman to make Ares, war
god, reeking of blood, into alaughingstock!”

Ares head swivels back toward the panting Diomedes, who has been ignoring the god since his attempt
to cut through the forcefields failed.
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“He makes fun ofme!? ” screams Ares in a shout everyone from here to Olympos can hear. I’ ve noted
over the yearsthat Aresisrather stupid for agod. He' s proving it today. “He dares make jest ofme!!?7?”

“Kill him,” cries Apollo, still speaking in the ultrasonic. “Cut out his heart and eat it.” And the god of the
silver bow QT’ s away.

Aresisgoing crazy. | decide | can't leave yet. | desperately want to QT to Olympos and see how badly
injured Aphroditeis, but thisisjust too interesting to miss.

First, the war god morphs into the runner Acamas, prince of Thrace, and runs to and from among the
milling Trojans, urging them back into the battle to push the Greeks out of the salient they have created
following Diomedes into the Trojan lines. Then Ares morphs into the form of Sarpedon and taunts
Hector—the hero is holding back from the fight with rare reticence. Shamed by what he thinks are
Sarpedon’ s accusations, Hector rgjoins his men. When Ares sees that Hector is rallying the main body of
Trojan fighters, the god becomes himself and joins the circle of fighters holding the Greeks away from the
hologram of unconscious Aeneas.

| confess |’ ve never seen fighting this fierce during my nine years here. If Homer taught us anything, it is
that the human being isafrail vessel, afleshly flagon of blood and loose guts just waiting to be spilled.

They’re spilling now.

The Achaeans don’t wait for Aresto get his second wind, but rush in with chariot and spear behind the
wild leadership of Diomedes and Odysseus. Horses scream. Chariots splinter and tumble. Horsemen drive
their steeds into awall of spearpoints and gleaming shields. Diomedes flames to the front again, calling
his men forward even while he kills every Trojan who comes within his reach.

Apollo flicks back to the battlefield in a swirl of purple mist and releases the healed Aeneas—the rea
Aeneas—into the fray. The young man has been healed and more—he flows with light the way modified
Diomedes did when Athena had finished with him. The Trojans, already rallying behind Hector, let out a
massed yell at the sight of their resurrected prince and launch their counterattack.

Now it is Aeneas and Diomedes leading the fighting on opposite sides of the line, killing enemy captains
by the bucketful, while Apollo and Ares urge more Trojans into the fray. | watch as Aeneas slaughters the
carefree Achaean twins, Orsilochus and Crethon.

Now Menelaus, recovered from his own wound, shoves past Odysseus and rushes toward Aeneas. | hear
Areslaugh. The war god would love it if Agamemnon’s brother, Helen'sreal husband, the man who
started this war by mislaying his wife, was cut down dead this day. Aeneas and Meneleus come within
arm’s reach of each other, the other fighters backing away in respect foraristeia, the two warriors spears
thrusting and feinting, thrusting and feinting.
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Suddenly Nestor’s brother, Antilochus, good friend to the all-but-forgotten Achilles, leaps forward to
stand shoulder to shoulder with Menelaus, obviously afraid the Greek cause will die with their captain if
he does not intervene.

Confronted with two legendary killers rather than one, Aeneas backs away.

Two hundred yards east of this confrontation, Hector has waded into the Achaean line with such ferocity
that even Diomedes falls back with his men. With his augmented vision, Diomedes must see
Ares—invisible to the others—fighting at Hector’ s side.

| still want to |eave, to check on Aphrodite, but | can’t tear myself away right now. | can see
Nightenhel ser madly taking notes on his recorder ansible. This makes me laugh, since the thousands of
noble Trojans and Argives battling here are all as preliterate as two-year-olds. If they found
Nightenhelser’ s scribblings, even in Greek, they would mean nothing to these men.

All the gods are getting into the act now.

Hera and Athenablink back into existence, Zeus s wife visibly urging Athenainto the fight. Athena does
not resist. Hebe, the goddess of youth and servant to the older gods, flashes down in aflying chariot, Hera
takes control, and Athena also leaps aboard, dropping her robe while buckling on her breastplate.

Athena s battle shirt gleams. She lifts a crackling energy shield of bright yellow and pulsing red, and her
sword sends bolts of lightning to the Earth.

“Look!” It's Nightenhelser shouting to me above the fray. There' sreal lightning coming from the north, a
towering bank of dark stratocumulus rising forty thousand feet or higher into the hot afternoon sky. The
cloud suddenly shapes itself into the form and visage of Zeus.

“LEAP TO IT THEN, WIFE AND DAUGHTER,” roars the thunder from that storm.” ATHENA, SEE |F
YOU’ RE THE WAR GOD’SMATCH. BRING HIM DOWN IF YOU CAN!”

Black cloudsroil low over the battlefield while rain and lightning strike down at Trojan and Argive alike.

Hera brings the chariot low over the heads of the Greeks, then lower still, scattering Trojans like leather-
and-bronze tenpins.

Athenaleaps down into areal chariot next to exhausted, blood-encrusted Diomedes and his faithful
driver, Sthenelus.” Are you done for this day, mortal?” she screams at Diomedes, the last word dripping
sarcasm.” Are you half the size of your father to stop when your opponents hold the field so?” She
gestures to where Hector and Ares are sweeping the Greeks back before their charge.

“Goddess,” Diomedes gasps, “the immortal Ares protects Hector and . . .”
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“DO | NOT PROTECT YOU?" roars Athena, fifteen feet tall and growing, looming over the fading glow
of Diomedes.

“Yes, Goddess, but . . .”
“ Diomedes, joy of my heart, cut down that Trojan and the god who protects him!”
Diomedes looks startled, even horrified. “We mortals may not kill agod. . ."

“Where isthat written?” booms Athena and leans over Diomedes, injecting him with something new,
pouring energy from her personal god-field to his. The goddess grabs the hapless Sthenelus and throws
him thirty feet from the chariot. Athena takes the reins of Diomedes' chariot and whips the horses
forward, straight toward Hector and Ares and the entire Trojan army.

Diomedes readies his spear asif he fully plansto kill agod—to slay Ares.

And Aphrodite wants to use me to kill Athena herself,l think, heart pounding with the terror and
excitement of the moment. Things may soon be going quite differently than Homer predicted here on the
plains of Troy.

ding

12

Above the Asteroid Belt

The ship began decelerating almost as soon as it |eft the Jovian magnetosphere, so their great ballistic arc
above the plane of the ecliptic to Mars on the far side of the sun would take several standard days rather
than hours. Thiswas good for Mahnmut and Orphu of 10 since they had alot to discuss.

Soon after their departure, Ri Po and Korus I11 in the forward control module announced that they were
deploying the boron sail. Mahnmut watched through ship’s sensors as the circular sail was unfolded and
trailed seven kilometers behind them on eight bucky cables, then deployed to its full radius of five
kilometers. It looked like ablack circle cut out of the starfield to Mahnmut as he watched the stern video
feed.

Orphu of 1o left his hull-creche and scuttled down the main cable, along the solenoid torus, and then out
along the support cables like a horseshoe-crab Quasimodo, testing everything, tugging everything,
scooting on reaction jets above the sail surface to check for cracks or seams or imperfections. He found
nothing wrong and shuttled back to the ship with a strange and imperious zero-gravity grace.
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Koros |11 ordered the modified Matloff/Fennelly magnetic scoop fired up and Mahnmut felt and recorded
the ship’s energies changing as the device on the prow of their ship generated a scoop field radius of
1,400 kilometers, shoveling in loose ions and concentrating on gathering up the solar wind.

How long is this going to take to decelerate us enough to be able to stop at Mars?asked Mahnmut on the
common line, thinking that Orphu would answer.

It was the imperious Koros 11 who responded.As ship velocity decreases and the effective area of the
scoop increases, always keeping sail temperature from exceeding its melting point of two thousand
degrees Kelvin, ship masswill equal4 x10to the sixth power, and therefore deceleration from our current
vel ocity 0f0.1992¢ t00.001c—the inelastic collision point—will require23.6standard years.

Twenty-three-point-six standard years! cried Mahnmut over the common line. That was more discussion
time than he had bargained for.

That would slow us only to a still-sizable vel ocity of300kilometers per second,said Koros 111.0One
thousandth light speed is nothing to sneeze at where we're going in-system.

Soundslike it s going to be a hard landing on Mars,said Mahnmuit.
Orphu made a rumbling, sneezing sound on the line.

The Callistan navigator came online.We' re not going to depend only upon the ion boron-sail deceleration,
Mahnmut. The actual trip will take a little under eleven standard days. And our velocity upon entering
Mars orbit will be less than six kilometers per second.

That’ s better,said Mahnmut. He was in the control cradle of The Dark Lady, but all hisfamiliar sensors
and controls were dark. It was strange to be picking up all data other than his own life support from the
larger ship’s sensors.What makes the difference?

The solar wind,said Orphu through the hull-creche hardline.lt averages about 300 kmysec out here and
has an ion density of10to the sixth protons/m to the third power. We started with a half tank of Jovian
hydrogen and a quarter tank of deuterium, and we're going to strip more hydrogen and deuterium from
the solar wind with the Matl off/Fennelly scoop and fire the four fusion engines on the bow just after
passing the sun. That's where the real deceleration isgoing to kick in.

| can’t wait,said Mahnmut.

Me too,said Orphu of 1o. He made the rumbling, sneezing sound again. Mahnmut thought that the huge
moravec had either no sense of irony or awickedly sharp one.
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Mahnmut readA |a recherche du temps perdu —Proust’ sln Search of Lost Time —while the ship passed
some 140,000,000 kilometers above the Asteroid Belt.

Orphu had downloaded the French language in all of its classic intricacies along with the novel and
biographical information on Proust, but Mahnmut ended up reading the book in five English tranglations
because English was the lost language he had concentrated his own studies in over the past e-century and
ahalf and he felt more comfortable judging literature in it. Orphu had chuckled at this and reminded the
smaller moravec that comparing Proust to Mahnmut’ s beloved Shakespeare was a mistake, that they were
as different in substance as the rocky, terraformed in-system world they were headed for and their own
familiar Jovian moons, but Mahnmut read it again in English anyway.

When he was finished—knowing that it had been a cursory multiple reading, but eager to start the
dialogue—he contacted Orphu on tightbeam since the lonian moravec was out of his creche, checking the
boron-sail cables again, lashed firmly to lifelines this time because of the increasing deceleration.

| don’t know,said Mahnmut.| just don’'t seeit. It all seems like the overwrought musings of an aesthete to
me.

Aesthete?Orphu swiveled one of his communication stalks to lock in the tightbeam while his manipulators
and flagellawere busy spot-welding a cable connector. To Mahnmut, watching on rear video, the white
welding-arc looked like a star against the black sail behind the awkward mass of Orphu.Mahnmut, are you
talking about Proust or his Marcel-narrator?

|s there a difference?Even as he sent the sarcastic query, Mahnmut knew he was being unfair. He had sent
Orphu hundreds—perhaps thousands—of e-mails over the last dozen e-years, explaining the difference
between the Poet named “Will” in the sonnets and the historical artist named Shakespeare. He suspected
the Proust, however dense and impenetrable, to be just as complex when it came to identity of author and
characters.

Orphu of loignored that question and sent back—Admit that you loved Proust’s comic vision. Heis,
above almost all else, a comic writer.

Was there a comic vision? | saw little comedy in the work.Mahnmut was serious about this. It was not that
the human sense of humor was alien to Mahnmut or moravecs; even the earliest spacefaring, self-
evolving, only dimly sentient robots created and dispatched by the human race before the rubicon
pandemic had been programmed to understand humor. Communication with human beings—real, two-
way communication—had been impossible without humor. It was as human as anger or logic or jealousy
or pride—all elements he had noticed and noted in Proust’ s endless novel. But Proust and his protagonists
as comic writers, comic characters? Mahnmut failed to seeit, and if Orphu were right, it was amajor
oversight. It had been Mahnmut who spent decades on finding the word-play humor and satire in the
Bard’s plays, Mahnmut who had ferreted out even the tiniest ironies in Shakespeare' s sonnets.
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Listen,said Orphu as he scuttled back along one of the taut bucky-lines to the ship, reaction jets
pulsing.Read this part of “ Svann in Love” again. Thisiswhere Svann, in thrall to the faithless and fickle
Odette, isusing all his skill as an emotional blackmailer to keep her from going to the theater without
him. Listen to the humor here, my friend. He downloaded text.

“1 swear to you,” hetold her, shortly before she was to leave for the theatre, “that, in asking
you not to go, | should hope, were | a selfish man, for nothing so much as that you should
refuse, for | have athousand other things to do this evening, and | shall fed trapped mysdlf,
and rather annoyed, if, after all, you tell me you’ re not going. But my occupations, my
pleasures are not everything; | must think of you also. A day may come when, seeing me
irrevocably sundered from you, you will be entitled to reproach me for not having warned
you at the decisive hour in which | felt that | was about to pass judgment on you, one of
those stern judgments which love cannot long resist. Y ou see, yourNuit de Cléopétre (what
atitle!) has no bearing on the point. What | must know is whether you are indeed one of
those creatures in the lowest grade of mentality and even of charm, one of those
contemptible creatures who are incapable of forgoing a plea-sure. And if you are such, how
could anyone love you, for you are not even a person, aclearly defined entity, imperfect but
at least perfectible. You are aformless water that will trickle down any slope that offers
itself, afish devoid of memory, incapable of thought, which all itslife long in its agquarium
will continue to dash itself a hundred times a day against the glass wall, always mistaking it
for water. Do you realize that your answer will have the effect—I won't say of making me
cease loving you immediately, of course, but of making you less attractive in my eyes when
| realise that you are not a person, that you are beneath everything in the world and
incapable of raising yourself one inch higher? Obviously, | should have preferred to ask
you as a matter of little or no importance to give up yourNuit de Cléopétre (since you
compel meto sully my lips with so abject a name) in the hope that you would go to it none
the less. But, having decided to make such an issue of it, to draw such drastic consequences
from your reply, | confessed it more honourable to give you due warning.”

Meanwhile, Odette had shown signs of increasing emotion and uncertainty. Although the
meaning of histirade was beyond her, she grasped that it was to be included in the category
of “harangues’ and scenes of reproach or supplication, which her familiarity with the ways
of men enabled her, without paying any heed to the words that were uttered, to conclude
that they would not make unless they were in love, and that since they werein love, it was
unnecessary to obey them, as they would only be more in love later on. And so she would
have heard Swann out with the utmost tranquility had she not noticed that it was growing
late, and that if he went on talking much longer she would “never,” as she told him with a
fond smile, obstinate but slightly abashed, “get there in time for the Overture.”

Mahnmut laughed out loud in the tight confines of The Dark Lady ' s pressurized control room. He saw it
now. The humor was brilliant. He had read that passage the first time focusing on the human emotion of
jealousy and the obvious effort of the Swann character to manipulate the behavior of the woman named

Odette. Now it was. . . clear.
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Thanks,he said to Orphu as the six-meter horseshoe-crab-shaped moravec settled into his hull-creche.l
think | hear the humor coming through now. | appreciate it. Everything is different than Shakespeare's
tone and language and structure, but something is—the same.

Obsession with the puzze of what it means to be human,suggested Orphu.Your Shakespeare looks at all
the facets of humanity through reaction to events, finding the deep-internal through characters defined as
actions. Proust’s characters delve deep into memory to see the same facets. Perhaps your Bard ismore
like Koros 11, leading this outward expedition. My sweet Proust is more like you, wrapped in the coccoon
of The Dark Ladyand diving deep, seeking the geography of reefs and the hard bottom and other living
things and the whole world through echo-location.

Mahnmut thought about this for several rich nanoseconds.l don’'t see how your Proust solved this
puzzle—or rather, how he triedto solve it other than through immersion in memory.

Not just in memory, Mahnmut my friend, but intime.

Tens of meters away, shielded by his near-invulnerable and impenetrable double-hull of his submersible
and that of of the ship carrying it, Mahnmut felt asif the lonian had reached out and touched him in some
personal—some profound—manner.

Time is separate from memory,muttered Mahnmut on their private line, speaking now mostly to
himself,but is memory ever separate from time?

Precisaly!boomed Orphu.Precisely. Proust’s protagaonists—primarily the“1” or “ Marcel” narrator, but
also our poor Swann—have three chances to sniff out and put together the thick puzze of life. Their three
approaches fail but somehow the story itself succeeds, despite its narrator’s and even author’ s failures!

Mahnmut thought about this for atimein silence. He switched his vision from external camerato external
camera, looking away at the complexities of the ship itself and its frightening circular sail “downward”
toward the rocks, toward the Belt. He willed the image to full magnification and there it was.

A solitary asteroid was tumbling against black. There was no danger of impact. Not only was their ship
now 150,000,000 kilometers above the plane of the ecliptic and passing the Belt at blinding speed, but
this asteroid—he queried Ri Po’ s astrogation banks and identified the rock as Gaspra—was tumbling
away from them. Still, it was a sizable mini-world—the overlay data said that Gaspra sized out at
20x16x11 kilometers—and the magnification, equal to a pass at about 16,000 kilometers—showed an
irregular, sharpened-potato mass with a complicated pattern of cratering. More interestingly, there were
obvious artificial elementsin the image—straight lines gouged in the rock, gleams of light in dark craters,
clear patterns of light sources on the asteroid’ s flattened “ nose.”

Rockvecs,Orphu said softly. He was obviously looking at the same video source.There are a few million
scattered around the Belt.
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Are they as hostile as everyone says?As soon as he sent his question, Mahnmut was afraid it would type
him as anxious.

| don’t know. My guess is that they are—they chose to evolve in a much more competitive culture than we
created. Word is that they fear and loathe post-humans and flatly hate us outlying moravecs. Koros 11
might know if the legends of their ferocity are true.

Koros? Why would he know?

Not many moravecs know it, but he led an expedition to the rocks about sixty e-years ago for
Asteague/Che and the Five Moons Consortium. Nine moravecs went with him. Only three others returned.

Mahnmut pondered this for a minute. He wished he knew more about weapons; if the rockvecs wanted to
kill them now, did they possess an energy weapon or hyperkinetic missile that could catch this ship? It
seemed unlikely—not at their current velocity of more than 0.193 light speed. Mahnmut said to
Orphu,What are the three ways Proust’ s characters tried to solve the puzze of life—and failed?

The big deep-space moravec cleared his virtual throat.First, they followed their noses down the scent-trail
to nobility, title, birthright, and the landed gentry, said Orphu.Marcel, the narrator, tries this route for
two thousand pages or so. At least he believes that in the more important aristocracy lies nobility of
character. But it all comes up empty.

Just snobbery,says Mahnmuit.

Neverjustsnobbery, my friend, sends Orphu, his booming voice growing more animated over their private
line.Proust saw snobbery as the glue that holds society—any society, in any age—together. He studiesiit
on all levels throughout the book. He never tires of its manifestations.

| did,Mahnmut said quietly, hoping that his honesty wouldn’t offend his friend.

Orphu’s rumble, vibrating in the subsonic even on the line, assured Mahnmut that he hadn’t.
What was the second path he tried to follow to the answer of the puzze of life?asked Mahnmui.
Love,said Orphu.

Love?repeated Mahnmut. There had been plenty of it in the more than 3,000 pages ofIn Search of Lost
Time, but it had all seemed so—hopeless.

Love,boomed Orphu.Sentimental love and physical lust.
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You mean the sentimental love that Marcel—and Swann, | guess—felt for their family, Marcel’s
grandmother?

No, Mahnmut—the sentimental attraction to familiar things, to memory itself, and to the people who fall
into the realm of familiar things.

Mahnmut glanced at the tumbling asteroid called Gaspra. According to Ri Po’s databar, it took Gaspra
about seven standard hours to revolve completely around his axis. Mahnmut wondered if such a place
could ever be a source of familiarity, of sentimental attraction, to him, to any sentient being.Well, the dark
seas of Europa are.

Pardon?

Mahnmut felt his organic layers prickle when he realized he had spoken aloud on the private line.Nothing.
Why didn’t love lead to the answer to the puzze of life?

Because Proust knew—and his characters discover—that neither love nor its more noble cousin,
friendship, ever survive the entropy blades of jeal ousy, boredom, familiarity, and egotism,said Orphu, and
for the first timein their direct communication, Mahnmut fancied that he heard atone of sadnessin the
big moravec’ s voice.

Never?
Never,said Orphu and rumbled a deep sigh.Remember the last lines of “ Svann in Love” ?—* To think that
| wasted years of my life, that | hoped to die, that | had my greatest love affair with a woman who didn’t

appeal to me, who wasn’t even my type!”

| noted that,said Mahnmut,but | didn’t know at the time if it was supposed to be terribly funny or horribly
bitter or unspeakably sad. Which was it?

All three, my friend,sent Orphu of 10.All three.

What was Proust’ s characters' third path to the puzze of life?asked Mahnmut. He increased the O,input
to his chamber to clear away the cobweb-tendrils of sadness that were threatening to gather in his heart.

Let’ s save that for another time,said Orphu, perhaps sensing his interlocutor’s mood.Koros 111 is going to
increase the scoop radius and it might be fun to watch the fireworks on the X-ray spectra.

They passed Mars's orbit and there was nothing to see; Mars, of course, was on the opposite side of the
sun. They passed Earth’ s orbit a day later and there was nothing to see; Earth was far around the curve of
its orbit on the plane of the ecliptic far below. Mercury was the only planet clearly visible on the monitors
as they flashed above it, but by then the roar and blaze of the sun itself filled al their viewing screens.
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Asthey passed over the sun at a perihelion of only 97,000,000 kilometers—radiator filaments trailing
heat—the boron sail was collapsed, reeled in, and folded into its aft dome. Orphu helped the remote
handlers with the job and Mahnmut watched on the ship’s screens as his friend shuttled to and fro, his
surface scars and pitting quite visible in the blazing sunlight.

Two hours before they were scheduled to fire the fusion engines, Koros 111 surprised Mahnmut by inviting
everyone to gather at the control-room module near the magnetic scoop horns.

There were no internal corridors in the ship. The plan had been for Koros to transfer toThe Dark Lady via
cables and grabholds once the ship was finished decelerating and in Martian orbit. Mahnmut was dubious
about making the trip across the hull now to the control room.

Why should we physically gather to talk?he asked Orphu on their private line.And you can't fit in the
control-room module anyway.

| can hover outside, view all of you through the port, connect hardlines to the control module for a secure
communication.

Why is that better than conferencing on the allcall?

| don’t know,said Orphu,but we fire the engines in one hundred fourteen minutes, so why don’t | shuttle
around to the ship’s hold and pick you up?

That’ s what they did. Mahnmut had no problem with vacuum and hard radiation, of course, but the
thought of disconnecting from the ship and somehow being left behind had rattled him. Orphu met him at
the cargo bay and Mahnmut had an unforgettable glimpse of The Dark Lady, starkly illuminated by the
sun’s blinding rays, tucked in the spacecraft’s hold like a salt shark in a kraken’s belly.

Orphu used his manipulators to place Mahnmut in a sheltered niche in the lonian’ s carapace and clipped
onto guidelines for the reaction-jet trip around the dark belly of the ship, up its girdered and torused ribs,
and forward along the upper hull. Mahnmut glanced at the spherical fusion engines, clipped onto the prow
like design afterthoughts, and checked the time—one hour and four minutes until ignition.

Mahnmut studied the ultrastealth material enclosing the ship proper—dead-black and porous baffle-wrap
that made the ship, minusits fusion engines, boron sail, and other expendables, theoretically invisible to
sight, radar, deep radar, gravitonic reflection, infrared, UV and neutrino probes.But what difference does
that make if we go in on four pillars of fusion flame for two days?

The control room had an airlock. Mahnmut helped Orphu connect his shielded hardline, and then he
cycled through the lock and resumed breathing air the old-fashioned way.
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“This ship is carrying weapons,” said Koros |11 without preamble; he spoke the words through the air. His
multifaceted eyes and black humanoid shell reflected the red halogen lights.

The third moravec in the small, pressurized control room—the tiny Callistan, Ri Po—situated himself at
the third point of the moravec triangle.

Are you hearing this?subvocalized Mahnmut on his private line to Orphu. The huge lonian was visible
outside the forward windows.

Oh yes.

“Why are you telling us now?’ Mahnmut asked Koros l11.

“| thought you and the lonian had aright to know. Y our existences are at stake here.”
Mahnmut looked at the navigator. “Y ou knew about the weapons?’

“1 knew about the defense weaponry built into the ship,” replied Ri Po. “I didn’t know until now that there
would be weapons brought to the surface. But it was alogical assumption.”

“To the surface,” repeated Mahnmut. “There are weapons inThe Dark Lady 's hold.” It was not redlly a
guestion.

Koros |11 nodded in that age-old humanoid signal of confirmation.

“What kind?’" demanded Mahnmut.

“l am not at liberty to say,” the tall Gaynmedan said stiffly.

“Well, perhaps |I’'m not at liberty to transport weapons in my submersible,” snapped Mahnmut.
“You have no choicein the matter,” said Koros 11. His voice sounded more sad than imperious.
Mahnmut seethed.

He' sright,said Orphu and Mahnmut realized that the lonian had spoken on the common line.None of us
have any choice at this point. e have to go ahead.

“Then why tell us?” Mahnmut demanded again.

It was Ri Po who responded. “We' ve been monitoring Mars since we came over the sun. From this
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distance, our instruments confirm the quantum activity detected from Jovian space—but the intensity is
several magnitudes greater than we estimated. Thisworld is athreat to the entire solar system.”

How so?asked Orphu. The post-humans experimented quantum shifting for centuriesin their orbital cities
around Earth.

Koros |11 shook his head in that quaint humanlike way, athough “quaint” was not aword that came to
Mahnmut’s mind when he stared at the tall, shiny-black figure with his gleaming fly’s eyes. “Nothing to
thisextent,” said their mission leader. “The amount of quantum phase-shifting occurring on Mars right
now amounts to a hole torn in the fabric of space-time. It’s not stable. I1t’s not a sane exercise of quantum
technology.”

Does it have something to do with the voynix?asked Orphu. All most Jovian moravecs knew of the fabled
voynix was that the planet Earth had radiated unprecedented quantum phase-shift activity when the
creatures had first been mentioned in monitored post-human neutrino communications more than two
thousand e-years earlier.

We don’'t know if the voynix are involved, or, indeed, if they are still on Earth,Koros sent on the common
band. “I’ll repeat that | felt it ethically imperative to inform all of you that there are weapons aboard this
ship and aboard the submersible on which Mahnmut will be transporting me. The decisions to use these
weapons will not be yours. The responsibility lies solely with me when | am aboard this ship, and with Ri
Po for ship defense when Mahnmut and | have dropped to the planet’ s surface. The decision to use deadly
force on Marsitself will be mine aone.”

“The ship’s weapons are not offensive then? Not to be used against targets on Mars?’ asked Mahnmut.
“No,” said Ri Po. “The shipboard weapons are defensive only.”

But the weapons aboardThe Dark L adyinclude weapons of mass destruction? asked Orphu of |o.

Koros |11 paused, obviously weighing his orders against the crew’ sright to know. Finally, he said, “Yes.”

Mahnmuit tried to decide what these weapons of mass destruction might be. Fission bombs? Fusion
weapons? Neutrino emitters? Plasma explosives? Antimatter devices? Planet-busting black-hole bombs?
He had no idea. His centuries of existence gave him no experience with weapons outside those nonlethal
nets, prods, and galvanizers needed to ward off kraken or capture Europan sealife.

“Koros,” he asked softly, “did you bring weapons on your mission to the rocks some decades ago?’

“No,” said the Ganymedan. “ There was no need. However warlike and ferocious the asteroid moravecs
have become in their recent evolution, they posed no threat to the existence of all sentient beingsin the
solar system.” Koros I11 projected the time; they had forty-one minutes until the fusion engines fired.Any
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other questions?

Orphu had one.Why are we wrapped in ultrastealth if we' re approaching Mars behind four fusion trails
that will light us up like a supernova, visible day and night for solsto anything with eyes on the Martian
surface? Wait . . . you’'re tryingto get a response. Trying to make them attack us.

“Yes,” said Koros. “It was the easiest way to assess their intentions. The fusion engines will shut off
while we are still eighteen million kilometers from Mars. If they have not attempted to intercept us by
then, we will jettison the engines, the solenoid toruses, and all other external devices, and enter Martian
orbit with passive countermeasures hiding our location. Currently we do not know if the post-humans—or
whatever entities have terraformed Mars and are currently residing there—have atechnical or post-
technical civilization.”

Mahnmut considered this. They would be jettisoning every form of propulsion that could get them home.

| would say that massive quantum phase-shift activity is a sign of something pretty technological,said
Orphu.

“Perhaps,” said Ri Po. “But there areidiot savantsin the universe.”

With that cryptic statement, the meeting ended, atmosphere was drained out of the control room, and
Orphu hauled Mahnmut back to his submersible in the ship’s hold.

The four engines fired on cue. For the next two days, Mahnmut was pinned to his high-g couch as the ship
decelerated down onto the plane of the ecliptic toward Mars at more than 400-g’s. The hold aroundThe
Dark Lady was again filled with high-g gel, but his living compartment wasn’t, and the weight and lack of
mobility grew tiring to Mahnmut. He couldn’t imagine the stress on Orphu out in his hull-cradle. Mars
and all forward images were obscured by the four-sun glare of the engines, but Mahnmut passed the time
by checking on video of the hull, the stars astern, and by rereading parts of A |a recherche du temps perdu
and finding connections and disparities with his beloved Shakespearean sonnets.

Mahnmut’s and Orphu’ s love of lost-age human languages and literature was not al that unusual. More
than two thousand e-years earlier, the first moravecs to be sent out to Jovian space to explore the moons
and to contact the sentients known to be in the atmosphere of Jupiter were programmed by the first post-
humans with elaborate full-sensory tapes of human history, human culture, and the human arts. The
rubicon had already occurred, of course, and before that the Great Retreat, but there had still been some
hope of saving the memory and records of the human past even if the last 9,114 old-style humans on
Earth could not be saved by the final fax. In the centuries since contact had been lost with Earth, human
art and human literature and human history had become the hobbies of thousands of the hardvac and
moon-based moravecs. Mahnmut’ s former partner, Urtzweil—who had been destroyed in an icefall under
the European ice crater of Tyre Macula eighteen Jyears before—had been passionate about the King
James Bible. A copy of that bible still sat in the cubby under Mahnmut’ s stowed work table, next to the
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gel-insulated lavalamp Urtzweil had given his partner as a gift.

Watching the filter-dimmed flare of the forward fusion engines on his video monitor, Mahnmut tried to
connect hisimage of the historical Marcel Proust—a man who took to his bed for the last three years of
hislife, in his famous cork-lined room, surrounded by his aways-arriving galley proofs, old manuscripts,
and bottles of addictive potions, visited only by the occasional male prostitute and workers putting in one
of the first opera-delivering telephones in Paris—with the Marcel-narrator of the exhausting work of
perception that wasln Search of Lost Time. Mahnmut’s memories were prodigious—he could call up the
street maps of Parisin 1921, could download every photograph or drawing or painting ever done of
Proust, could look at the Vermeer that caused Proust’ s character to faint, could cross-check every
character in the books with every real human being Proust had known—but none of this helped that much
in Mahnmut’ s understanding of the work. Human art, Mahnmut knew, simply transcended human beings.

Four secret paths to the truth of the puzzle of life, Orphu had said. The first—Proust’ s characters
obsession with nobility, with aristocracy, with the upper echelons of society—was obviously a dead end.
Mahnmut did not have to wade through 3,000 pages of dinner parties the way Proust’s protagonist had in
order to redlizethis.

The second, the idea of love asthe key to life' s puzzle, this fascinated Mahnmut. Certainly Proust—Iike
Shakespeare but in a completely different way—had attempted to explore all facets of human
love—heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, familial, collegial, interpersonal—as well aslove of places and
things and of lifeitself. And Mahnmut had to agree with Orphu’ s analysis that Proust had rejected love as
atrue line to deeper understanding.

The third path for Marcel had been art—art and music—but while that had led Marcel to beauty, it had
not led to truth.

What is the fourth path? And if that failed for Proust’ s heroes, what was the true path under and behind
the pages, unknown to the characters but perhaps glimpsed by Proust himself?

All Mahnmut had to do to find out was open the line to Orphu. Lost in their own thoughts, perhaps, the
two friends had communicated very little during this last day of deceleration.He' Il tell me later, thought
Mahnmut.And perhaps by then I’'ll seeit myself . . . and seeif it connects to Shakespeare’ s analysis of
what lies beyond love. Certainly the Bard had all but rejected sentimental and romantic and physical love
by the end of the sonnets.

The fusion engines stopped firing. The release from high-g and hull-transmitted noise and vibration was
amost terrifying.

Immediately the spherical fuel-engine spheres were jettisoned, small rockets carrying them away from the
ship’strgjectory.
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Releasing sail and solenoidcame Orphu’ s voice on the common line. Mahnmut watched on various hull
video feeds as these components were g ected into space.

Mahnmut went back to the forward video. Mars was clearly visible now, only eighteen million kilometers
ahead and below them. Ri Po provided trgjectory overlays on the image. Their approach looked perfect.
Small internal ion-thrusters were continuing to slow the ship and preparing to inject it into a polar orbit.

No records of radar or other sensor tracking during our descent,said Koros I11.No attempt at
Inter ception.

Mahnmut thought that the Ganymedan had great dignity but also a propensity for stating the obvious.
WE' re getting data through our passive sensors,said Ri Po.

Mahnmut checked the readouts. If they had been approaching—say—Europa, the displays would have
shown radio, gravitonic, microwave, and a host of other technol ogy-related emissions coming from the
moravec-inhabited moon. Mars showed nothing. But the terraformed world was certainly inhabited.
Already the bow-mounted telescope was able to pick up images of the white houses on Mons Olympos,
the straight and curved slashes of roads, the stone heads lining the shore of the Northern Sea, and even
some glimpses of individual movement and activity, but no radio traffic, no microwave relays, none of the
electromagnetic signature of atechnological civilization. Mahnmut remembered the phrase that Ri Po had
used—idiot savants?

Prepare to enter Mars orbit in sixteen hours,announced Koros.\We will observe from orbit for another
twenty-four hours. Mahnmut, prepare your submersible for de-orbit burn thirty hours from now.

Yes,said Mahnmut over the common line, stifling the urgeto add a“sir.”
Mars seemed quiet enough for most of the twenty-four hours they were in polar orbit around it.

There were artificial thingsin Stickney Crater on Phobos—mining machinery, what was left of a
magnetic accelerator, broken habitation domes and robotic rovers—but they were cold and dusty and
pockmarked and more than three millennia old. Whoever had terraformed Mars in the past century had
nothing to do with the ancient artifacts on the inner moon.

Mahnmut had seen images of Mars when it was the Red Planet—although he always thought it more
orange than red—but it was reddish-orange no longer. Coming in over the north pole, the telescopic view
resolving things down to a meter in length, what was left of the polar ice cap—just a squiggle of water-ice
now, all the CO,having long since been sublimed away in the terraforming—awhite island in the blue

northern sea. Spirals of clouds moved across the ocean that covered more than half of the northern
hemisphere. The highlands were still orangish and most of the land masses were brown, but the startling
green of forests and fields were visible without using the telescope.
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No one and nothing challenged the ship: no radio calls, no search or acquisition radar, no tightbeam or
laser or modulated neutrino queries. As the tense minutes moved into long hours of silence, the four
moravecs watched the views and prepared for the descent of The Dark Lady.

There was obvioudly life on Mars—human or post-human life, from the looks of it, along with at least one
other species: the stone-head movers, possibly human, but short and green in the tel escope photos. White-
sailed ships moved along the northern coastline and up the water-filled canyons of Valles Marineris, but
not many ships. A few more sails were visible on the cratered seathat had been Hellas Basin. There were
obvious signs of habitation on Olympus Mons—and at least one high-tech people-mover stairway or
escalator along the flanks of that volcano—and photographs of half a dozen flying machines near the
summit caldera of Olympus, and afew glimpses of afew other white houses and terraced gardens on the
high slopes of the Tharsis volcanoes—A scraesus Mons, Pavonis Mons, and Arsia Mons—but no signs
whatsoever of an extensive planetary civilization. Koros 11 announced over the common line that he
estimated no more than three thousand of the pale human-looking people lived on the four vol canoes,
with perhaps twenty thousand of the green workers congregated in tent cities along the shorelines.

Most of Mars was empty. Terraformed but empty.
Hardly a danger to all sentient life-formsin the solar system, then, isit?asked Orphu of |o.
It was Ri Po who responded.Look at the planet through quantum mapping.

“My God,” Mahnmut said aloud to his empty enviro-créche. Mars was a blinding red blaze of quantum-
shift activity, with flow lines converging on the mgor volcano, Olympus Mons.

Could the few flying vehicles be causing this quantum havoc?asked Orphu.They don’t register on the
el ectromagnetic spectrum and they certainly aren’t chemically propelled.

No,said Koros I 11.While the few flying machines move in and out of the quantum flux, they are not
generating it. Or at least not the primary source.

Mahnmut looked at the bizarre quantum map overlay another minute before venturing a suggestion he'd
been thinking about for days.Would it make sense to contact themvia radio or another medium? Or just
land openly on Olympus Mons. To come as friends rather than spies?

We have considered this course of action,said Koros.But the quantum activity is so intense that we find it
imper ative to gather more information before revealing ourselves.

Gather information and get these weapons of mass destruction as close to that volcano as possible,
Mahnmut thought with some bitterness. He had never wanted to be a soldier. Moravecs were not designed
to fight and the thought of killing sentient beings warred with programming as old as his species.
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Nonetheless, Mahnmut preparedThe Dark Lady for descent. He put the submersible on internal power and
separated all life support umbilicals from the ship, remaining connected only through the comm cables
that would be severed when they moved out of the hold. The submersible had been wrapped in ultrastealth
and areaction-pak of thrusters now girdled the bow and stern of the sub, but these would be controlled by
Koros |11 during the entry phase, then jettisoned. The final add-on was the blister-circle of parachutes that
would slow their fall after re-entry. These would also be controlled and jettisoned by Koros 111. Only after
they reached the ocean would Mahnmut guide his own submersible.

Preparing to come down to the submersible,called Koros 111 from the control deck.

Permission to board granted,replied Mahnmut, although their titular commander had not asked for
permission. He was not Europan and did not know the protocols. Mahnmut saw the warning that the
ship’s bay doors were opening, exposingThe Dark Lady to space again so that Koros could make the
transfer by guide cable.

Mahnmut flicked on the video feed from the hull where Orphu nestled. The lonian noticed the
attention.Good-bye for a while, my friend, said Orphu.We'll meet again.

| hope so,said Mahnmut. He opened the submersible’ slower airlock and prepared to blow the last comm
cables.

Wait,said Ri Po.Coming around the limb of the planet.

Control-room video showed Koros |11 dogging the airlock hatch he had just opened and returning to the
instruments. Mahnmut removed his finger from the button arming the commline pyrotechnics.

Something was coming around the edge of Mars. Currently it was just aradar blip. The forward tel escope
gimbaled to acquire it.

It must have launched from Olympos when we were out of line of sight,said Orphu.
Hailing it now,said Ri Po.

Mahnmut monitored the frequencies as their ship began calling. The blip did not answer.
Do you see this?said Koros 1.

Mahnmut did. The object was less than two meters long—an open chariot sans horses and surrounded by
a gleaming forcefield. There were two humanoids in the open vehicle, aman and a woman, the female
apparently steering it and the taller male just standing there, staring straight ahead asif he could see the
stealth-wrapped ship some eight thousand kilometers away. The woman was tall and regal and blonde; the
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man had short gray hair and a white beard.

Orphu rumbled his laugh on the common line.lt looks like pictures of God, he said.l don’t know who his
girlfriendis.

Asif hearing this insult, the gray-bearded man raised his arm.

The video input flared and died the same instant Mahnmut was thrown against the restraints of his high-g
couch. He felt the ship shudder twice, terribly, and then begin tumbling wildly, centrifugal forces
throwing Mahnmut hard to the right, then up, then to the left.

|s everyone all right?he screamed on the al-line.Can you hear me?

For severa tumbling seconds the only response was silence and line-noise, then Orphu’ s calm voice came
through the snarl of static.l can hear you, my friend.

Areyou all right? Isthe ship all right? Did we fire on them?

I’m damaged and blinded,said Orphu as the static hissed and crackled.But | saw what happened before
the blast blinded me.We didn’t fire on them. But the ship is—half gone, Mahnmut.

Half gone?Mahnmut repeated stupidly.What—

Some sort of energy lance. The control room—Koros and Ri Po—gone. Vaporized. All the bow gone. The
upper hull is slagged. The ship is tumbling about twice per second and beginning to break up. My own
carapace has been breached. My reaction jets are gone. Most of my manipulators are gone. I’'mlosing
power and shell integrity. Get the submersible away from the ship—hurry!

| don’t know how! called Mahnmut.Koros had the control package. | don’t know . . .

Suddenly the ship lurched again and the comm and video lines were severed completely. Mahnmut could
hear a violent hissing through the hull and realized that it was the ship boiling away around him. He
switched on the submersible’ s own cameras and saw only plasma glow everywhere.

The Dark Ladybegan tumbling and twisting more wildly, athough whether with the dying ship or by
itself, Mahnmut could not tell. He activated more cameras, the submersible' s underwater thrusters, and
the damage control system. Half the systems were out or slow to respond.

Orphu?No response. Mahnmut activated the omni-directional masers, attempting a tightbeam
lock.Orphu?

No response. The tumbling intensified. The Dark Lady’ s hold, pressurized for Koros's arrival, suddenly
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lost all of its atmosphere, spinning the submersible more wildly.

I’m coming for you, Orphu,called Mahnmut. He blew the inner airlock door and slapped his restraint
straps off. Behind him somewhere, either in the ship tearing itself apart or inThe Dark Lady herself,
something exploded and slammed Mahnmut violently against the control panel and then down into
darkness.

ding

13

The Dry Valley

In the morning, after a good breakfast prepared by Daeman’s mother’ s servitors at her Paris Crater
apartments, Ada and Harman and Hannah and Daeman faxed to the site of the last Burning Man.

The faxnode was lighted, of course, but outside the circular pavilion, it was deep night and the wind howl
was audible even through the semipermeable forcefield. Harman turned to Daeman. “This was the code |
had—twenty-one eighty-six—does it seem right to you?”’

“It’ s afaxnode pavilion, ” whined the younger man. “They all look alike. Plus, it’sdark outside. And it’s
empty here now. How am | supposed to tell if it’s the same as some place | visited eighteen months ago,
in daylight, with amob of other people?’

“The code sounds sort of right,” said Hannah. “1 was following other people, but | remember that the
Burning Man node had a high number, not one I’ d ever faxed to before.”

“And you were what?’ sneered Daeman. “ Seventeen at the time?”’

“A little older,” said Hannah. Her voice was cool. Where Daeman was mostly pale flab, Hannah showed
tanned muscle. Asif recognizing that disparity—even though Daeman had never heard of two human
beings physically fighting outside the turin-cloth drama—he took a step backward.

Adaignored the prickly conversation and walked to the edge of the pavilion, putting her slim fingers
against the forcefield. It rippled and bent but did not give way. “Thisissolid, ” she said. “We can’t get
out.”

“Nonsense,” said Harman. He joined her and the two pushed and prodded, |eaned their weight against the
elastic but ultimately unyielding energy shield. It wasn't semipermeable after all—or at least not to
physical objects like human beings.
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“I’ve never heard of this,” said Hannah, joining them to put her shoulder against the invisible wall. “What
sense does it make to have aforcefield in afax pavilion?’

“We'retrapped!” said Daeman, eyesrolling. “Like rats.”

“Moron,” said Hannah. The two did not appear to be getting along well today. “Y ou can always fax out.
The portal’ s right there behind you andit’ s still working.”

Asif to prove Hannah's point, two spherical, general-use servitors came through the shimmering
faxportal and floated toward the humans.

“Thisfield iskeeping usin,” Adasaid to the servitors.

“Yes, AdaUhr, " said one of the machines. “We regret the delay in getting here to help you. This faxnode
Is...rarely used.”

“Sowhat?’ said Harman, crossing his arms and scowling at the lead servitor. The other sphere had moved
off to float near one of the supply cubbiesin the pavilion’s white column. “ Since when are faxnodes
sealed off?’ continued Harman.

“My apologies again, HarmanUhr, ” said the servitor in the almost-male voice used by all general-
purpose servitors everywhere. “The climate outside is inhospitable in the extreme at this time of year.
Were you to venture out without thermskins, your chances of survival would be low.”

The second servitor extracted four thermskins from the cubby and floated past the four humans, offering
the less-than-paper-thin molecular suits to each person in turn.

Daeman held the suit in two hands and looked puzzled. “Isthis ajoke?’

“No,” said Harman. “I’ve worn one before.”

“So havel,” said Hannah.

Daeman unfurled the thermskin. It was like holding smoke. “ Thiswon't fit on over my clothes.”

“It’s not supposed to,” said Harman. “It has to go next to the skin. There’s ahood on it as well, but you'll
be able to see and hear through it.”

“Can we wear our regular clothes over it?" asked Ada. There was ahint of concern in her voice. After her
useless exhibitionism the night before, she was not feeling very adventurous. At least not when it came to
nudity.
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Thefirst servitor answered. “ Except for footwear, it is not advisable to wear other layers, Adauhr . For
the thermskin to be effective, it must be fully osmotic. Other clothes reduce its efficiency.”

“You have to be kidding,” said Daeman.

“We could always fax back home and get our coldest weather clothing,” said Harman. “ Although I’ m not
sure that it would be up to the conditions outside here.” He glanced at the shimmering forcefield wall. The
howling wind was still quite audible and frightening beyond it.

“No,” said the second servitor, “standard jackets and coats and capes would not be adequate here in the
Dry Valley. We can facture more modest extreme-weather clothing and return with it within the next
thirty minutesif you prefer.”

“Hell withit,” said Ada. “I want to see what’ s out there.” She walked to the center of the pavilion, behind
the faxportal itself, and began disrobing in plain view. Hannah took five steps and joined her, peeling off
her tunic and silken balloon trousers.

Daeman goggled a moment. Harman walked over to the younger man, touched his arm, and led him to the
far side of the circle, where he began undressing as well. Y et even as he disrobed, Daeman glanced over
his shoulder several times at the women—Ada’s skin glowing rich and full in the light from the overhead
hal ogens; Hannah lean and strong and brown. Hannah glanced up from tugging the thermskin up her legs
and scowled at Daeman. He looked away quickly.

When the four stood in the center of the pavilion again, wearing only their shoes or boots over the
thermskins, Adalaughed. “ These things are more revealing than if we were naked,” she said.

Daeman shuffled with embarrassment at the truth of the statement, but Harman smiled through his mask.
The thermskin was more paint than clothing.

“Why are we different colors?’ asked Daeman. Adawas bright yellow, Hannah orange, Harman a
brilliant blue, Daeman green.

“To identify each other easily,” answered the servitor asif the question had been directed to it.

Ada laughed again—that free, easy, unselfconscious laugh that made both of the men glance at her.
“Sorry,” shesaid. “It'sjust that . . . it's pretty obvious, even from a distance, which of usiswhich.”

Harman walked to the forcefield and set his blue hand against it. “ Can we pass now?’ he asked the
servitors.

The machines did not answer, but the force shield wavered slightly, Harman’ s hand passed through it, and
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then his blue body appeared to be moving through a silver waterfall as he stepped through.
The servitors followed the four into the windy darkness.

“We don’t need your escort,” Harman said to the machines. Daeman noticed that the other man’s voice
was lost in the wind, but he could hear clearly through the thermskin cowl. There was some sort of
transmission device and earphones in the molecular suit.

“1 apologize, HarmanUhr, ” said the first servitor, “but you do. For the light. “ Both servitors were
illuminating the rough ground with multiple flashlight beams from their shells.

Harman shook his head. “I’ ve used these thermskins before, in the high mountains and far north. They
have light-enhancement devices in the cowl lenses.” He touched his temple, feeling around for a second.
“There. | can see perfectly well now. The stars are brilliant.”

“Oh, my,” said Ada as her night vision switched on. Rather than the small circles of light afforded by the
servitors' flashbeams, the entire Dry Valley was now visible, each rock and boulder glowing brightly.
When she looked up, the blazing stars took her breath away. When she turned her head, the lighted
faxnode pavilion was a glowing, roaring furnace of light. Their thermskins glowed in color.

“Thisisso...wonderful,” said Hannah. She walked twenty paces away from the group, jumping from
rock to rock. They were at the bottom of awide, rocky valley, with gradual cliffs on either side. Above
them, snowfields glowed bright blue-white in the starlight, but the valley itself was al but free from
snow. Clouds moved in front of the stars like phosphorescent sheep. The wind howled around them,
buffeting them even when they stood till.

“I"'m cold,” said Daeman. The pudgy young man was shifting from foot to foot. He had worn only
walking dlippers.

“You may return to the pavilion and leave us,” Harman said to the servitors.

“With all due respect, HarmanUhr, our person-protection programming does not allow usto leave you
here alone to run the risk of injury or getting lost in the Dry Valley,” said one of the servitors. “But we
shall retreat a hundred yards, if that is your preference.”

“That’s our preference,” said Harman. “ And turn off those damned lights. They’re too bright in our night-
vision lenses.”

Both servitors complied, floating back toward the faxnode pavilion. Hannah led them across the valley.
There were no trees, no grass, no signs of life whatsoever, outside of the four human beings glowing in
bright color.
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“What are we hunting for?’ asked Hannah, stepping over what might have been asmall stream in
summer—if, indeed, summer ever came to this place.

“Isthisthe site of the Burning Man?’ asked Harman.

Daeman and Hannah both looked around. Finally Daeman spoke. “It could be. But there were—you
know—tents and pavilions and rest rooms and flowdomes and the forcefield over the valley and big
heaters and the Burning Man and daylight and . . . it was different then. Not socold .” He hopped gingerly
from foot to foot.

“Hannah?’ said Daeman.

“I"m not sure. That place was also rocky and desolate, but . . . Daeman’sright, it looked different with the
thousands of people and sunlight. | don’t know.”

Adatook the lead. “Let’s fan out and hunt for some sign that the Burning Man was held here.. . .
campfires, rock cairns. . . something. Although | don’t think we'll find your Wandering Jew person here
tonight, Harman.”

“Shhh,” said Harman, glancing over his blue shoulder at the distant servitors, then realizing that they were
broadcasting their conversation anyway. “All right,” he said with asigh, “let’s spread out, say a couple of
hundred feet apart, and look for anything that . . .”

He stopped as alarge, only vaguely humanoid shape appeared from a side canyon. The creature picked its
way across the rocks with a familiar awkward grace. When it got within thirty feet, Harman said, “Go
back. We don’t need avoynix here.”

One of the servitors answered, its voice in their ears even though the sphere itself floated far behind them.
“We must insist, my gentlemen and ladies. Thisis the most remote and hostile of all known faxnodes. We
cannot risk the small chance that something here could harm you.”

“Arethere dinosaurs?’ asked Daeman, his voice on edge.

Adalaughed again and opened her arms and hands to the dark and howling cold. “I doubt it, Daeman.
They’d have to be some tough recombinant winter breed I’ ve never heard of .”

“Anything’s possible,” Hannah said, pointing to alarge rock near the entrance to another side canyon
about fifty yards to their right. “That could be an alosaurus right there, just waiting for us.”

Daeman took a step back and almost tripped over arock.
“There aren’t any dinosaurs here,” said Harman. “1 don’t think there’ sany living thing here. It’stoo
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damned cold. If you doubt me, lift your cowls for a second.”
The others did. The molecular earphones rang with their exclamations.
“Y ou stay back unless called,” Harman directed the voynix. The creature moved back thirty paces.

They walked up the valley—northwest according to their palm direction finders. The stars shook from the
force of the wind and occasionally all four of them would have to huddle in the shelter of alarge boulder
to keep from getting blown over. When the gale lessened in intensity, they spread out again.

“There’' s something here,” came Ada’ s voice.

The others hurried to join the yellow form a hundred feet to their south. Ada was looking down at what at
first appeared to be just another rock, but as Daeman got closer, he saw the brittle hair or fur, the odd
flipper appendages, and the black holes or eyes. The thing appeared to be carved from weathered wood.

“It'saseal,” said Harman.
“What'sthat?’ asked Hannah, kneeling to touch the still figure.

“An aguatic mammal. I’ ve seen them near coastlines. . . away from faxnodes.” He also knelt and touched
the animal’s corpse. “Thisthing’ sdried out . . . mummified is the word. It may have been here for
centuries. Millennia.”

“So we're near acoast,” said Ada
“Not necessarily,” said Harman, standing and looking around.

“Hey,” said Daeman, “| remember that big boulder. The beer pavilion was pitched just below it.” He
made his way slowly to the boulder near the cliff wall.

“Areyou sure?’ asked Adawhen they’d caught up. There was only the rock slab rising toward the coldly
burning stars and hurrying clouds. Everyone looked on the ground for signs of the tent or campfires or
carriole tracks, but there was nothing.

“It was ayear and a half ago,” said Harman. “The servitors probably cleaned up well and . . .”
“Oh, my God,” interrupted Hannah.

They al turned quickly. The orange-suited young woman was looking skyward. They lifted their heads,
even as they each noticed the play of colored light on the rocks around them.
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The night sky was alive with curtains of shimmering, dancing light—bars of blues and yellows and
dancing reds.

“What isit?” whispered Ada.

“1 don’t know,” Harman responded, also whispering. The light continued to writhe across the uncloudy
portions of the sky. Harman lifted off histhermskin cowl. “My God, it's amost as brilliant without the
night-vision. | think | saw something like this once decades ago when | was. . .”

“Servitors,” interrupted Daeman, “what is this light?’

“A form of atmospheric phenomenon associated with charged particles from the sun interacting with
Earth’ s electromagnetic field,” came the voice from the distant machine. “We no longer have the
particulars of the scientific explanation, but it goes under different names, including . . .”

“All right,” said Harman. “That’senough . . . hey.” He had pulled on his cowl again and was looking at
therock slab in front of them.

There were complex scratchings on the rock. They did not look as if they had been made by the wind or
other natural causes.

“What isit?’ asked Ada. “It doesn’t look like the symbolsin the books.”
“No,” agreed Harman.
“Something from the Burning Man?’ said Hannah.

“1 don’t remember scratches on the rock near the beer tent,” said Daeman. “But maybe the servitors
scratched up the surface moving some of the stuff out after the celebration.”

“Perhaps,” said Harman.

“Should we keep hunting around here?’ asked Ada. “Try to find some sign that this woman you’ re after
was here? Or even that the Burning Man was here? Maybe there are some ashes | eft.”

“Inthiswind?’ laughed Daeman. “After ayear and a half?’
“A pit,” said Ada. “A campfire. Wecould . ..”

“No,” said Harman. “We' re not going to find anything here. Let’ s fax somewhere warm and get some
lunch.”
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Adaturned her yellow head to look at Harman, but she said nothing.
The two servitors had floated toward them and the voynix loomed just behind them.

“We're going,” Harman told the closer servitor. “Y ou can use your flashlight beams to illuminate our way
back to the fax pavilion.”

It was just after midday in Ulanbat and the usual hundred or so guests were milling at Tobi’s ongoing
Second Twenty party on the seventy-ninth floor of the Circles to Heaven. The hanging gardens rustled
and sighed from the breeze blowing off the red desert. Daeman was greeted by a host of young men and
women who had not noticed his absence over the past few days, but he followed Harman, Hannah, and
Ada as they found hot finger food at the long banquet table and had cold wine poured by a servitor.
Harman led them away from the crowd to a stone table near the low wall at the edge of the circle. Eight
hundred feet below, camel caravans driven by servitors and followed by voynix padded in on the hard-
packed Gobi Highway.

“What isit?’ said Adaasthey sat in the garden shade and ate. “| know something happened back there.”

Harman started to speak, paused, and waited for a servitor to float past. “Do you ever wonder,” he asked,
“if that utility servitor isthe same one you just saw somewhere else? They all look alike.”

“That’ s absurd,” said Daeman. Between bites on a chicken leg, he was licking his fingers and sipping his
chilled wine.

“Perhaps,” said Harman.

“What did you see back there in the dark?’ asked Hannah. “ Those scratches on the rock?”

“They were numbers,” said Harman.

Daeman laughed. “No theyweren’t . | know numbers. We all know numbers. Those weren’t numbers.”
“They were numbers written out in words.”

“It didn’t look like the jigglesin books,” said Ada. “Words.”

“No,” said Harman. “I think was the kind of writing people used to do by hand. The words were all loopy
and connected and worn down some by the wind—I suspect that they were written there way back at the
last Burning Man—~but | could read them.”

“Words,” laughed Daeman. “A minute ago you said they were numbers.”
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“What did they say?’ asked Hannah.
Harman looked around him again. “Eight-eight-four-nine,” he said softly.

Ada shook her head. “It sounds like afaxnode code, but it's way too high. I’ ve never heard of a code that
started with two eights.”

“Therearen't any,” said Daeman.

Harman shrugged. “Maybe. But when we're done here, I’ m going to try it out at the core node here.”
Adalooked out at the distant horizon. The rings were visible above them, two milky strings crossing in a
pale blue sky. “Is that why you kept the four thermskins rather than throwing them in the disposal bin as

the servitors told us to do?”

“1 didn’t know you noticed that | did,” said Harman. He grinned and drank wine. “I tried to do it on the
gly. | guessI'm not very good at secrets. At least the servitors had already faxed away.”

Asif on cue, aservitor floated over to replenish their drinks. The little spherical machine floated beyond
the wall—eight hundred feet above the red-yellow ground—as its dainty, white-gloved hands poured wine
into their glasses.

If Harman hadn’t insisted they change into their thermskins and wear them under their clothes before
faxing, they might have died.

“Good God,” cried Daeman, “where are we? What’ s going on?”’

There was no faxnode pavilion. Code 8849 had brought them straight into darkness and chaos. Wind
howled. There wasice underfoot. The four crashed into sharp things with every step they took in the
screaming blackness. Even the faxportal had disappeared behind them.

“Adal” called Harman. “The light!” Their hoods provided night vision, but none of them had their hoods
up at the moment and there seemed to be no ambient light to magnify in this absol ute blackness.

“I'mtryingtogetiton...there!” The small flashlight she’d borrowed from Tobi poured athin beam into
the night, illuminating an open door rimmed with frost, icicles three feet long, frozen waves of ice under
foot. Ada swung the light and three thermskinned faces stared back at her, surprise clearly visible on each
face.

“There’ s no pavilion,” Harman said aloud.
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“Every faxnode has a pavilion,” said Daeman. “There can’t be a portal without a node pavilion. Right?’
“Not in the old days,” said Harman. “ There were thousands of private nodes.”
“What' s he talking about?’ shouted Daeman. “Let’ s getout of here!”

Ada had swung the light back into the space they’ d faxed into. There was no portal. They werein asmall
room with shelves and counters and walls, all covered with ice. Unlike all fax pavilions, there was no
faxnode code-plate pedestal in the center of the room. And that meant there was no way out, no way back.
A million flakes of ice danced in the flashlight beam. Beyond the walls, the wind howled.

“Daeman, what you said earlier seemsto be true now,” said Harman.

“What? What did | say earlier?’

“That we're trapped. Trapped like rats.”

Daeman blinked and the flashlight beam moved on to the frosted walls. The wind howled more loudly.

“It sounds like the wind in the Dry Valley,” said Hannah. “But there were no buildings there. Were
there?’

“l don’t think so,” said Harman. “But | suspect we're still in Antarctica.”
“Where?” said Daeman, his teeth chattering. “What'sant . . . antattica?’

“The cold place we were at this morning,” said Ada. She stepped through the doorway, leaving the others
in darkness for amoment. They scrambled to catch up and huddled behind her like goslings. “There'sa
hallway here,” said Ada. “Watch your step. The floor is under afoot of ice and snow.”

The frozen hallway led to a frozen kitchen, the frozen kitchen opened onto afrozen living room with
overturned couches drifted with snow. Adaran her flashlight beam across awall of windows triple-glazed
with ice.

“I think | know where we are,” whispered Harman.
“Never mind that,” said Hannah. “How do we getout 7’

“Wait,” said Ada, lowering the flashlight beam to the icy floor so that everyone' s faces were illuminated
by the bounce light from below. “I want to know where you think we are.”
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“According to the story I’ ve heard, the woman I’ m hunting for—the Wandering Jew—had a home, a
domi, on Mount Erberus, avolcano in Antarctica.”

“In the Dry Valley?" asked Daeman. The young man kept glancing over his shoulders at the darkness
behind him. “God, I'mfreezing .”

Hannah moved so quickly over the ice toward Daeman that he staggered back and aimost slipped. “ Silly,
you have to put your thermskin hood on,” she said. “We all do. We're going to get frostbite if we don't.
Plus, we'relosing alot of body heat through our scalp right now.” She pulled the green cowl of the
thermskin free of his shirt and tugged the hood into place over his head.

Everyone hurried to follow suit.

“That’ s better,” said Harman. “I can see now. And hear better as well—the suit earphones damp out the
wind howl.”

“Y ou were saying before that this woman had a place on a volcano—near the Dry Valley? Close enough
for usto walk to the fax pavilion there?’

Harman gestured helplessly. “I don’t know. I'd wondered if that’s how she had shown up at the Burning
Man—ijust walked there—but | don’t know the geography. It might be one mile or athousand miles from
here.”

Daeman looked at the black, iced windows where the wind flexed the shatterproof panes. “I’ m not going
out there,” he said flatly. “Not for any reason.”

“For once | agree with Daeman,” said Hannah.

“l don’t understand any of this,” said Ada. “Y ou said that this woman lived here long ago—Ilifetimes
ago—centuries and centuries. How could she. . .”

“l don’t know,” said Harman. He borrowed the flashlight from Ada and started walking down the next
hallway. He was stopped by what looked to be white bars. While the others watched, he went back into
the drifted living room, picked up the heaviest piece of furniture he could pry free of the ice—a heavy
table, the legs snapping off as he tugged it free—and walked back to smash the icicles one after the other,
battering a path down the snow-filled hallway.

“Where are you going?’ called Daeman. “What good is it going to do to go down there. No one’'s been
there for amillion years. We're just going to freeze when . . .”

Harman kicked open a door at the end of the hallway. Light poured out. So did heat. The other three
moved as quickly as they could across the treacherous surface to join him.
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Much like the room they had faxed into, this space was windowless and about twenty feet square. But
unlike the other room, this one was warm, lighted, and free of snow or ice. And unlike the other room,
this one was amost filled with an oval metal machine about fifteen feet long. The thing was floating
silently three feet off the concrete floor, and a forcefield shimmered like a glass canopy over itstop
surface. On that surface were six indentations with a soft black material lining them; each indentation was
the length of a human body with two short grips or controllers near where the hands would be.

“It looks like someone was expecting two more of us,” whispered Hannah.
“Whatisit?’ said Daeman.

“I think it'sasonie. . . also called an AFV,” said Harman, his own voice hushed.
“What?” said Daeman. “What do those words mean?”’

“l don’t know,” said Harman. “But people in the lost ages used to fly around in them.” He touched the
forcefield; it parted like quicksilver under hisfingers, flowed around his hand, swallowed hiswrist.

“Careful!” said Ada, but Harman had already lowered himself first onto his knees and then onto his
stomach, then prone and settling into the black material. His head and back rose just slightly above the
curved upper surface of the machine.

“It'sfine,” he sad. “Comfortable. And warm.”

That settled it for the others. Adawas the first to crawl onto the craft, stretching out on her stomach and
grasping the two handlgrips. “ Are these controls of some sort?’

“I have no idea,” said Harman as Hannah and Daeman crawled onto the disk and settled into the outer
Impressions, leaving the two rear-center depressions empty.

“You don’t know how to fly the thing?’ asked Ada, a bit more shrilly thistime. “From the books? From
your reading?’

Harman just shook his head.
“Then what are wedoing on it?’ said Ada.

“Experimenting.” Harman twisted the top off his right handgrip. There was a single red button there. He
pressed it.

The wall ahead of them disappeared as if it had been blown out into the antarctic night. Cold wind and
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flying snow swept around them in a blinding implosion, asif the air in the room had been sucked out and
the storm pulled back inin its place.

Harman opened his mouth to say “Hang on!” but before he could speak, the sonie leaped out of the room
at an impossible velocity, pressing the bottoms of their boots back against metal and making them each
cling wildly to the handgrips.

The forcefield bubble over their heads kept them alive as the sonie, the AFV, thething, flew out from the
white volcano with its ice-crusted and shattered buildings clinging to its seaward side. The night-vision
lenses in their thermskin hoods showed them the fir forest along the coast gone back to ice and death, the

abandoned and drifted-over robotic equipment along the curve of abay, and then the white sea—the
frozen sea.

The sonie leveled off about a thousand feet above that frozen sea and hurtled out away from land.

Harman released one of the handgrips long enough to activate the direction finder on his palm.
“Northeast,” he said to the others over their suit comms.

No one replied. Everyone was clinging and shaking too fiercely to comment on the direction the machine
was headed while taking them to their deaths.

What Harman did not say aloud was that if the old maps he had studied were accurate, there was nothing
out this direction for thousands of miles. Nothing.

Ten minutes of flight and the sonie began losing atitude. They had passed beyond the ice and now were
flying over black water scattered with icebergs.

“What's happening?’ said Ada. She hated the quaver in her own voice. “Is thisthing out of energy . . .
fuel ... whatever it uses?’

“| don’t know,” said Harman.

The sonie leveled off a mere hundred feet above the water. “Look,” called Hannah. She raised a hand
from its grip to point ahead of them.

Suddenly the back of something huge, alive, barnacled with age, flesh corrugated-tough, broke the cold
sea, its mammal heat radiating like throbbing blood in their night-vision-enhanced sight. A spout of water
shot high toward them and Harman smelled fish on the fresh air that the forcefield allowed through.

“What . ..” began Daeman.
“I'think it'scalled . . . awhale, | think that’s how to pronounceit . . . but | thought it was extinct millennia
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ago,” said Harman.
“Maybe the post-humans brought it back,” Ada said over their suit intercoms.
“Maybe.”

They hurtled farther out to sea, always east-northeast, and after afew more minutes of the sonie holding
its altitude, the four passengers began relaxing a bit, adapting, as humans have done since time
immemorial, to a strange new situation. Harman had rolled on his side and was looking up at the brilliant
stars becoming visible between scattered clouds when Ada startled him by shouting, “Look! Ahead!”

A large iceberg had become visible over the dark horizon and the sonie was hurtling straight toward it.
The machine had flown over or past other icebergs, but none this broad—it stretched sideways for miles
like a gleaming blue-white wall in their night vision—and none this tall—it was apparent that the top of
the monstrous thing was higher than their current altitude.

“What can we do?’ asked Ada.

Harman shook his head. He had no idea how fast the sonie was going—none of them had ever traveled
faster than a voynix-pulled droshky—but it was fast enough, he knew, that the impact would destroy
them.

“Do you have other controls on your handgrip?’ asked Hannah. Her voice was strangely calm.
“No,” said Harman.

“We could jump,” said Daeman from behind and to the left of Harman. The sonietilted abit as Daeman
got to his knees and elbows, his head just within the forcefield bubble.

“No,” said Harman, putting the force of command in the syllable. “Y ou wouldn't last thirty secondsin
that sea, even if you survived thefall . . . which you wouldn’t. Get down.”

Daeman dropped to his belly again.

The sonie did not slow or change course. The face of the iceberg—Harman guessed that the thing was at
least two miles across—rushed at them and grew taller. Harman estimated that it rose at least three
hundred feet above the water. They would strike it two-thirds of the way down its cold face.

“There' s nothing we can do?’ said Ada, making it more a statement than a question.

Harman pulled his hood off and looked at her. The cold air was not so bad within their forcefield cockpit.
“l don’t think so,” he said. “I’m sorry.” He reached across with his right hand to take her left hand. She
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swept her thermskin hood off to show him her eyes. She and Harman interlaced fingers for afew seconds.
A few hundred yards before fiery collision, the sonie slowed again and gained altitude. It whisked over
the top edge of the iceberg with ten feet to spare and banked to the right until it was flying south above

theicy surface. It slowed more, hovered, and settled onto the surface, snow hissing under its heated
underside.

Harman and the others lay where they were for a silent moment, hanging on to the handgrips, not sharing
their thoughts.

The forecefield bubble disappeared and suddenly the terrible cold and wind burned at Harman’ s face. He
pulled his hood down in a hurry, glancing at Ada as she did the same.

“We should get off thisthing before it decides to take us somewhere else,” Hannah said softly on the
comm.

They scrambled off. The wind shoved them off balance, relented, shoved at them again. Spindrift pelted
their outer clothing and hoods.

“What now?’ whispered Ada.

Asif in answer, adouble row of red infrared beacons winked on, outlining a ten-foot-wide path from the
sonie for ahundred yardsto . . . nothing.

They walked together, holding each other upright in the wind. If the beacon lights had not burned so
brightly in their night vision, they would have turned their backs to the wind and been lost in
seconds—Iost until they stepped off the edge of the iceberg somewhere to their right.

The path ended in ahole in the iceberg’ s surface. Steps had been hacked out of the ice and disappeared
toward another red glow far below.

“Shall we?’ said Hannah.

“What choice do we have?’ asked Daeman.

The steps were dlippery under their street boots, but some sort of climbing rope had been attached to the
right wall with metal spikes and loops, and the four clung to the line while descending. Harman had
counted forty steps when the stairway ended in awall of ice. No, the steps continued to their right and

down—fifty steps thistime—then left and down again for fifty more, the whole descent illuminated by
spaced infrared cold-flares set into the ice.

At the bottom of the steps, a corridor led deep into the iceberg, the way illuminated now by green and
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blue cold-flares as well asred. At places they came to junctions, but one choice was always dark, the
other illuminated. Once they climbed along a slowly ascending corridor; another time they descended for
ahundred feet or more. The bends and junctions and choices became too labyrinthine to keep track.

“Someone’ s expecting us,” whispered Hannah.
“I"'m counting on it,” said Ada.

They emerged into a broad hall, perhaps a hundred feet across at the widest, the ice ceiling thirty feet
above, various other entrances dotting the walls and connected by ice stairways, the floor graded to
different levels. Heaters on pedestrals glowed orange and there were a variety of light sources spiked into
the walls, floors, and ceilings. On one of the low platforms lay what looked to be furry animal hides,
cushions, and alow table with bowls of food and pitchers and goblets of drink. The four gathered around
the table but looked dubioudly at its contents.

“It'sall right,” said awoman’s voice behind them. “It’ s not poisoned.”

She had emerged from a high ice door near the platform and now she descended a zigzag of stairs toward
them. Harman had time to notice the woman’ s hair—gray-white, an almost unheard-of choice except for a
few eccentrics—and her face: lined with wrinkles just as Daeman had said. This woman wasold in away
none of them—except for Daeman at the last Burning Man—had ever seen, and the effect unsettled even
Harman with his ninety and nine years.

Other than the obvious age, the woman was attractive enough. Her stride was strong and she wore a
commonplace blue tunic top, cord trousers, and solid boots, the one dash of eccentricity being the red
wool cape over her shoulders. The cape's cut was complicated, never quite resolving itself into smple
folds. As she stepped onto the platform a few feet from them, Harman noticed the dark metal object in her
right hand.

Asif noticing the device for the first time herself, she raised it toward them. “Do any of you know what
thisis?’

“No,” said Daeman, Ada, and Hannah in a soft chorus.
“Yes,” said Harman. “It’s some sort of Lost Age weapon.”

The other three looked at him. They had seen weapons in the turin-cloth drama—swords, spears, shields,
bows and arrows—but nothing so machinelike as this blunt black thing.

“Correct,” sad the woman. “Thisis called agun and it only does one thing—it kills.”

Daeman took a step toward the old woman. “Are you going to kill us? Did you bring us all thisway to kill
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us?’
The old woman smiled and set the weapon on the table, next to a bowl of oranges. “Hello, Daeman,” she

said. “It’s nice to see you again, although I’'m not sure you’ d remember me from our last meeting. You
were in a pretty advanced state of inebriation.”

“l remember you, Savi,” said Daeman, his tone cool.
“And al of you,” continued the old woman, “Hannah, Ada, Harman . . . welcome. Y ou were very
persistent in following clues, Harman.” She sat on the furs, gestured, and one after the other, the four sat

around the low table with her. Savi picked up an orange, offered it, and began peeling it with a sharp
fingernail when the others declined.

“We haven't met,” said Harman. “How do you know my name. . . our names?’
“You've left quite awake behind you—what is your people’s honorific these days? HarmanUhr .”
“Wake?’

“Hiking far from faxnodes so the voynix have to follow you. Learning to read. Seeking out the few
remaining librariesin theworld . . . including AdaUhr ’s.” She nodded in Ada’ s direction and the young
woman nodded in return.

“How do you know that voynix followed me anywhere?’ asked Harman.

“The voynix monitor anyone unusual,” said Savi. She separated the orange into segments, put two
segments on four linen cloths, and offered them around. All four accepted them thistime. “I monitoryou,
" she finished, looking at Harman.

“Why?” Harman looked at the slices and set the cloth down on the table. “Why spy on me? And how?”’
“Two different questions, my young friend.”

Harman had to smile at this. No one who knew him had called him young in avery long time. “Then
answer thefirst,” he said. “Why spy on me?’

Savi finished the second slice of orange and licked her fingers. Harman noticed Ada studying the older
woman with fascination, looking at her wrinkled fingers and age-mottled hands. If Savi noticed the
inspection, sheignored it. “Harman . . . may | drop theUhr ?* She did not wait for an answer, but went on,
“Harman, right now you are the only human being on Earth, out of a population of more than three
hundred thousand souls. . . the only human being other thanme.. . . who can read a written language. Or
who wantsto.”

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (124 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:26 PM]



Ilium

“But . ..” began Harman.

“Three hundred thousand people?’ interrupted Hannah. “There are a million of us. There havealways
been amillion of us.”

Savi smiled but shook her head. “My dear, who told you that there a million living human beings on the
Earth today?’

“Why ...noone...| mean, everyoneknows. ..”
“Precisely,” said Savi. “Everyone knows. But there is no mechanism to count the population.”
“But when someone ascends to therings. . .” continued Hannah, showing her confusion.

“Another child is allowed to be born,” finished Savi. “Yes. So | have noticed during the last millennium
or so. But there is no population of amillion of you. Far fewer.”

“Why would the posts lie to us?’ asked Daeman.

Savi raised one eyebrow. “The posts. Ah, yes. . . the posts. Have you spoken to a post-human recently,
DaemanUhr 7

Daeman must have considered that question rhetorical; he did not answer.
“1 have spoken to post-humans,” Savi said quietly.

This carried the othersinto silence. They waited silently. Such an idea was—at least to Harman and
Ada—literally breathtaking.

“But that was along time ago,” the old woman said, speaking so softly that the other |eaned closer to
hear. “ Along, long time ago. Before the final fax.” Her eyes, a startling gray-blue a second before, now
looked clouded, distracted.

Harman shook his head. “| was the one who heard the story about you—the Wandering Jew, the last of
your Lost Age—but | don’t understand. How can you live beyond your Fifth Twenty?”

Ada blinked at Harman'’ s rudeness, but Savi did not seem to mind. “First of all, this hundred-year life
span is arelatively recent addition to humankind, my dears. It is something the posts came up with only
after the final fax. Only after they botched everything—our future, the Earth’ s future—in that disastrous
final fax. Only centuries after my nine thousand one hundred and thirteen post-rubicon fellow humans
were faxed into the neutrino stream—never to be returned,although the posts promised them they would
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be —only after that . . . genocide. . . did your precious post-humans rebuild the core population of your
ancestors and come up with thisidea of one hundred years and a theoretical herd population of amillion
people..."

Savi stopped and took a breath. She was obviously agitated. She took another breath and gestured to the
pitchers on the table. “1 have tea here, if you are interested. Or avery strong wine. | am going to take
some wine.” She did so, pouring with slightly shaking hands. She gestured to their goblets. Daeman
shook his head. Hannah and Adatook tea. Harman accepted a goblet of red wine.

“Harman,” she began again, more composed now, “you asked two questions before | digressed from my
answer. First, why have | noticed you. Second, how have | survived for so long.

“The answer to your first question isthat | am interested in what the voynix are interested in and alarmed
by, and they are interested in and alarmed by your behavior over the past decades . . .”

“But why would the voynix notice or care about me. . . “ began Harman.

Savi held up one finger. “To your second question, | can say that | stay alive over these past centuries by
sleeping much of the time and by hiding when | am awake. When | move, it is either by sonie—you
enjoyed aride in one today—or through walking, hiking between the faxnode pavilions.”

“l don’t understand,” said Ada. “How can you hike between faxnodes?’

Savi stood. The others stood with her. “I understand it’s been a busy day for you, my young friends, but
much lies ahead if you choose to follow me. If not, the sonie will return you to the nearest faxnode
pavilion . . . in what used to be Africa, | believe. It isyour choice.” She looked at Daeman. “Each of you
must choose.”

Hannah drank the last of her tea and set the goblet down. “ And what are you going to show usif we
follow you, SaviUhr 7’

“Many things, my child. But first of al, | will show you how to fly and to visit places you’ ve never heard
of . .. placesyou’ve never dreamt of.”

The four looked at each other. Harman and Ada nodded to each other, agreeing that they would follow the
woman. Hannah said, “Y es, count mein.”

Daeman seemed to be pondering the choice for a silent moment. Then he said, “I’ll go. But before | go, |
want some of that strong wine after all.”

Savi filled his goblet.
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ding

14

Low Mars Orbit

Mahnmut reset his systems and did a quick damage assessment. Nothing disabling to either his organic or
cybernetic components. The explosion had caused rapid depressurization of three forward ballast tanks,
but twelve remained intact. He checked internal clocks; he had been unconscious for less than thirty
seconds before reset and he was still connected virtually to his submersible across the usual
bandwidths. The Dark Lady was reporting wild tumbling, some minor hull breach, monitoring-system
overloads, hull temperatures above boiling, and a score of other complaints, but there was nothing that
demanded Mahnmut’ simmediate attention. He rebooted video connections, but all he could see was the
red-hot glowing interior of the spacecraft’ s hold, the open bay doors, and—through those
doors—tumbling starfields.

Orphu?

There was no response on the common band or on any of the tightbeam or maser channels. Not even
static.

The airlock was still open. Mahnmut grabbed a personal reaction pack and coils of unbreakable
microfilament rope and pulled himself out the airlock doors, fighting the vector forces of the tumbling by
grabbing handholds he knew from decades of deep-sea work. On his own hull, he checked that the sub’s
payload-bay doors were fully opened, estimated how much room he would need, and then grabbed some
of Koros's carefully folded machines at random and jetted them out of his sub, out of the disintegrating
spacecraft, tumbling away through the blobs of molten ship metal and glowing plasma. Mahnmut didn’t
know if he was jettisoning the weapons of mass destruction that Koros had been planning to bring to the
surface—on my ship!thought Mahnmut with the same outrage he' d felt earlier—or if he was jettisoning
gear that he would need for survival if he ever reached Mars. At that moment, he didn’t care. He needed
the space.

Tying the rope off to brackets onThe Dark Lady’ s hull, Mahnmut jetted out into space, taking care not to
collide with the shattered ship-bay doors.

Once outside and a safe hundred meters from the tumbling ship, he rotated to get hisfirst view of the
damage.

It was worse than he' d thought. As Orphu had described, the entire bow of the spacecraft was gone—the
control room and everything ten meters aft of where the control room had been. Sheared off asif it had
never existed. Only a glowing and dissipating cloud of plasma around the bow showed where Koros 1|
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and Ri Po had been.

The rest of the ship’s fuselage had cracked and fragmented. Mahnmut could only guess the catastrophic
results if the fusion engines, hydrogen tanks, Matloff/Fennelly scoop, and other propulsion devices had
not been jettisoned long before this attack. The secondary explosions would certainly have vaporized
Orphu and him.

Orphu?Mahnmut was using radio now as well as tightbeam, but the reflector antennae had been slagged
off the hull for the maser relay. There was no response.

Trying to avoid the flying shrapnel, blobs of glowing metal, and the worst of the expanding plasma cloud
while keeping slack in the line so that the tumbling wouldn’t fling him around the dying ship, Mahnmut
used the reaction thrusters to come up and over the hull of the ship. The tumbling was so fierce
now—stars, Mars, stars, Mars—that Mahnmut had to shut down his eyes and use the pack’s radar feed to
find hisway around the hull.

Orphu was still in his cradle. For a second, Mahnmut was joyous—the radar signature showed his friend
intact and in place—but then he activated his eyes and saw the carnage.

The blast that had sheared off the bow had also scorched and fractured the upper hull of the ship all the
way back to Orphu’ s position and—as the lonian had reported—had cracked and blackened his heavy
carapace for athird of hislength. Orphu’ s forward manipulators were gone. His forward comm antennae
were missing. His eyes were gone. Cracks ran the last three meters of Orphu’ s upper shell.

“Orphu!” called Mahnmut on direct tightbeam.
Nothing.

Using every meg of his computational abilities, Mahnmut gauged the vectorsinvolved and jetted over to
the upper hull, all ten jetsfiring in microbursts to adjust his dangerous trgjectory, until he was within a
meter of the hull. He pulled the k-tool from the pack’s belt and fired a piton into the hull, then looped his
line around it, making sure to keep it from getting tangled. He would have to pull free in a minute.

Pulling the line tight, swinging like a pendulum arm, Mahnmut arced aft to Orphu’ s cradle—although
scorched crater seemed a better description of the indentation in the hull now.

Hanging on to Orphu’ s carapace, his short legs swinging wildly above him, Mahnmut slapped a hardline
stick-on against his friend' s body just aft of where his eyes had been. *“ Orphu?’

“Mahnmut?’ Orphu’ s voice was cracked but strong. Mostly, it was surprised. “Where are you? How are
you reaching me? All my comm is down.”
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Mahnmut felt the kind of joy that only afew of Shakespeare's characters ever achieved. “I’ m in contact
with you. Hardline. I’m going to get you out of here.”

“That'sidiotic!” boomed the lonian’svoice. “I'm useless. | don't . . .”

“Shut up,” explained Mahnmut. “I have aline. | need to tie you on. Where. . .”

“There' satie-on bracket about two meters aft of my sensor bundle,” said Orphu.

“No, thereisn’t.” Mahnmut hated the idea of firing a piton into Orphu’ s body, but he would if he had to.

“Well . ..” began Orphu and stopped for aterrible few seconds of silence as the extent of his own injuries
obviously sank in. “Aft then. Farthest from the blast. Just above the thruster cluster.”

Mahnmut didn’t tell hisfriend that the external thrusters were also gone. He kicked back, found the tie-on,
and tied the microfilament line with an unbreakable knot. If there was one thing that moravec Mahnmut
had in common with the human sailors who had preceded him on Earth’s seas for millennia, it was
knowing how to tie a good knot.

“Hang on,” said Mahnmut over the hardline. “I’m going to pull you out. Don’t worry if we lose contact.
There are alot of vector forces right now.”

“Thisisinsane!” cried Orphu hisvoice still scratchy on the hardline. “ There’ s no room inThe Dark Lady
and | can’'t do you any good if you get me there. | don’'t have anything left to hang on with.”

“Quiet,” said Mahnmut, his voice cam. He added, “My friend.”
Mahnmut triggered all the reaction-pack jets, tugging loose the piton line as he did so.

The jets got Orphu up and out of his hull cradle. The tumbling of the ship did the rest, swinging both
moravecs a hundred meters out and away from the ship.

Delta-v computations clouding hisvision field, Mars and stars still exchanging places every two seconds,
Mahnmut let the line go taut and then he fired the thrusters—using up energy at a fearsome
rate—matching tumble velocities and reeling himself up the long line toThe Dark Lady.

Orphu’ s mass was considerable, its pull made the worse by the tumbling, but the line was unbreakable
and so was Mahnmut’ s will at the moment. He ratcheted them closer to the open bay of the waiting
submersible.

The spacecraft began breaking up from the stresses, pieces of the stern snapping off and flying past
Mahnmut where he clung to Orphu’ s carapace, two tons of metal missing the smaller moravec’s head by
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less than five meters. Mahnmut pulled them in.

It was no use. The ship was coming apart aroundThe Dark Lady, explosions further rending the hull as
trace reaction gases and internal pressurized chambers gave way. Mahnmut would never get to the sub
before it was torn apart.

“All right,” muttered Mahnmut. “ The mountain has to come to Mohammed.”

“What?’ cried Orphu, sounding alarmed for the first time.

Mahnmut had forgotten the hardline was still operative. “Nothing. Hang on.”

“How can | hang on, my friend? My manipulators and hands are al gone. Y ou hang on tome .”

“Right,” said Mahnmut and fired every thruster he had, using up the pack’ s energy supplies so quickly
that he had to go to emergency reserve.

It worked.The Dark Lady emerged from the dark ship’s bay only seconds before the belly of the
spacecraft began to come apart.

Mahnmut thrusted further away, seeing blobs of molten metal splatter on Orphu’ s poor battered carapace.
“I"'m sorry,” whispered Mahnmut as he used the last of hisfuel to tug the tumbling submersible farther
from the dying spaceship.

“Sorry for what?’ asked Orphu.
“Never mind,” panted Mahnmut. “Tell you later.”

He tugged, shoved, thrust, and generally moravec-hauled the huge lonian into the almost-empty payload
bay. It was better in the darkness of the bay—the wildly spinning stars/planet/stars/planet no longer gave
Mahnmut vertigo. He crammed his friend into the main payload niche and activated the adjustable
clamps.

Orphu was secure now. It was probable that all three of them—The Dark Ladyand the two
moravecs—were doomed, but at least they’ d end their existence together. Mahnmut attached the sub’s
comm leads to the hardline port.

“You're safe for now,” gasped Mahnmut, feeling the organic parts of his body nearing overload. “I’'m
going to cut my hardline comm now.”

“What . . .” began Orphu but Mahnmut had cut the portable line and pulled himself hand over hand to the
payload bay airlock. It still cycled.
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With the last of his strength, he pulled himself up the vacuum-filled internal corridor to the enviro-niche,
dogged the hatch, but did not pressurize the chamber, connecting to life-support lead instead. O,flowed.

Comm hissed static. The ship’s systems reported ongoing but survivable damage.
“Still there?’ said Mahnmut.

“Where are you?’

“In my control room.”

“What’ s the status, Mahnmut?’

“The ship’s essentially spun itself to bits. The sub’s more or less intact, including the stealth wrapping and
the thrusters fore and aft, but | don’t have any idea how to control them.”

“Control them?’ Then it obviously dawned on Orphu. “You're still going to try to enter Mars
atmosphere?’

“What choice do we have?’

There was afull second or two of silence while Orphu thought about that. Finally, he said, “1 agree. Do
you think you can fly this thing into the atmosphere?’

“No chancein hell,” said Mahnmut, sounding almost cheerful. “I’m going to download what control
software Koros put in and let you fly usin.”

There came that rumbling-sneezing noise over the hardline, although Mahnmut found it very hard to
believe that his friend was laughing at this particular moment. “Y ouhave to be joking. I’'m blind—not just
eyes and cameras missing, but my whole optical network burned out. I’'m amess. Essentially, I'm abit of
abrain in a broken basket. Tell me you're joking.”

Mahnmut downloaded the programming the sub’ s banks had on the external add-on thrusters,
parachutes—the whole cryptic smash. He activated all the sub’s hull cameras but had to look away. The
tumbling was as terrible and vertigo-producing as before. Mars filled the view now—polar cap, blue sea,
polar cap, blue sea, bit of black space, polar cap—and watching it made Mahnmut sick. “There,” he said
as the download ended. “I’ll be your eyes. I'll give you whatever navigational datathe sub can crib from
the reaction software. Y ou get us stabilized and fly usin.”

Thistime there was no mistaking the rumbling laughter. “ Sure, why not,” said Orphu. “Hell, the fall alone
will kill us.”
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The rings of thrusters onThe Dark Lady began to fire on Orphu’s command.

ding

15

The Plains of llium

Diomedes, literally driven into battle by war-geared, cloud-cloaked, horse-handling Athena, rushes to
attack Ares.

I’ ve never seen anything like this. First Aphrodite is wounded by the enhanced Argive, Tydeus' son, and
now the war god himself has been called to single combat with Diomedes.Aristeia with agod. Incredible.

Ares, in his usual fashion, had promised Zeus and Athena only this morning that he would help the
Greeks and now, spurred on by the taunts of Apollo and his own treacherous nature, he has begun
attacking the Argives without quarter. Minutes ago, the god of war slaughtered Periphas—Ochesius’ son,
the best fighter the Aetolian contingent of the Greeks had to offer—and isin the act of stripping Periphas
naked when he looks up to see the chariot driven by Athena bearing down on him. The goddess herself is
hidden now by a stealth cloak of darkness. Ares must know thatsome god or goddessis driving the
chariot, but he does not take timeto try to see through the stealth cloud; he istoo eager to kill Diomedes.

The god strikes first, casting his spear with the accuracy only a god can command. The spear flies up and
over the edge of the chariot, straight at Diomedes' heart, but Athena reaches out from her cloud of
darkness and slapsit aside. For an instant, all Ares can do is stare with incredulity as his god-wrought
spear goes flying off to embed its tungsten-alloy tip in rocky soil.

Now, as the chariot clatters by, it is Diomedes turn; he leans far out and lunges with his own energy-
enhanced bronze spear. Pallas Athena’ s shared sheath of Planck field allows the human weapon to
penetrate first the war god’ s forcefield, then the war god’ s ornate belt, then the war god’ s divine bowels.

Ares scream of pain, when it comes, makes Aphrodite’s earlier world-shaking howl seem awhisper. |
remember that Homer described this noise as “a shriek, roaring, thundering loud as nine, ten thousand
combat soldiers. . . when massive armies clash.” That, it turns out, is an understatement. For the second
time this bloody day, both armies freeze in the grim business of their slaughter out of mortal fear at such
divine noise. Even noble Hector, intent now on nothing more noble than hacking his way through Argive
flesh to murder the retreating Odysseus, halts his assault and turns his head toward the patch of bloody
ground where Ares has been wounded.

Diomedes jumps from his Athena-driven chariot to finish the job on Ares, but the war god, still writhing
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in divine pain, is shifting, growing, changing, losing human form. The air around Diomedes and the other
milling Greeks and Trojans fighting over Periphas’ now-forgotten corpse is suddenly filled with dirt,
debris, bits of cloth and leather, as Ares abandons his god-human shape and becomes . . . something else.
Where the tall god Ares had stood a minute before, now rises atwisting, cyclone of black plasma-energy,
its static electricity discharging in random lightning bolts which strike Argive and Trojan alike.

Diomedes halts his attack and cringes back, his bloodlust temporarily blunted by the cyclone’s fury.

Then Aresis gone, QTing away with his bowels held in only by his own ichor-bloodied hands, and the
battlefield remains almost as frozen as if the gods have stopped time again. But no—the birds still fly,
dust still settles, the air still moves. This motionlessness now is awe; nothing more, nothing less.

“Have you ever seen anything like that, Hockenberry?’ Nightenhelser’ s voice startles me. I’ d forgotten he
was there.

“No,” | say. We stand in silence amoment until the mortal battle begins anew, until Athena’s cloaked
form disappears from Diomedes’ charging chariot, and then | begin to walk away from the other scholic.
“I"m going to morph and see how the royal family on the walls of Ilium istaking this,” | tell
Nightenhel ser before disappearing from his sight.

| morph all right, but it isonly aruse to cover my real disappearance. Hidden by dust and confusion in the
Trojan ranks, | lift Death’s Helmet over my head and, activating the medallion, QT after the wounded
Ares, following his quantum trail through twisted space to Olympos.

| emerge from quantum shift not on the grassy swards of Olympos nor in the Hall of the Gods, but in
some vast space that looks more like the control room of a late Twentieth Century medical clinic than any
structure or interior space I’ ve seen on Olympos. There are clusters of gods and other creatures visible in
the sterile-looking space, and for half a minute after phase-shifting | hold my breath—yet again—heart
pounding as | wait to see if these gods and their minions are able to detect my presence.

Evidently not.

Aresison some sort of medical examination table with three humanoid but not-quite-human entities or
constructs hovering around him and offering care. The creatures may be robots—although sleeker and
more organic-looking andalien in appearance than any robots dreamt of in my day—and | see that one has
started an |V drip while another is passing a glowing ultraviolet ray over Ares torn belly.

The god of war is still holding his guts in with his bloodied hands. Ares looks pained and frightened and
angry. Helooks, in other words, human.

Along the long white wall, giant vats rise twenty feet or more and are filled with a bubbling violet fluid,
various umbilicals and filaments, and . . . gods: tall, tanned, perfect human formsin various stages of
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what could be either reconstruction or decomposition. | see open organ cavities, white bone, striated red
flesh, the sickening flash of bare skull. | don’t recognize the other god-forms, but in the next-to-closest
tank floats Aphrodite, naked, eyes closed, hair floating, body perfect except for her perfect wrist and hand
almost severed from her perfect arm. A roiling cluster of green wormsis spiraling around the ligaments
and tendons and bones there, either devouring or suturing or both. | look away.

Zeus enters the long room and sweeps across the space between medical monitors with no dials, past
robots wrapped in what |0oks to be synthetic flesh, between gods who bow their heads and stand back to
honor him. For an instant, the great god’ s head swivels my way, the startling eyes under gray brows look
directly into me, and | know | have been discovered.

| wait for the Zeus-boom and lightning blast. None comes. Zeus turns away—is he smiling?—and stopsin
front of Ares, who still sits hunched on the examination table between hovering machines and flesh-
tending robotic things.

Zeus stands in front of the wounded god with his arms crossed, toga draped, head lowered, all trimmed
gray beard and untrimmed gray brows, his bare chest radiating bronze light and strength, his expression
fierce—more irritated school principal than concerned father, | would say.

Ares speaks first. “ Father Zeus, doesn’t it infuriate you to see such human violence, such bloody work?
WEe're the everlasting, immortal gods, but goddamn, we suffer injuries and insults—thanks to our own
divine arguments and conflicting wills—every time we show these stinking mortals a bit of kindness. And
it's bad enough we have to fight these nano-crazed mortal sons of bitches, Lord Zeus, but we also have to
fightyou .”

Ares takes a breath, grimaces in pain, and waits. Zeus says nothing, but continuesto glower asif
pondering the war god’ s words.

“AndAthena, ” gaspstheinjured god. “You've let that girl go too far, O Son of Kronos. Ever since you
gave birth to her from your own head—that child ofchaos and destruction—you’ ve always let her have
her way, never blocked her reckless will. And now she' s turned the mortal Diomedes into one of her
weapons, spurred him on to ravage against us gods.”

Aresis excited and furious now. Spittleflies. | can still see the blue-gray coils of hisintestinesin what
appears to be golden blood.

“First sheincited that . . . that . . .mortal to lunge at Aphrodite, stabbing her wrist, spilling her divine
blood. The Healer’ s attendants tell me that she'll bein the vat for afull day, recovering. Then Athena
spurs on Diomedes to charge me—me, the god of war—and his nano-augmented body was fast enough
that he would have had me in the vats myself for days or weeks, perhaps even to need resurrection, if |
hadn’t been faster still. If he had taken my heart on his spear point, I d still be writhing among the human
corpses down there, feeling more pain than | do, trying to soldier on but being beaten down by mere
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mortal bronze, weak as some breathless ghost from our old Earth daysand . . .”

“ENOUGH!!" bellows Zeus and not only stops Ares' diatribe, but freezes every god and robot in the
place. “I’ [l hear no more whining prattle from you, Ares, you lying, two-faced, treacherous sparrowfart,
you miserable excuse for a man, much less for agod.”

Ares blinks at this, opens his mouth, but—wisely, | think—does not choose to interrupt.

“Listen to you whining and wimpering here from your little cut,” sneers Zeus, unfolding his mighty arms
and holding one giant hand out asif preparing to will the war god out of existence with a command.

“Y ou—I hate you most of all the maggots chosen to become gods when it came time for our Change, you
miserable hypocrite. Y ou coward-hearted |over of death and grim battles and the bloody grist-mill of war.
Y ou have your mother’ s meanness, Ares,and her rage—I confessthat | can barely keep Herain her place,
especially when she decides on some little pet project close to her heart, such as slaughtering the
Achaeansto aman.”

Aresdoubles over asif Zeus swords are hurting him, but | suspect the cause of pain isrealy the hovering
spherical robot-thing stitching the lining of his abdomen shut with what looks to be an industrial-strength
portable sewing machine.

Zeus ignores the ministrations of the medics and paces back and forth, coming within two yards of me
before turning and walking back to stand in front of the hunched and grimacing Ares.

“l hope it’s your mother’ s promptings, Hera' s urgings, that have made you suffer like this,O God of War
... | can hear the godly sarcasm in Zeus svoice. “I'd just as soon haveyou die. . .”

Areslooks up in real shock and terror now.

Zeus laughs at the war god’ s expression. “You didn’t know that we can die? Die beyond vat
reconstruction or recom resurrection? We can, my son, we can.”

Areslooks down in confusion. The machine is amost finished tucking the divine bowels back in and
stitching up the last of the muscle and flesh.

“Healer!” booms Zeus and something tall and very not-human emerges from behind the bubbling vats.
The thing is more centipede than machine, with multiple arms, each with multiple joints, and fly-like red
eyes set fifteen feet high on its segmented body. Straps and devices and odd organic bits hang from
harnesses strung around the Healer’ s giant bug-body.

“You are still my son,” Zeus saysto the grimacing war god. The Lord of Thunder’s voice is softer now.
“You aremy son as| am Kronos's son. To me your mother bore you.”
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Ares reaches up his bloodied hand as if to grasp Zeus' s forearm, but the older god ignores the gesture.
“But trust me, Ares. If you had sprung from the seed of another god and still grown into such a shit-eating
disappointment, believe me when | say that I’ d long since have dropped you into that deep, dark pit below
where the Titans writhe to this day.”

Zeus waves the Healer forward and then turns and strides out of the hall.

| step back—so0 do the other gods in attendance—as the giant Healer lifts Aresin five of its arms, carries
him to the empty tank, attaches various fibers and tentacles and umbilicals, and drops him into the
bubbling violet liquid. As soon as his face is under the surface, Ares closes his eyes and the green worms
flock out of aperturesin the glass and go to work on the war god’ s ravaged gui.

| decideit’stimeto leave.

| am learning the rhythm of quantum teleportation with this medallion device. Clearly picture the place
you want to go, and the device QT’ s you there. | clearly picture my college campusin Indianain the last
years of the Twentieth Century. The device does nothing. Sighing once, | picture the scholic dormitory at
the base of Olympos.

The medallion phase-shifts me there at once. | blink into existence—although not visibility because of the
Hades Helmet—just outside the red steps in front of the green doors of the red-stone barracks building.

It's been adamned long day and all | want to do is find my bunk, get out of al this gear, and take a nap.
L et Nightenhel ser report to the Muse.

Asif my thought had summoned her, | see the Muse flick into existence just two yards from me and
swing aside the barracks' doors. I’'m amazed. The Muse has never come to the barracks before; we always
ride the crystal elevator to her.

Secure in whatever Hades-technology conceals me, | follow her into the common room.
“Hockenberry!” sheyellsin her powerful goddess voice.

A younger scholic named Blix, some Homer scholar from the Twenty-second Century who has been
assigned the night shift at 1lium, comes from his first-floor room, knuckling his eyes and looking stunned.

“Where is Hockenberry?’ demands my Muse.
Blix shakes his head, his mouth sagging open. He sleeps in boxer shorts and a stained undershirt.

“Hockenberry!” demands the impatient Muse. “Nightenhel ser says that he went to Ilium, but he' s not
there. He hasn’t reported to me. Have you seen any of the day-shift scholics come through here?’
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“No, Goddess,” says poor Blix, bowing his head in some sort of approximation of deference.

“Go back to bed,” the Muse says disgustedly. She strides outside, looks downhill toward the shore where
the green men strain hauling their stone heads from the quarry, and then she QT’ s away with a soft clap of
inrushing air.

| could follow her trail through phase-shift space, but . . . why? She obviously wants the helmet and the
medallion back. With Aphroditein the vat, I’'m aloose cannon to her—it is my bet that besides Aphrodite,
only the Muse knows that I’ ve been outfitted as a spy with these gadgets.

And perhaps even the Muse does not know how Aphrodite plans to use me—
To spy on Athena and then to kill her.

Why? Even if Zeus's harsh wordsto his son, Ares, are true—that gods can die the True Death—is it
possible for amere mortal to do them in? Diomedes had done his best this day to kill two gods.

And did manage to put two of the gods out of action, floating in vats with green worms working on them.

| shake my head. Suddenly I’'m very tired and very confused. My effort to defy the gods, only twenty-
fours old now, has all but ended. Aphrodite will have me terminated by this time tomorrow.

Where to go?

| can’t hide from the gods for very long, and if it becomes obvious that I’ m trying, Aphrodite will have
my guts for garters that much sooner. As soon as the Goddess of Love is back in action tomorrow, she'll
see me—find me.

| can QT back to the battlefield below Ilium and allow myself to be found by the Muse. It may be my best
chance. Even if she appropriates my gear, she will probably allow meto live until Aphrodite is devatted.
What do | haveto lose?

One day.Aphrodite will be in the vat for one day, and none of the other gods can see me or find me until
she’ s back.One day.

Effectively, | have one day l€ft to live.

With that in mind, | finally decide where | am going.

ding

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (137 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:26 PM]



Ilium

16

South Polar Sea

The four travelers decided to eat after all.

Savi disappeared into one of her lighted tunnels for a few minutes and returned with warmer
dishes—chicken, heated rice, curried peppers, and strips of grilled lamb. The four had munched on their
food in Ulanbat hours earlier, but now they ate with enthusiasm.

“If you're weary,” said Savi, “you can sleep here tonight before we head off. There are comfortable
slegping areas in some of the nearby rooms.”

Each said he or she was not that tired—it was only late afternoon Paris Crater time. Daeman |ooked
around, swallowed some of the grilled lamb he was chewing, and said, “Why do you liveina...” He
turned to Harman. “What did you call it?’

“Aniceberg,” said Harman.

Daeman nodded and chewed and turned back to Savi. “Why do you livein an iceberg?’

The woman smiled. “This particular home of mine might betheresult of . . . let'ssay . . . an old woman’'s
nostalgia.” When she saw Harman looking at her intently, she added, “| was on a sort of sabbatical in a

‘berg much like this when the final fax went on without me fourteen of your allotted life spans ago.”

“|1 thought that everyone was stored during the final fax,” said Ada. She wiped her fingers on a beautiful
tan linen napkin. “All the millions of old-style humans.”

Savi shook her head. “Not millions, my dear. There were just afew more than nine thousand of us when
the posts carried out their final fax. Asfar as| can tell, none of those people—many of them my
friends—were reconstituted after the Hiatus. All of us survivors of the pandemic were Jews, you know,
because of our resistance to the rubicon virus.”

“What are Jews?’ asked Hannah. “Or whatwere Jews?’

“Mostly atheoretical race construct,” said Savi. “A semidistinct genetic group brought about by cultural
and religious isolation over several thousand years.” She paused and looked at her four guests. Only
Harman’ s expression suggested that he might have the slightest clue to what she was talking about.

“It doesn’t really matter,” Savi said softly. “But it’s why you heard of me referred to as ‘ the Wandering
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Jew,” Harman. | became amyth. A legend. The phrase ‘Wandering Jew’ survived after the meaning was
lost.” She smiled again, but with no visible humor.

“How did you missthefinal fax?’ asked Harman. “Why did the post-humans leave you behind?’

“1 don’t know. I’ ve asked myself that question for centuries. Perhaps so that | could serve as. . . witness.”

“Witness?’ said Ada. “To what?”’

“There were many strange changes in heaven and Earth in the centuries before and after the final fax, my
dear. Perhaps the posts felt that someone—even if just one old-style human being—should bear witness to
all these changes.”

“Many changes?’ said Hannah. “I don’t really understand.”

“No, my dear, you wouldn’t, would you? Y ou and your parents and your parents’ parents’ parents have
known aworld that does not seem to change at all, except for some of the individuals—and there only at a
steady pace of a century per person. No, the changes I’ m talking about were not all visible, to be sure. But
thisis not the Earth that the original old-styles or the early posts once knew.”

“What' s the difference?’ asked Daeman, his tone showing everyone how little the answer might interest
him.

Savi trained her clear gray-blue eyes on him. “For one thing—a small thing to be sure, certainly small
when compared to all the others, but important to me, nonetheless—there are no other Jews.”

She showed them the way to private toilet areas and suggested that they remove their thermskins for the
voyage.

“Won't we need them?’ asked Daeman.
“It’'ll be cold getting to the sonie,” said Savi. “But we'll manage. And you won't need them after that.”

Ada changed out of her thermskin and was back in the main room on the couch, looking at theice walls
and thinking about all this, when Savi came out of a different side chamber. The older woman was
wearing thicker trousers than before, stronger and higher boots, alined cape, and a cap pulled low, her
hair pulled back in agray ponytail. She was carrying a faded khaki backpack that looked heavy. Ada had
never seen awoman dress quite like this and was fascinated by the old woman’s style. She realized that
she was fascinated by Savi in general.

Harman was also fascinated, it seemed, but with the weapon still visible in Savi’s belt. “You're still
considering shooting one of us?’ he asked.
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“No,” said Savi. “At least not right now. But there are other things that may need shooting from time to
time.”

The walk up and out of the interior and across the surface to the soniewas cold—the wind was still
howling and the snow was still pelting—but the machine was warm under its bubble forcefield. Savi took
the front spot that Harman had occupied during the flight out and Ada settled into her place on the right,
noticing that when Savi passed her hand over the black cowl under the handgrip, a holographic control
panel appeared.

“Where didthat come from?’ asked Harman from his spot to the left of the old woman. One occupant
indentation was still empty between Daeman and Hannah.

“It wouldn’'t have been a good ideafor you to try to fly the sonie on your way here,” said Savi. She
checked to make sure that everyone was settled in and secure in their prone positions; then she tweaked
the handgrip, the machine hummed deeply, and they rose vertically seven or eight hundred feet above the
ice, did afull inverted loop—the forcefield kept them pressed in their places but itfelt as if there was
nothing but air standing between them and a terrible death falling to the blue ice and black sea so far

bel ow—and then the machine righted itself, banked left, and climbed steeply toward the stars.

When the machine was flying northwest at high speed and serious altitude, Harman said, “Can this take us
there?’ He gestured with his left hand, his fingers pressing into the elastic forcefield above him.

“Where?’ said Savi, still concentrating on the holographic displaysin front of her. She raised her eyes.
“The p-ring?’

Harman was almost on his back, staring up at the polar ring moving north to south above them—the tens
of thousands of individual components burning startlingly bright in the clear, thin air at this altitude.
“Yes,” he said.

Savi shook her head. “Thisis a sonie, not a spacecraft. The p-ring ishigh . Why would you want to go up
there?’

Harman ignored the question. “ Do you know where we could find a spacecraft?’

The old woman smiled again. Watching Savi carefully, Ada was noticing the variety of the woman’'s
expressions—the smiles with real warmth, those with none, and this kind, that suggested something
actively cold or ironic.

“Perhaps,” she said, but her tone warned against further questioning.

Hannah asked, “Did you actually meet post-humans?’
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“Yes,” said Savi, raising her voice slightly to be heard above the sonie’ s hum as they hurtled northward.
“| actually met some.”

“What were they like?’ Hannah' s voice was dlightly wistful.
“First off, they were all women,” said Savi.
Harman blinked at this. “They were?’

“Yes. A lot of us suspected that only afew posts ever came down to earth, but that they used different
forms. All female. Perhaps there were no male post-humans. Perhaps they didn’t retain gender as they
controlled their own evolution. Who knows?’

“Did they have names?’ asked Daeman.
Savi nodded. “The one | knew best . . . well, the one | saw the most . . . was named Moira.”
“What were they like?’ Hannah asked again. “Their personalities? Their |looks?’

“They preferred floating to walking,” Savi said cryptically. “They liked to throw parties for us old-styles.
They tended to speak in delphic riddles.”

There was silence for a minute except for the wind rushing over the polycarbon hull and the forcefield
bubble. Finally Adasaid, “Did they come down from their rings much?’

Savi shook her head again. “Not much. Very rarely toward the end, in the last years before the final fax.
But it was rumored that they had some installations in the Mediterranean Basin.”

“Mediterranean Basin?’ said Harman.
Savi smiled and Adathought it was one of her amused smiles.

“A thousand years before the final fax, the posts drained a sizable sea south of Europe—dammed it up
between arock called Gibraltar and the tip of North Africa—and made it out of bounds for old-styles. A
lot of it was turned to farmland—so the posts told us—but | did some trespassing there before being
discovered and tossed out, and | found that there were . . . well, cities might be the best description, if
something solid state can be called a city.”

“Solid state?’ said Hannah.

“Never mind, child.”
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Harman was prone again, on his elbows. He shook his head. “I’ ve never heard of this Mediterranean
Basin. Or Gibraltar. Or . . . what wasit? North Africa.”

“1 know you'’ ve discovered afew maps, Harman, and learned how to read them . . . after afashion,” said
Savi. “But they were poor maps. And old. The few books that the post-humans allowed to survive to this
postliterate age were vague . . . harmless.”

Harman frowned again. They flew north in silence.

The sonie carried them out of the polar night into afternoon light, away from the dark ocean, and across
land at a height they could only guess at and at a speed they could only dream of. The p-ring faded as the
sky grew blue and the e-ring became visible to the north.

They crossed land hidden by tall white clouds, then saw high, snow-covered peaks and glacial valleys far
below. Savi swooped the sonie lower, east of the peaks, and they flew a few thousand feet aboverain
forest and green savannahs, still moving so quickly that more peaks appeared like dots above the horizon
and then grew into mountains in mere minutes.

“Isthis South America?’ asked Harman.
“It used to be,” said Sawvi.
“What does that mean?”

“It means that the continents have changed quite a bit since any of the maps you’ ve seen were drawn,”
said the old woman. “And they had quite afew more names since then as well. Did the maps you saw
show this landmass connected to the one called North America?’

[1] Y%.H

“No more.” She touched the holographic symbols, twisted the handgrip, and the sonie flew lower. Ada
rose up on her elbows, hair against the forcefield bubble, and looked around. Silently, except for the rush
of air over their force bubble, the sonie flew just above treetop height—cycads, giant ferns, ancient,
leafless trees flicked past. To the west rose the foothills along the line of high peaks. Farther east, rolling
grasslands were dotted with more of these primitive trees. Large animals lumbered like mobile boulders
near the rivers and lakes. Grazing animals with improbabl e snouts were streaked with white, brown, tan,
red. Ada could identify none of them

Suddenly a herd of these grazing animals stampeded past a hundred feet beneath the sonie, all panicked,

fleeing for their lives. After them loped half a dozen birdlike creatures—massive, eight feet tall or taler,
Ada guessed, with wild feather plumage flying back from the largest beaks and the ugliest faces Ada had
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ever seen. The grazing animals were running fast—thirty or forty miles per hour Ada guessed in the
seconds before the sonie carried them out of sight—but the birds were moving faster, perhaps sixty miles
per hour, four times as fast as any droshky or carriole that Ada or the other three had ever ridden in.

“What . ..” began Hannah.

“Terror Birds,” said Savi. “Phorushacos. After the rubicon, the ARNists had awild few centuries of such
play. It’s sort of fitting, since the real Terror Birds wandered these plains and hills about two million years
ago, but that kind of recombinant crap—Ilike your dinosaurs up north—plays havoc with the ecology. The
posts promised to clean it all up during the final fax Hiatus, but they didn’t.”

“What's an ARNist?’ asked Ada. The animals—red-beaked Terror Birds and prey alike—were out of
sight behind them. Larger herds with larger animals were visible now to the west, being stalked by
tigerish-looking things. The sonie swung higher and turned toward the foothills.

Savi sighed asif weary. “RNA artists. Recombinant freelancers. Socia rebels and merry pranksters with
sequencers and bootleg regen tanks.” She looked over at Ada, then at Harman, then back at Daeman and
Hannah. “Never mind, children,” she said.

They flew another fifteen minutes above steaming forests and then turned west into a mountain range.
Clouds moved around and between the mountain peaks below them and snow whipped around the sonie,
but somehow the forcefield kept the elements at bay.

Savi touched a glowing image; the sonie slowed, circled, and turned west toward the late-afternoon sun.
They were very high.

“Ohmy,” said Harman.

Ahead of them, two sharp peaks rose on either side of a narrow saddle covered by grassy terraces and
truly ancient ruins, stone walls with no roofs. A bridge—also from the Lost Age but obviously not as
ancient as the stone ruins—ran from one of the sharp-toothed peaks to the other above the ruins. There
was no road beyond the suspension bridge—the roadway ended in awall of rock at both ends—and the
foundations were sunk into rock between the ruins below.

The sonie circled.
“A suspension bridge,” whispered Harman. “I’ ve read about them.”

Adawas good at estimating the size of things, and she guessed that the main span of this bridge was
amost amilein length, although the roadbed had broken away in a score of places, showing rusted rebar
and empty air. She guessed the two towers—each showing ancient orange paint, but sporting mostly
rust—to be more than 700 feet tall, the top of each tower rising higher than the mountains at either end.
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The double-towers were green with what looked to be ivy from a distance, but as the sonie circled closer,
Ada could see that the “growth” was artificial—green bubbles and stairways and globs of flexible
glasslike material, wrapping around the towers, strung along the heavy suspension cables, even trailing
down the support cables and hanging free above the ruined roadway. Clouds moved down from the high
peaks and mixed with the fog rising from the deep canyons below the ruins on the hilltop, curling and
writhing around the south tower and obscuring the roadway and hanging cables there.
“Does this place have aname?’ asked Ada.
“The Golden Gate at Machu Picchu,” said Savi as she touched the controls to bring them closer.
“What does that mean?’ asked Daeman.
“l haveno idea,” said Sawvi.

The sonie circled the northern tower—dull orange and scabrous rust-red in the bright sunlight here
beyond the clouds—and floated slowly, carefully, to the top of the tower, touching down without a sound.

Theforcefield died away. Savi nodded and everyone crawled out, stretched, looked around. The air was
cold and very thin.

Daeman wandered over to the rusted edge of the tower top, leaning out to look. Growing up with Paris
Crater as his home base, he had no fear of heights.

“lI wouldn’t fall if | wereyou,” said Savi. “There’ s no firmary rescue here. Y ou die away from the
faxnodes, you stay dead.”

Daeman lurched backward, almost falling in his haste to get back from the edge. “What are you talking
about?’

“Just what | said,” said Savi, hoisting her pack to her right shoulder. “ There' s no fax to the firmary here.
Try to stay aive until you get back.”

Ada looked skyward to where both rings were visible through the high, thin air. “1 thought the post-
humans could fax us from anywhereif we. . . got into trouble.”

“Totherings,” said Savi, her voice flat. “Where the firmary heals you. To where you ascend after your
Fifth Twenty to join the post-humans.”

“Yes” Adasad weakly.

Savi shook her head. “It’s not the posts who fax you away when something bad happens, rebuilding you.
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All that’s myth. Or to be less polite—bullshit.”

Harman opened his mouth to speak but it was Daeman who spoke first. “I was just there,” he said, anger
in hisvoice. “Inthe firmary. In the rings.”

“In the firmary, yes,” said Savi. “But not healed by post-humans. If they’ re up there, they don’t care a
whit about you. And | don’t think they’ re up there anymore.”

The four stood on the rusted tower summit more than five hundred feet above the ruined roadway, eight
hundred feet above the grassy saddle and stone ruins. Wind from the higher peaks buffeted them and blew
their hair.

“After our last Twenty, we go up to join the posts. . .” began Hannah, her voice small.

Savi laughed and led the way toward an irregular glass globule blobbing up over the west end of the
ancient tower top.

There were rooms and anterooms and stairways descending and frozen escalators and smaller rooms off
the main chambers. Adathought it strange that the sky and the orange towers and the hanging cables and
glimpses of the jungle and roadway below were not tinted green through the material, nor was the
sunlight streaming in turned green—the green glass somehow passed colors accurately.

Savi led them down and around from one green module to the next, from one side of the bifurcated tower
to another through thin tubes that should have been swinging in the strong breeze, but weren’t. Some of
the chambers extended thirty or forty feet out beyond the tower, and Ada had no clue how the green
globule was attached to the concrete and steel.

Some of the rooms were empty. Others had—artifacts. A series of animal skeletons stood silhouetted
against the mountain skyline in one room. In another, what appeared to be replicas of machines lined
display counters and hung from wires. In yet another, plexiglas cubes held fetuses of a hundred creatures,
none of them human but some disturbingly close to human. In another room, faded holograms of
starfields and ringfields moved over and through the observers.

“What is this place?’ asked Harman.
“A sort of museum,” said Savi. “I think most of the important displays are missing.”
“Created by whom?' asked Hannah.

Savi shrugged. “Not by the posts, | think. | don’t know. But I’ m pretty sure that the bridge—or the
original of thisbridge, it may be areplica—once stood above water near a Lost Age city on what was then
the west coast of the continent north of here. Have you heard of such athing, Harman?’
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1] NO.”

“Perhaps | dreamt it,” said Savi with arueful laugh. “My memory plays tricks on me after all these
centuries of sleep.”

“Y ou mentioned sleeping through the centuries once before,” Daeman said, his tone sounding brusgue to
Ada. “What are you talking about?’

Savi had led them down along spiral staircase in the green-glass tube strung between the suspension
cables, and now she gestured to aline of what appeared to be crystal coffins. “A form of cryosleep,” she
said. “Only not cold—which is silly, because that’s what ‘ cryo’ meant originally. Some of these cocoons
still work, still freeze molecular motion. Not through cold, but through some microtechnology that draws
power from the bridge.”

“From the bridge?’ said Ada
“The whole thing is a solar power receiver,” said Savi. “Or at |least the green parts are.”

Adalooked at the dusty crystal coffins and tried to imagine going to sleep in one and waiting . . . what?
Y ears before waking? Decades? Centuries? She shuddered.

Savi was looking at her and Ada blushed. But Savi smiled. One of her sincerely amused smiles, Ada
thought.

They climbed to along green glass cylinder hanging from afrayed and rusted support cable that was
thicker than Harman was tall. Ada found herself treading softly, trying to lift her weight by sheer will,
afraid that their combined weight would bring the cylinder down, the cable, the whole bridge. Again she
caught Savi watching her. Thistime Adadid not blush but frowned back, tired of the old woman’s
scrutiny.

All four of them stopped a minute, alarmed. It appeared that they had walked into a meeting hall filled
with people—people standing along the edges of the room, men and women in weird garb, people sitting
at desks and standing at control panels, people who did not move or turn their gazesin the direction of the
NewCcomers.

“They’re not real,” said Daeman, walking to the nearest man—dressed in a dusty blue suit with some sort
of fabric at his throat—and touching the figure' s face.

The five walked from figure to figure, staring at the men and women dressed in odd clothes, people with
strangely patterned hair and unusual personal adornment—tattoos, strange jewelry, dyed hair and skin.
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“| read that once servitors came in the shape of human beings. . .” began Harman.
“No,” said Savi. “These aren’t robots. Only mannequins.”

“What?’ said Daeman.

Savi explained the word.

“Do you know who they’ re supposed to be?’ asked Hannah. “ Or why they’ re here?’
“No,” said Savi. She stood back while the others explored.

At the end of the chamber, set in aglassalcove asif in pride of place, the figure of a man was posed in an
ornate wood and leather-dlung chair. Even seen sitting, it was obvious that this figure was shorter than
most of the other male mannequins in the hall, and dressed in some sort of tan tunic that looked like a
short, belted dress made out of rough cotton or wool. The figure' s feet were shod with sandals. The short
man could have been comic, but his features—short, curly gray hair, hawk nose, and fierce gray eyes
staring out boldly from under heavy brows—were so powerful that Adafound herself approaching the
mannequin warily. The man’s forearms were shaped with such muscle and so many scars, the stubby
fingers were curled easily but with much strength on the wooden arms of the camp chair—everything
about the carved form gave an impression of such coiled strength—of will as well as body—that Ada
stopped six feet away from it. The man was visibly older than humans chose to look in this
age—somewhere between Harman’'s Second Twenty and Savi’s old age. The man’ s tunic hung low
enough that Ada could see the graying hair on his broad, bronzed chest.

Daeman hurried forward. “1 know this man,” he said, pointing. “I’ ve seen him before.”
“From the turin drama,” said Hannah.
“Yes, yes,” said Daeman, snapping his fingersin an attempt to remember. “His nameis. . .”

“Odysseus,” said the man in the chair. He stood and took a step toward the startled Daeman. “ Odysseus,
son of Laertes.”

ding

17

Mars
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“She’ s stabilizing,” said Mahnmut over the hardline to Orphu. “Roll rate down to about one revolution
every six seconds. Pitch and yaw are approaching zero.”

“1I’"m going to try to flatten out theroll,” said Orphu. “Tell me when you have the polar cap in the
reticule.”

“Okay, no—it’sdrifting. Damn. What a mess.” Mahmut was trying to line up the slash on the video feed
with the white blur of the Martian polar cap through ablizzard of tumbling debris and still-glowing
plasma.

“Yes,” said Orphu from the hold, “1 am amess.”

“1 wasn’'t talking about you.”

“l know. But I'm still amess. I'd give half my Proust library if | had just one of my six eyes back.”
“We'll get you hooked up to some visual feed,” said Mahnmut. “Hell. We're tumbling again.”

“Let it tumble until right before we enter the atmosphere,” said Orphu. “ Save our thruster fuel and energy.
And—no—we're not going to get this vision thing fixed. | did a damage check after you plugged mein
here, and it’ s not just the eyes and cameras that are missing. | was looking toward the bow when the ship
was slagged, and the flash burned out every channel down to the organic level. My internal optic nerves
areash.”

“I"'m sorry,” said Mahnmut. He felt sick and it wasn’t just from the tumbling. After a minute, he said,
“We're running fairly low on everything consumable here—water, air, reaction-pack fuel. Are you sure
you want to stay inside this debris field?’

“It's our best chance,” said Orphu. “On radar, we're just another chunk of the destroyed spaceship.”

“Radar?’ said Mahnmut. “Did you see what attacked us? A goddamnedchariot . Y ou think a chariot has
radar?’

Orphu rumbled alaugh. “Do you think achariot can launch an energy lance like the one that vaporized a
third of the ship, including Koros and Ri Po? And yes, Mahnmut, |saw the chariot—it was the last thing
I’ll ever see. But | don't believe for a second that it was actually a chariot with an oversized human male
and female riding in open vacuum. Uh-uh. Too cute. . . too cute by half.”

Mahnmut had nothing to say to that. He wished Orphu had damped all the roll—the sub was aso pitching
and yawing again—~but everything else in the debris field was tumbling, so it made sense that they should
be too.
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“Want to talk about Shakespeare’ s sonnets?’ asked Orphu of |o.

“Are you shitting me?’ The moravecs loved the ancient human colloquia phrases, the more scatological
the better.

“Yes,” said Orphu. “I am most definitely shitting you, my friend.”

“Wait aminute, wait aminute,” said Mahnmut. “The debrisis beginning to glow. So are we. Picking up
ionization.” He was pleased that his voice stayed cam. Ahead of them, larger bits of the destroyed
spacecraft were glowing adull red. The bow of The Dark Lady was also beginning to glow.The Dark Lady
's external sensors started reporting hull temperature rising. They were entering Mars' s atmosphere.
“Time to straighten us out,” said Orphu, getting the relayed data down in the submersible’ s hull, doing
what he could with the partial Koros 111 control download as he fired the sub’ s strap-on thrusters and
realigned her gyros. “Roll gone?’

“Not quite.”

“We can’'t wait. I’m going to turn this pile of scrap iron around before we burn up.”

“This‘pileof scrap iron’ is calledThe Dark Lady and she may save our lives,” Mahnmut said coldly.

“Right, right,” said Orphu. “Tell me when the hash mark on the aft video monitor is centered on the limb
of Mars above the pole. I'll begin flattening the tumble then. God, what I’ d give for one of my eyes back.
Sorry, last time I’ ll say that.”

Mahnmut watched the monitor. Because of the widening debris cloud, the only reliable fixes he' d been
able to make for Orphu over the past thirty minutes or so came from Mars itself. Even the two little
moons were invisible. Now the thrusters thumped hollowly and the damaged sub pivoted slowly, the bow
cameralosing its view of Mars and showing glowing plasma, white-hot melted metal, and a million
shining shards that had once been their spacecraft and traveling companions.

The orange-red-brown-green bulk of Marsfilled the aft camera and the hash mark Orphu had directed
Mahnmut to draw in the monitor drifted up, up, crossing the cloud-dappled coastline, showing blue sea,
then white. . .

“Polar cap,” reported Mahnmut. “There' s the upper limb.”
“Okay,” said Orphu. All the thrusters hammered. “ See the pole now on the aft camera?’

111 NO.H

file:///G|/rah/Dan%20Simmons%20-%20llium.htm (149 of 530) [2/13/2004 11:42:26 PM]



Ilium

“Any recognizable stars?’
“No. Just more hull ionization.”

“Close enough for government work,” said the lonian. “I’m going to use the ring of thrusters on the stern
as braking rockets now.”

“Koros |11 was going to use the big reaction pack on the bow to slow us for re-entry, then jettison it before
we hit the atmosphere,” said Mahnmut. The stern glow was a deeper red now.

“I"m keeping those heavier thrusters on while we enter the atmosphere,” said Orphu.
“Why?’
“You'll see.”

“lsn’t it possible that if we keep those thrusters attached, they’ Il explode when they heat up during
reentry?’

“It'spossible,” grunted the lonian.
“We're pretty battered,” said Mahnmut. “Any chance we'll break up as stuff burns away from the hull?’
“Sure, there’ sachance,” said Orphu. He fired the heavy-ion thrusters.

Mahnmut was pressed into his acceleration couch for thirty seconds and then released as the noise and
vibration ceased. He heard the heavy thump as the attitude-control ring was gjected into space.

A fireball flicked past the bow camera, although the bow camera was now showing the view behind them
as they entered the atmosphere stern first. “We're definitely hitting atmosphere,” said Mahmut, noticing
that his voice wasn't quite as calm as before. He' d never been in areal planetary atmosphere before and
the idea of all those close-packed molecules added queasiness on top of his nausea. “The jettisoned
thruster-pack just turned white-hot and burst into flame. | can see the stern beginning to glow. So isthe
main reaction pack on the bow, but not as badly. Most of the heat and shock wave seems to be around our
stern. Wow—we're falling behind some of the debrisfield, but it’s al burning up ahead of us. It'slike
we're in the middle of a huge meteor storm.”

“Good,” said Orphu. “Hang on.”
What had been the moravec spacecraft hit the thickened Martian atmosphere very much as Mahmut had

described to Orphu—as a meteor storm with the larger fragments massing several metric tons and
stretching tens of meters across. A hundred fireballs arced through the pale-blue Martian sky and arattle
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of deep sonic booms shattered the silence of the northern hemisphere. The fireballs crossed the northern
polar cap like aflight of fiery birds and continued south across the Tethys Sea, leaving long plasma vapor
trails asthey passed. It looked eerily asif the fragments were flying rather than falling.

For hundreds of millions of years, Mars had boasted a negligible atmosphere, of some 8 millibars, mostly
carbon dioxide, as opposed to Earth’ s thick 1,014 millibars of pressure at sealevel. In less than a century,
through a process that none of the moravecs understood, the world had been terraformed to avery
breathable 840 millibars.

The fireballs streaked across the northern kilometer in rough formation, leaving sonic-boom footprintsin
their wake. Some of the smaller pieces—large enough to survive the fiery atmospheric entry but small
enough to be deflected by the thick air—began splashing down some eight hundred kilometers south of
the pole. If one were looking from space, it would appear that some deity was firing a string of oversized
machine-gun bullets—tracer rounds—into Mars' northern ocean.

The Dark Ladywas one of those tracer rounds. The stealth material around the stern and two-thirds of the
hull burned off and joined the plasmartrail streaming behind the hurtling submersible. External antennae
and sensors burned away. Then the hull began to char and chip and flake.

“Ah..." sad Mahnmut from his acceleration couch, “shouldn’t we think about popping the parachutes?’
He knew enough of Koros's landing plan to know that the buckycarbon-fiber ‘ chutes were supposed to
deploy at around 15,000 meters, lowering them gently to the ocean’ s surface. Mahnmut’ s last glimpse of
the ocean before the stern optics had burned away convinced him that they were lower than 15,000 meters
and coming downvery fast.

“Not yet,” grunted Orphu. The lonian had no acceleration couches in the hold and it sounded asiif the
deceleration gravities were affecting him. “Use your radar to get our altitude.”

“Radar’s gone,” said Mahnmuit.
“Will your sonar work?’

“I'll try.” Amazingly, it did work, showing areturn of solid—well, liquid water—surface coming at them
at adistance of 8,200 meters—8,000 meters—7,800 meters. Mahmut relayed the information to Orphu
and added, “ Shall we pop the parachutes now?”’

“The rest of the debrisisn’t deploying parachutes.”
3 %?’

“So do you really want to drift down under a canopy, showing up on al their sensors?’
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“Whosesensors?’ snapped Mahnmut, but he understood Orphu’ s point. Still . . . “Five thousand meters,”
he said. “Velocity three thousand two hundred klicks per hour. Do we really want to hit the water at this
Speed?”’

“Not really,” said Orphu. “Even if we survive the impact, we' d be buried under hundreds of meters of silt.
Didn’t you say that this northern ocean is only afew hundred meters deep?’

“Yes”
“1"m going to rotate your ship now,” said Orphu.

“What?’ But then Mahnmut heard the heavy thruster pack firing—just some of its jets—and the gyros
whirred, although the noise was more a grinding than awhirring.

The Dark Ladybegan a painful tumble, bringing its bow around from the back. Wind and friction tore at
the hull, ripping away the last of the mid-ship sensors and breaching a dozen compartments. Mahnmut
switched off screaming alarms.

Bow forward now, one of the last working video pickups showed splashes in the ocean—if one can call
steam and plasmaimpact plumes 2,000 meters high “ spashes’—and Mahnmut guessed it would be their
turn in seconds. He described the impacts to Orphu and said, “ Parachutes? Please?’

“No,” said Orphu and fired the main thrusters that should have been jettisoned in orbit.

The deceleration forces threw Mahnmut forward in his straps and made him wish for the acceleration gel
they’d used in the lo Flux Tube slingshot maneuver. More columns of steam rose around the hurtling
submersible like Corinthian columns flicking past and the ocean filled the viewscreen. The thrusters
roared and swiveled, slowing their velocity. Mahnmut saw the pack ring jettison and fly off behind them
the instant the firing stopped. They were only a thousand meters above the ocean and the surface looked
as hard as Europan surface ice to Mahnmut's eye.

“Para...” began Mahnmut, pleading now and not ashamed of it.

The two huge parachutes deployed. Mahnmut’ s vision went red, then black.

They hit the Tethys Sea.

“Orphu? Orphu?” Mahnmut was in darkness and silence, trying to get his data feeds back on line. His
enviro-niche was intact, Oostill flowing. That was amazing. His internal clocks said that three minutes had

passed since impact. Their velocity was zero. “ Orphu?’

“Arugghh,” came anoise over the hardline. “Every time | get to sleep, you wake me.”
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“How areyou?’

“Wheream | might be the better question,” rumbled Orphu. “I ripped free of the niche. I’'m not even sure if
I’m still inThe Dark Lady . If | am, the hull is breached here—I’ m in water. Salt water. Wait, maybe | just
pissed myself.”

“You're still attached by hardline,” said Mahnmut, ignoring the lonian’s last comment. “Y ou’ re probably
till in the hold. I'm getting some sonar data. We're in bottom silt, but just under afew meters of the stuff,
about eighty meters beneath the surface.”

“1 wonder how many pieces|’min,” mused Orphu.

“Stay there,” said Mahnmut. “1’ m going to unclip from the hardline and come below to get you. Don’t
move.”

Orphu rumbled hislaugh. “How can | move, old friend? All my manipulators and flagella have gone to
that big moravec heaven in the sky. I’m a crab without claws. And I’m not too sure about my shell.
Mahnmut . . . wait!”

“What?’ Mahnmut had unstrapped himself and was removing umbilicals and virtual-control cables.

“If ... somehow . . . you could get to me, assuming the internal corridor isn’t smashed flat and the hull
doors aren’t completely buckled or welded shut by the entry heat . . . what are you going to do with me?’

“Seeif you'reall right,” said Mahnmut, pulling the optical leads free. It was all darkness on the monitors
anyway.

“Think,old friend,” said Orphu. “Y ou drag me out of here—if | don’t come apart in your hands—what
next? | won't fit in your internal access corridors. Even if you hauled me around the outside of the sub, |
can’'t fit into your enviro-niche and | sure as hell can't cling to the hull. Do you walk across the ocean
bottom for a thousand klicks or so, carrying me as you go?’

Mahnmut hesitated.
“I’m still functioning,” continued Orphu. “Or at least still communicating. | even have O,flowing through
the umbilical and some electrical energy coming in. | must be in the hold, evenif it's flooded. Why don’t

you getThe Dark Lady working and drive us somewhere more comfortable before we try to get together
again?’

Mahnmut went on external air and took several deep breaths. “You'reright,” he said at last. “Let’s see
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what’ s what.”
The Dark Ladywas dying.

Mahnmut had worked in this submersible, through its various iterations and evolutions, for more than an
Earth century, and he knew it was tough. Properly prepared, it could take many metric tons per square
centimeter of pressure and the stresses of the 3,000-g flux-tube acceleration in stride, but the tough little
sub was only as strong as its weakest part, and the energy stresses of the attack in Mars orbit had
exceeded those weakest-part tolerances.

Her hull had stress fractures and unmendable flash burns. At the moment, they were buried bow-down
with most of the sub in more than three meters of silt and harder seabed with only afew meters of the
stern free of the mud, the hull and frame were warped, the hold-bay doors were warped shut and
unreachable, and ten of the eighteen ballast tanks had been breached. The internal gangway between
Mahnmut’s control room and the hold was flooded and partially collapsed. Outside, two-thirds of the
stealth material had burned away, carrying all of the external sensors with it. Three of the four sonar
arrays were out of action and the fourth could only ping forward. Only one of the four primary propulsion
jets was operable and the maneuvering pulsers were a scrambled mess.

Of greater concern to Mahnmut was the damage to the ship’s energy systems: the primary reactor had
been damaged by energy surge during the attack and was operating at 8 percent efficiency; the storage
cellswere on reserve power. This was enough to keep a minimum of life support running, but the nutrient
converter was gone for good and they had only afew days worth of fresh water.

Finally, the O,converter was offline. Fuel cells weren't producing air. Long before they ran out of water

or food, Mahnmut and Orphu would be out of oxygen. Mahnmut had internal air supplies, but only
enough for an e-day or two without replenishing. All Mahnmut could hope was that since Orphu worked
in space for months at atime, alittle thing like no oxygen wouldn’t harm him now. He decided to ask the
lonian about it later.

More damage reports came in over the sub’ s surviving Al systems. Given an e-month or morein a
Conamara Chaos ice dock with a score of service moravecs working on her,The Dark Lady could be
saved. Otherwise, her days—whether measured in Martian sols, Earth days, or Europan weeks—were
numbered.

Keeping in touch with the mostly silent Orphu on the hardline—afraid his friend would cease to exist
without warning—Mahnmut gave the most positive report he could and launched a periscope buoy. The
buoy was deployed from the section of the stern still above the silt line and it still worked.

The buoy itself was smaller than Mahnmut’ s hand, but it packed awide array of imaging and data sensors.
Information started flowing in.
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“Good news,” said Mahnmuit.
“The Five Moons Consortium launched a rescue mission,” rumbled Orphu.

“Not quite that good.” Rather than download the nonvisual data, Mahnmut summarized it to keep his
friend listening and talking. “ The buoy works. Better than that, the communication and positioning sats
Koros |1l and Ri Po seeded in orbit are still up there. | wonder why the. . . persons who attacked us. . .
didn’t sweep them out of space.”

“We were attacked by an Old Testament God and his girlfriend,” said Orphu. “ They might not deign to
notice comsats.”

“1 think they looked more Greek than Old Testament,” said Mahnmut. “Do you want to hear the datal’m
getting?’

“Sure.”

“The MPS puts us in the southern reaches of the Chryse Planitia region of the northern ocean, only about
three hundred and forty kilometers from the Xanthe Terra coast. We're lucky. This part of the Acidalia
and Chryse seaislike ahuge bay. If our trgectory had been afew hundred klicks to the west, we would
have impacted on the Tempe Terra hills. Same distance to the east, Arabia Terra. A few more seconds of
flight time south over Xanthe Terrahighlands. . .”

“We'd be particles in the upper atmosphere,” said Orphu.

“Right,” said Mahnmut. “But if we getThe Dark Lady unstuck, we can sail her right into the Valles
Marineris deltaif we have to.”

“Y ou and Koros were supposed to land in the other hemisphere,” said Orphu. “North of Olympus Mons.
Y our mission was to do recon and deliver this device in the hold to Olympos. Don’'t tell methe subisin
good enough shape to carry us up and around the Tempe Terrapeninsula. . .”

“No,” admitted Mahnmut. In truth, it would be an amazing stroke of luck ifThe Dark Lady held together
and kept functioning long enough to get them to the nearest land, but he wasn’t going to tell the lonian
that.

“Any other good news?’ asked Orphu.

“Well, it'sapretty day on the surface. All liquid water as far as the buoy could see. Moderate swells of
less than a meter. Blue sky. Temperature in the high twenties.. . .”

“Are they looking for us?’
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“Pardon me?’ said Mahnmut.

“Arethe. .. people. . . that slagged uslooking for us?’

“Yes,” said Mahnmut. “Passive radar showed several of those flying machines. . .”
“Chariots.”

“. .. severd of those flying machines crisscrossing above the sea in the several thousand sgquare
kilometers of the debris impact footprint.”

“Looking for us,” said Orphu.
“No register of radar or neutrino search,” said Mahnmut. “No energy search spectraat al . . .”
“Can they find us, Mahnmut?’ Orphu’s voice was flat.

Mahnmut hesitated. He didn’t want to lie to hisfriend. “Possibly,” he said. “ Almost certainly if they were
using moravec technology, but they don’t seem to be. They'rejust . . .looking . Perhaps just with eyes and
magnetometers.”

“They found usin orbit easily enough. Targeted us.”

“Yes.” There was no question that the chariot or its occupants had some sort of target acquisition device
that had worked well at 8,000 klicks of distance.

“Did you redl in the buoy?’

“Yes,” said Mahnmut. There were several seconds of silence except for the creak of the damaged hull, the
hiss of ventilation, and the thump and hum of various pumps working in vain to clear the flooded
sections. “We have several things going for us,” Mahnmut said at last. “First, there are tons and tons of
metal debris from the spacecraft in this footprint, and it’s along footprint. The first impacts weren't that
far south of the polar cap.

“Second, we' ve settled in bow first, and the only section of the sub above the silt line, the stern, still has
some tatters of loose stealthwrap on it. Third, we' re powered down to the point that we have almost no
energy signature at all. Fourth . . .”

“Yes?’ said Orphu.
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Mahnmut was thinking of the dying power supply, the dwindling reserves of air and water, and the
doubtful propulsion system. “Fourth,” he said, “they still don’t know why we're here.”

Orphu rumbled softly. “I don’t think we do either, old friend.” After a minute of no communication,
Orphu said, “Well, you'reright. If they don’t find us in the next few hours, we may have a chance. Or is
there any other bad news?’

Mahnmut hesitated. “We have a slight problem with our air supply,” he said at last.

“How serious a problem?’

“We're not producing any.”

“Well, thatis a problem,” said the lonian. “How much in reserve?’

“About eighty hours. For two of us, that is. Certainly twice that, probably more, if it’s just for me.”

Orphu rumbled dlightly over the intercom. “Just for you? Are you planning on stepping on my air hose,
old friend? My organic parts need air too, you know.”

For a second Mahnmut couldn’t speak. “I thought . . . you're ahardvac moravec. ..l mean...”

“You're thinking that | spend long months in space without topping off from the o tender,” sighed
Orphu. “I produce my own oxygen from the internal fuel cells, using the the photovoltaics on my shell to
power them.”

Mahnmut felt his pulse slow. Their chances of survival had just gone up if Orphu did not need ship’s air.

“Butmy shell photovoltaics are blasted to hell,” Orphu said softly, “and the fuel cells haven’t been
producing O,since the attack. I'm surviving on the ship’s supply. I'm sorry, Mahnmut.”

“Look,” Mahnmut said quickly, strongly. “1 was planning to keep the air running to both of us anyway.
It's not a problem. | did the numbers—we have about eighty hours at our present consumption rate. And |
can lower that. This whole control room and enviro-niche of mineisflooded. I'll pour it back in and
parcel it out. Eighty hours easy, and then we' [l come up for air. Their search should be over by then.”

“Areyou sure you can getThe Dark Lady out of the mud?’ asked Orphu.
“Absolutely positive,” lied Mahnmut, voice firm.

“l vote we lie doggo in the seabed for . . . say . . . three sols, three Martian days, seventy-three hours or so,
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to seeif their chariot search isreally called off. Or twelve hours after our last radar contact with them.
Whichever comes first. Will that give us enough time to get out of the mud and to the surface, plus leave
some oxygen and energy to spare?’

Mahnmut looked at his virtual wall of red alarm and non-function lights. “ Seventy-three hours should be
plenty of extratime,” he said. “But if they go away sooner than that, we should get to the surface and head
for the coast. ThelL.ady can do about twenty knots on the surface with the reactor at thislevel, soit’ll take
the better part of the day and a half to get to land anyway, especially if we' re picky about where to put

n.”

“We'll just have to avoid being picky,” said Orphu. “All right, it looks like the only thing we have to
worry about for the next couple of daysis boredom. Shall we play poker? Did you bring the virtua
cards?’

“Yes,” said Mahnmut, brightening.
“Y ou wouldn’t rob a blind moravec, would you?’ said Orphu.
Mahnmut stopped in the process of downloading the green baize card table.

“I"mkidding, for Christ’s sake,” said Orphu. “My visual nodes are gone, but | still have memory and parts
of my brain left. Let’s play chess.”

Three sols was 73.8 hours and Mahnmut did not want to stay in the seabed that long. The reactor was
losing power faster than he' d estimated—the pumps were draining more energy than he' d planned
on—and all the life support was flirting with failure.

During their first sleep period, Mahnmut went on internal power, took pry bars and cutting equipment,
and descended the narrow crawlways and corridors to the hold. The interior spaces were flooded, the
vertical gangway without power and pitch black. Mahnmut activated his shoulder lamps and swam lower.
The water here was much warmer than Europa’ s sea. Beams and girders had crumpled, blocking the last
ten meters of the approach. Mahnmut cut them away with the torch. He had to check on Orphu’s
condition.

Two meters from the airlock to the hold, Mahnmut was stopped cold. The impact had buckled the aft
bulkhead, pressing it almost flat against the forward bulkhead. The aready narrow corridor had been
squashed into a space |ess than ten centimeters across. Mahnmut could see the hatchway to the
hold—closed, dogged, and twisted—but he couldn’t reach it. He would have to cut his way through one
or both of the thick pressure bulkheads and then probably use the torch to cut through the hatch itself. It
would be asix- or seven-hour job and there was a basic problem—the torch ran on oxygen, just as he and
Orphu did. Whatever he gave the torch came out of their air supply.
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For several minutes, Mahnmut floated head-down in the darkness, silt floating in front of hislensesin the
twin beams from his shoulder lamps. He had to decidenow . Once Orphu awoke and realized what he was
doing, the lonian would try to talk him out of it. And logic dictated that he be talked out of it. Evenif he
got through the bulkheads in six or seven hours, Orphu had been correct—Mahnmut wouldn’t be able to
move the huge moravec while they were still embedded in the seabed. Even first aid would be limited to
the kits and system inputs that Mahnmut kept onboard for himself—they might not even work with the
huge hardvac moravec. If Mahnmut could really getThe Dark Lady free of the silt and to the surface,that
would be the best time for Mahnmut to get to Orphu—even if he had to cut through the hull bay doors or
outer hull. O,would be plentiful then. And he could remove Orphu if he had to, find away to lash him to

the upper hull, in the sunlight and air.

Mahnmut kicked his way around and swam upward in the tilted and torn corridor, letting himself through
the airlock into his personal space again. He stowed the cutting equipment.Later .

He was no sooner in his acceleration couch again when Orphu’ s voice came over the comm. “Y ou awake,
Mahnmut?’

113 YS'”
“Where are you?’
“At the controls. Where else would | be?’

“Yes,” said Orphu, his deep voice sounding weary and old on the hardline. “But | was dreaming. | thought
| felt avibration. | thought you might be .. . . | don’t know.”

“Go back to sleep,” said Mahnmut. Moravecs slept, if only to dream. “1’ll wake you for the buoy check in
two hours.”

Mahnmut would deploy the periscope buoy for afew seconds every twelve hours, quickly scan the skies
and gentle seas, and reel it back in. Flying machines were still crisscrossing the skies day and night at the
end of the first forty-nine hours, but further north, nearer the pole.

Mahnmut was fairly comfortable. His control room and connecting enviro-niche was undamaged, warm,
and tilted only dlightly bow-down. He could move about if he wished. Several of the other habitable
chambers had been flooded—including the science lab and Urtzweil’ s former cubby—>but although the
pumps soon cleared these spaces, Mahnmut didn’t bother flooding them with air. In fact, the first thing he
had done after their initial conversation was to hook into his O,umbilical and drain his enviro-niche and

control room. He told himself it was to save the oxygen, but he knew that part of the reason was that he
felt guilty being so comfortable in his cozy niches when Orphu was in pain—existential pain at
least—and floating in the flooded darkness of the hold. There was nothing Mahnmut could do about that
yet—not with three-fourths of the damaged sub embedded in the ocean floor—but he went into the
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vacuum-filled science lab and cobbled together comm units and other things he' d need if he ever managed
to free the lonian.

And free myself,thought Mahnmut, although being separated fromThe Dark Lady did not seem like
freedom to him. All deep-sea Europan cryobots had carried the kernel of agoraphobiain them—true terror
of open spaces—and their evolved moravec descendents had inherited it. On the second day, after their
eighth chess game, Orphu said, “ The Dark Ladyhas some sort of escape device, doesn't it?”’

Mahnmut had hoped that Orphu wouldn’t know thisfact. “Yes,” he said at last.
“What kind?’

“A little life bubble,” said Mahnmut, in afoul mood for having to talk about this. “Not much bigger than
me. Mostly meant to survive deep pressures and get me to the surface.”

“But it has a beacon, its own life support system, some sort of propulsion and navigation systems? Some
water and food?’

“Yes,” said Mahnmut, “what of it?’ You wouldn't fit init and | can’t tow you behind it.
“Nothing,” said Orphu.

“1 hate the idea of leavingThe Dark Lady, ” Mahnmut said truthfully. “And | don’t have to think about it
now. Not for days and days.”

“All right,” said Orphu.
“I"'m serious.”
“Allright, Mahnmut. | was just curious.”

If Orphu had rumbled amusement at him at that moment, Mahnmut might well have crawled into the
survival bubble and cast off. He was furious at the lonian for raising this topic. “Want to play another
game of chess?” Mahnmut asked.

“Not in thislifetime,” said Orphu.

At sixty-one hours after splashdown, there was only one chariot visible to radar, but it was circling just
eight klicks above them and ten to the north. Mahnmut reeled in the periscope buoy as quickly as he
could.
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He sat listening to music over the intercom—Brahms—and, down in his flooded hold, Orphu presumably
was doing the same.

Suddenly the Ionian asked, “Ever wonder why we' re both humanists, Mahnmut?’
“What do you mean?’

“You know, humanists. All moravecs evolved into either us humanists with our odd interest in the old
human race, or the more interactive types like Koros I11. They’ re the ones who forge moravec societies,
Five Moon Consortiums, political parties. . . whatever.”

“I never noticed,” said Mahnmuit.
“You're kidding me.”

Mahnmut stayed silent. He was beginning to realize that in almost a century and a half of existence, he
had managed to stay ignorant of almost everything important. All he knew were the cold seas of
Europa—which he would never see again—and this submersible, which was hours or days away from
ceasing to exist as a functioning entity. That and Shakespeare’ s sonnets and plays.

Mahnmut barely resisted laughing on the hardline.What could be more usel ess?

Asif reading his mind again, Orphu said, “What would the Bard say about this predicament?’
Mahnmut was scanning the energy data and the consumable readouts. They couldn’t wait the seventy-
three hours. They would have to try to break free in the next six hours or so. And even then, if they
weren't able to pull themselves free right away, the reactor might cease functioning altogether, overload,
and. ..

“Mahnmut?’

“I"'m sorry. Dozing. What about the Bard?’

“He must have something to say about shipwrecks,” said Orphu. “1 seem to remember lots of shipwrecks
in Shakespeare.”

“Oh, yes,” said Mahnmut. “Lots of shipwrecks. Twelfth Night, The Tempest, the list goes on and on. But |
doubt if there’ s anything in the playsto help usin this situation.”

“Tell me about some of the shipwrecks.”
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Mahnmut shook his head in the vacuum. He knew that Orphu was just trying to take his mind off current
realities. “ Tell me about your beloved Proust,” he said. “ Does the narrator Marcel ever say anything about
being lost on Mars?’

“He does, actually,” said Orphu with the slightest hint of arumble.
“You'rejoking.”

“Inever joke aboutA la recherche du temps perdu, ” said Orphu in a tone that almost, not quite, convinced
Mahnmut that the lonian was serious.

“All right, what does Proust say about surviving on Mars?’ said Mahnmut. In five minutes he was going
to deploy the periscope buoy again and bring them up even if the chariot was hovering ten meters
overhead.

“In Volume Three of the French edition, Volume Five of the English trandlation | downloaded to you,
Marcel saysthat if we suddenly found ourselves on Mars and grew a pair of wings and a new respiratory
system, it would not take us out of ourselves,” said Orphu. “Not as long as we have to use our same
senses. Not aslong as we're stuck in our same consci ousnesses.”

“You'rekidding,” said Mahnmuit.

“Inever kid about the character Marcel’ s perceptions inA la recherche du temps perdu, ” Orphu said again
in atone that told Mahnmut that he was kidding al right, but not about that particular odd Mars reference.
“Didn’t youread the editions | sent you at the beginning of the voyage in-system?’

“1 did,” said Mahnmut. “I really did. | just sort of skipped over the last couple of thousand pages.”

“Well, that’ s not uncommon,” said Orphu. “Listen, here' s a passage that comes after the growing wings
and new lungs on Mars bit. Do you want it in French or English?’

“English,” Mahnmut said quickly. This close to aterrible death from suffocation, he didn’t want the
added torture of listening to French.

“The only true voyage, the only Fountain of Youth,” recited Orphu,” would be found not in traveling to
strange lands but in having different eyes, in seeing the universe with the eyes of another person, of a
hundred others, and seeing the hundred universes each of them sees, which each of themis.”

Mahnmut actually forgot about their imminent asphyxiation for a minute as he thought about this. “That’s
Marcel’ s fourth and final answer to the puzzle of life, isn’'t it, Orphu?’

The lonian stayed quiet.
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“lI mean,” continued Mahnmut, “you said that the first three failed for Marcel. He tried believing in
snobbery. He tried believing in friendship and love. He tried believing in art. None of it worked as a
transcendent theme. So thisisthe fourth. This. . .” He could not find the right word or phrase.

“Consciousness escaping the limits of consciousness,” Orphu said quietly. “Imagination outstripping the
bounds of imagination.”

“Yes,” breathed Mahnmut. “I see.”
“You need to,” said Orphu. “Y ou’'re my eyes now. | need to see the universe through your eyes.”

Mahnmut sat in the umbilical O5hiss silence for a minute. Then he said, “Let’stry to takeThe Dark Lady
up.”

“Periscope buoy?’

“To hell with them if they’re up there waiting. I’ d rather die fighting than choke to death in the mud down
here.”

“All right,” said Orphu. “You said ‘try’ to take theLady up. Is there some doubt that you can get us out of
the slime?”’

“1 have no fucking ideaif we can break free of this stuff,” said Mahnmut, flicking virtual switches with
his mind, powering the reactor up into the red, arming the thrusters and pyros. “But we' re going to give it
agoodtryin. .. eighteen seconds. Hang on, my friend.”

“Since my grapplers, manipulators, and flagella are gone,” said Orphu, “I presume you mean that
rhetorically.”

“Hang on with yourteeth, ” said Mahnmut. “ Six seconds.”
“I"'m amoravec,” said Orphu, sounding slightly indignant. “I don’t have any teeth. What wereyou . . .”
Suddenly the comm line was drowned out by the firing of all the thrusters, the booming of bulkheads

creaking and giving way, and a great moaning sound asThe Dark Lady fought to break free of Mars
slimy grip.

ding
18
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llium

This city—Ilium, Troy, Priam’s City, Pergamus—is most beautiful at night.

The walls, each more than a hundred feet high, arelit with torches, illuminated by braziers on the
ramparts, and backlit by the hundreds of fires of the Trojan army camping on the plain below. Troy isa
city of tall towers, and most of these are lighted late into the night, windows warm with light, courtyards
glowing, terraces and balconies warmed by candles and firepits and more torches. The streets of Ilium are
broad and carefully paved—I once tried to slide my knifeblade between the stones and couldn’t—and
most are lighted by open doorways, torches set into wall sconces, and by the cooking campfires of the
thousands upon thousands of non-Trojan soldiers and their families living here now, aliesto Ilium all.

Even the shadowsin llium are alive. Y oung men and women of the lower classes make love in the dark
alleys and on shadowy terraces. Well-fed dogs and eternally clever cats slip from shadow to shadow,
narrow alley to courtyard, loping along the edges of the broad thoroughfares where fruit and vegetables,
fish and meat have fallen from the day’ s market carts and are theirs for the eating, and then slink back to
narrow aleys gloom and darkness under the viaducts.

The residents of Ilium have no fear of starvation or deadly thirst. At the first alarm of the Achaeans
approach—many weeks before the dark ships arrived more than nine years ago—hundreds of cattle and
thousands of sheep were herded into the city, emptying farm fields for 400 square miles around the city.
More such cattle drives happen regularly, and most of the beef getsto the city despite the Greeks
halfhearted effortsto interdict. VVegetables and fruits flow easily into llium, delivered by the same shrewd
farmers and traders who sell food to the Achaeans.

Troy was built where it was so many centuries ago largely because of the huge aguifer under it—the city
has four giant wells that always run fresh and deep—but to be on the safe side, Priam long ago ordered a
tributary of the River Simois to the north of Ilium diverted and run through easily defended canals and
underground viaducts into the city proper. The Greeks have more trouble finding fresh water than do the
technically besieged residents of Ilium.

The population of Ilium—easily the greatest city on Earth at this time—has more than doubled since the
war began. First into the city for protection came the farmers and goatherders and fishermen and other
peripatetic former denizens of the plains of [lium. Following them came the armies of the allies of
Troy—not only the fighting men, but often their wives and children and elders and dogs and cattle.

These dlies include different groups: the “Trojans’” not from Troy itself—the Dardanians and others from
smaller cities and outlying areas far beyond Ilium, including the Trojan-loyal fighters from under Mount
Idaand from as far north as Lykia. Also present now are the Adresteians and other fighters from places
many leagues east of Troy, as well as the Pelasgians from Larisain the south.
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From Europe have come the Thracians, Paionians, and Kikones. From the south shores of the Black Sea
have come the Halizones—dwellers near the River Halys and related to the Chalybes metalworkers of
ancient legend. One can hear campfire songs and curses in the city from the Paphlagoes and Enetoi, a
people from farther north along the Black Sea who may be the great-great-ancestors of the future
Venetians. From north-central Asia Minor have come the shaggy Mysians—Ennomos and Nastes are two
Mysian men |’ ve spent time with and who will, according to Homer, be cut down by Achillesin theriver
battle to come—a dlaughter so terrible that not only will the Scamander run red for months, but the river
will be dammed up by the corpses of al the men Achilles will massacre there, including the unclaimed
bodies of Nastes and Ennomos.

Also here, recognizable by their wild hair, by their oddly shaped bronze gear, and by their smell, are the
Phrygians, Maionians, Karians, and Lykians.

This city isfull and wonderfully alive and raucous all but two or three of its twenty-four hours each day.
Thisisthe finest and grandest and most beautiful city in the world—in this eraor my eraor any erain the
history of all humankind.

| am thinking thisas| lie naked next to Helen of Troy in her bed, the linens smelling of sex and of us, the
breeze cool through billowing curtains. Somewhere thunder rumbles as a storm approaches. Helen stirs
and whispers my name—*“Hock-en-bear-eeee. . .”

| came into the city in late afternoon after QTing down from the hospital of the gods on Olympos,
knowing that the Muse was looking for me to kill me, and that if she did not find me today, Aphrodite
would when the goddess got out of her healing tank.

| had thought to blend in with the soldiers watching the last of thislong day’ s battles—somewhere out
there in the late-afternoon sun and dust, Diomedes was still slaughtering Trojans—but when | saw Hector
walking back to the city with only afew of his usua retinue, | morphed into one of the men |
knew—Dolon, a spearman and trusted scout, soon to be killed by Odysseus and Diomedes—and followed
Hector. The noble warrior came in through the Scaean Gates—Ilium’s main gates, made of sturdy oak
planks astall as ten men the size of Ajax—and he was immediately besieged by the wives and daughters
of Troy asking about their husbands and sons and brothers and lovers,

| watched Hector’ s tall red Trojan crest move through the mob of women, his head and shoulders
swimming above the sea of beseeching faces, and saw him when he finally stopped to address the
growing mob. “Pray to the gods, you women of Troy,” was all he said before turning on his heel and
marching toward Priam’ s palace. Some of his soldiers crossed tall spears and covered his retreat, holding
back the wailing mass of Trojan women. | stayed with the last four of his guard and silently accompanied
Hector into Priam’s magnificent palace, built wide, as Homer said, and gleaming with porches and
colonnades of polished marble.

We stepped back against the wall—evening shadows already creeping into the courtyards and sleeping
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chambers here—and stood guard as Hector met briefly with his mother.

“No wine, Mother,” he said, waving away the cup she had ordered a servant to bring. “Not now. I’'m too
tired. The wine would sap what little strength and nerve | have left for the killing to come this evening.
Also, I’'m covered with blood and dirt and al the filth of battle—I’d be ashamed to lift a cup to Zeus with
such dirty hands.”

“My son,” said Hector’ s mother, awoman | had seen act with warmth and a good heart over the years,
“why have you left the fighting if not to pray to the gods?’

“It'syou who have to pray,” said Hector, his helmet next to him on the couch. The warrior was indeed
filthy—face grimed with layers of dirt and blood turned to a reddish mud by his sweat—and he sat as only
the deeply exhausted can sit, forearms on his knees, head bent, voice dulled. “ Go to Athena’s shrine,
gather the most noble of Ilium’s noblest women, and take the largest, most beautiful robe you can find in
Priam’ s palace. Spread it across the knees of Athena' s gold statue and promise to sacrifice twelve yearling
heifersin her templeif only she will pity Troy. Ask the grim goddess to spare our city and our Trojan
wives and helpless children from the terror of Diomedes.”

“Has it come to that?’ whispered Hector’s mother, leaning closer and taking one of her son’s bloody
handsin hers. “Hasit finally cometo that?’

“Yes,” said Hector and struggled to his feet and lifted his helmet and left the hall.

With the three other spearmen, | followed the exhausted hero as he walked six city blocks to the residence
of Paris and Helen, alarge compound with its cluster of regal terraces and residential towers and private
courtyards.

Hector brushed past guards and servants, pounded up steps, and flung open the door to Paris and Helen's
private quarters. | half expected to see Paris in bed with his stolen consort—Homer had sung that the
horny couple had gone straight to bed hours earlier when Paris had been whisked from his showdown
with Menelaus—but instead, Paris looked up from fondling his armor and battle gear as Helen sat nearby,
directing female servants in their embroidery.

“What the fuck are you doing?’ Hector snarled at the smaller man. “ Sitting here like awoman, like a
mewling infant, playing with your armor while the real men of Ilium die by the hundred, while the enemy
surges around the citadel and fills our ears with his foreign battle cries? Get up, you goddamn deserter.
Get up before Troy is burned to cinders around your cowardly ass!”

Instead of leaping to hisfeet in indignation, the royal Parisjust smiled. “Ah, Hector, | deserve your
curses. Nothing you say is unjust.”

“Then get off your butt and into that armor,” Hector said brusquely, but the fury in his tone had suddenly
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died away, either robbed of force by fatigue or by Paris' s calm refusal to defend himself.
“I will,” said Paris, “but first hear me out. Let metell you something.”

Hector remained silent, swaying slightly on his sandaled feet. He was carrying his crested helmet under
his left arm and had an extra-long throwing spear, borrowed from the sergeant of our small guard, gripped
in hisright hand. Now Hector used the butt of that spear to steady himself.

“1I"m not keeping to my chambers for so long just out of anger or outrage,” said Paris, gesturing toward
Helen and her servants asif they were part of the furniture. “But out of grief.”

“Grief?’ repeated Hector. He sounded contemptuous.

“Grief,” Paris said again. “Grief at my own cowardice today—although it was the gods who carried me
away from battle with Menelaus, not my own will—and grief at the fate of our city.”

“That fate isn’'t written in stone,” snapped Hector. “We can stop Diomedes and his battle-maddened
minions. Put on your armor. Come back to the battle with me. There' s another hour of daylight left. We
can kill many Greeks in the bloody light of the setting sun and more in the cool twilight.”

Paris smiled at this and stood. “Y ou’ re right. Battle now strikes even me—the world’ s greatest lover, not
its greatest fighter—as the better way. Fate and victory shift, you know, Hector—now this way, now that
way—Iike a line of unarmored men under a hail of enemy arrows.”

Hector put on his helmet and waited, silent, obviously not trusting Paris' s promise to join the fighting.
“You goon,” said Paris. “I have to don all thiswar gear. You go on, I'll catch you up.”

Hector remained silent at this, still not willing to leave without Paris, but beautiful Helen—and shewas
beautiful—rose from her chair and crossed the marble floor to touch Hector’ s blood-streaked forearm.
Her sandals made soft sounds on the cool marble.

“My dear friend,” she said, her voice quavering with emotion, “my dear brother, dear to me—bitch that |
am, vicious, scheming cunt that | am, afemale horror to freeze the blood—oh, how | wish my mother had
drowned me in the dark lonian Seathe day | was born rather than be the cause of all this.” She broke
down, removed her hand from Hector, and began weeping.

The noble Hector blinked at this, raised his free hand asif to touch her hair, quickly drew back his hand,
and cleared histhroat in embarrassment. Like so many heroes, the great Hector was awkward with women
other than hiswife. Before he could speak, Helen went on—still weeping, hiccuping words between
racking sobs.
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“Or, Noble Hector, if the gods have truly ordained all these terrible years of bloodshed for me, | wish |
had been the wife of a better man—a fighter rather than alover, a man with awill to do more for his city
than take his wife to bed in the long afternoon of his city’s doom.”

Paris took a half step toward Helen then, asif to slap her, but her proximity to the tall Hector held him
back. We foot soldiers near the wall stared at nothing and pretended we had no ears.

Helen looked at Paris. Her eyes were red and brimming. She still spoke to Hector as if Paris—her
kidnapper and putative second husband—was not in the room. “This. . . one. . . has earned the scalding
scorn of real men. He has no steadiness of spirit, no grit. Not now, not . . . ever.”

Paris blinked and a flush rose into his cheeks as if he had been slapped.

“But he'll reap the fruits of his cowardice, Hector,” continued Helen, literally spitting out the words now,
her saliva striking the marble floor. “1 swear to you that he will reap the fruits of his weakness. By the
gods, | swear this.”

Paris stalked out of the room.

Helen turned to the standing, grime-streaked warrior. “But come to the couch and rest next to me, dear
brother. Y ou are the one hit hardest by all this fighting—and all for me, Hector, whore that | am.” She sat
on the cushioned couch and patted a place next to her. “The two of us are bound together in this fate,
Hector. Zeus planted the seed of a million deaths, of the doom of our age, in each of our breasts. My dear
Hector. We are mortals. We will both die. But you and | will live for athousand generationsin song . . .”

Asif unwilling to hear more, Hector turned on his heel and left the room, donning histall helmet so that it
flashed in the low-dlanting rays of the evening sun.

Looking one last time at Helen as she sat, head bowed, on the cushioned bench, noting her perfect pale
arms and the softness of her breasts visible in her thin gown, | lifted my spear—the scout Dolon’s
spear—and followed Hector and his other three loyal spearmen.

Thisisimportant that | tell it like this. Helen stirs, whispers my name, but goes back to sleep.My name.
She whispers, “Hock-en-bear-eeee,” and it asif | have been speared through the heart.

And now, lying next to the most beautiful woman in the ancient world, perhaps the most beautiful woman
in history—or at least the one woman who has caused the greatest number of men to die in her name—I
remember more about my life. About my former life. About myreal life.

| was married. My wife's name was Susan. We met as undergraduates at Boston College, married shortly
after graduation. Susan was a high school counselor but rarely worked after we moved to Indianawhere |
began teaching classics at Indiana University in 1972. We had no children, but not for want of trying.
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Susan was alive when | grew ill from liver cancer and went into the hospital.

Why in God’ s name am | remembering thisnow?After nine years of almost no personal memories, why
remember Susan now? Why be slashed and curs