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The blind man, Homer, and his secretary had been waiting in the olive grove for nearly two days when
word got back to them from Mount Olympus. Homer first heard the popping sound that always
accompanied agod taking human form, then the sure, even footfalsthat told him thistime it was Pdllas
Athene.

He said her name,

"How could you be so sureit was me?' Athene asked, amused and intrigued.

Homer touched his chest near his heart with the fingers of one hand. "In here | know al of you better than
| know myself." Next he touched hishead. "And in here, Pallas Athene, where | create my stories, |
know you best of dl, thegod of art.”

"Perhaps you know metoo well," Athene warned, an edgein her voice.

"What threat could a mere human pose to one such as you, especidly a blind human?'

Athene laughed at the poet's question. ™Y our own words reveal how dangerousyou are. Y ou could talk
aleopard out of its spots.”

"Perhaps," Homer admitted, showing half asmile. "Have you word from your father about my new story?
Doeshelikeit?'

"Oh, yes. Very much. He asked me to bring a contract with me for you to sedl. As soon as you've done
S0 production can begin.”

Homer nodded and Athene handed a scroll to his secretary, who read it out loud to his master.
"What's this about minor changes?' Homer demanded amoment later, interrupting his secretary.

Athene shrugged, then remembered that Homer could not see. "Nothing important, I'm sure. Fether,
being the kind of god that heis- "

"Full of thunder,” Homer interjected.

" - being the kind of god that heis, would like to spice up the action a bit."

"What does 'spice up’ mean, exactly?'

Athene drew in adeep breath. "A little more blood and gore, | suspect.”

"Thisisgoing to turninto ancther Iliad, isn't it?" The poet wasangry.

"Of course not, Homer," she said soothingly. "None of us could afford another adventure on that scale.”
"Another debacle on that scae, you mean. How many worshippers did Zeuslose in that one? Over ten
thousand, wasnt it?"

"Something likethat," Athene admitted.

"If only hed suck to the origind plot - "

"Y es, dright. Keep your voice down. He might hear you, and no one likes having their mistakes rammed
down their throat."

"Well, held better stay with the sory thistime."

"Y ou mean you'l sedl the contract?'

Homer nodded glumly. "What choice does amere morta have before the will of his gods?*

Athene redised Homer was speaking rhetoricaly and didn't reply. Anyway, the answer would only have



depressed him further.

Odysseus was the hardest nut to crack.

"Look, it took me ten yearsto get homethelast time," he earnestly explained to them, "and that was
after ten years spent fighting outside Troy's bloody walls."

"Theidea's got alot of popular support,” Hermes said.

"Especidly among the gods," Iris added.

"I'm just not interested in arematch - "

"It's not arematch, Odysseus, it'sa sequel . Son Of Helen Of Troy."

"What'sasequd ?'

"Like Odyssey wasto lliad, like your son Telemachusisto you," Hermes explained.

"So we're talking about asequd to asequd - "

"Look, Odysseus, it's got everything going for it," Irisinterrupted, impatient with semantics. She Sarted
ticking points off on her fingers. "Public interest, agreat Sory, great characters, divineinspiration,
meaningful didogue. . . you nameit, Son Of Helen Of Troy's got it."

"Everything, huh?" asked the King of Ithaca, his suspicious nature making him sceptical.

Hermes leaned across the date table around which they'd gathered and said, in a confidentia tone:
"Homer's written the story, based on an origina concept by Ares himsalf." Odysseus was impressed, and
his expression showed it. "And Phoebus Apollo's agreed to do the music.”

Hermes rested back, giving his news moretimeto sink in. Thiswasamistake, for it gave Odysseusan
opportunity to discover what he thought wastheir plan'sfata flaw. The two gods were surprised when he
dowly shook his head.

"What'swrong?' Hermes asked nervoudy, wondering what it was they'd overlooked in the sales pitch.
"Morethan half the original cast is dead and gone, remember? Achilles, Hector, Agamemnon, Paris,
Patroclus, Priam, Aias, Cassandra. . ." hisface clouded over . . . not to mention the entire contingent
from Ithaca, except me. . ."

Iris glanced nervoudy over her shoulder to make sure no one else was listening in, and said: "Apparently
the Great Director's been having chats about that very problem with Persephone. . ." Shelet the
sentence fade without finishing, but winked knowingly a Odysseus.

Hewaswide-eyed. "Y ou mean Hadesiswilling to release them?”

"As specid guest starsonly; but at least they'll be making an appearance, no matter how brief."
Odysseus could not speak. Hermes sensed it wastime to move in for thekill.

"We haven't discussed payment yet," hesaid. "I think you'll be very interested in our proposd.”
Odysseus was the hardest nut to crack, but the gods had brought with them abig enough mallet.

"| can't believe you're going off to war again,” Penelope said to her husband even as she helped him pack
afew things. "Not after thelast time.”

"It may not cometo awar," Odysseustried to explain for the hundredth time.

Sheignored his protest. "Will you be taking your great bow with you?'

Odysseus closed his eyes and prayed desperately for courage for himself and understanding for
Penelope. A sudden, horrifying intuition suggested to him that Penel ope perhaps understood things better
than anyone, and that her misgivings were entirely appropriate.

He opened hiseyes, turned to hiswife and laid his hands on her shoulders. "The gods have promised me
I'll return, and before the year isout.”

"Another year Ithacamust be without its rightful king."

"Tdemachuswill rulewith afarer hand than mine. Our son wasbornto rule.”

"Inhisowntime," Penelope rgoined, shrugging off his hands.

Odysseus didn't reply. He felt he waslosing the argument, and he didn't want Penelope to see that he
couldn't defend his position. That would mean leaving under an even darker cloud.

Penel ope and Telemachus accompanied him down to the beach. Thistime he wasn't taking afleet with



him: Just one bireme, itsfifty crew and six trusty followers. The ship left soon after dawn, heading
southeast towards the Gulf of Corinth, farewelled by asmal crowd of well-wishersthat had gathered
quietly by the edge of the sea.

Menelaus glumly looked out from where he sood on Spartals great wal. On the distant northern horizon
he could see huge clouds of dust. The enemy had arrived. The gods new epic was about to begin.
Hewasjoined on thewall by hiswife, Helen. "They've come," hetold her.

"So | see. Don't look so despondent, husband. We will survive thiswar. It has been promised to us by
Aphrodite hersdf."

" She promised the same thing to Priam and his sons," Menelaus pointed out.

Helen bit back an angry reply. Why must her men always prove to be such fatalists? Even her son,
Tydeus, wasturning into one. Which reminded her . . .

"Whereishe?"

Menedlaus glanced at her. "Y our son, you mean?"

"Our son."

Menel aus nodded towards the advancing enemy. "They don't think so. They attack Sparta because they
believe this house protects Parisswhelp.”

"He hasyour eyes" she said lamely.

"God's teeth, woman; nine out of ten Achaeans have brown eyes! But he has Pariss hair, Pariss nose,
Pariss bloody adulterous mouth . . ." The sentence was strangled by his bitterness. "They're my friends
out there, Helen. | fought by their sdesfor ten long years so we could free you, and now because of you
| must fight againgt them.” He turned his face away from her. "The gods have betrayed me."

The gods have betrayed us all, Helen thought grimly. As they have ever done.

Pdlas Athene eventudly found Homer Sitting on the edge of a cliff overlooking the great harbour of
Thera

"Itisquiteaview," shesadto him.

"I wouldn't know," hereplied.

"Why do you come here?"

"The updrafts are refreshing, and the wine they make here is excdllent. Better than that Anatolian muck |
wasraised on."

"The gory isabout to sart,” shetold him.

Homer sighed. It was a sad sound and sent ashiver down Athene's spine. "I know. Even thisfar away |
can hear your father chortling.”

Athenefelt she should be angry at the poet's words, but because she understood, even if she didn't yet
know, what was about to happen in far away Sparta, she found her anger consumed by an unnatural
sympethy.

"Tel me, Homer, does your story have ahappy ending?’

"Oh, yes. All my stories have happy endings.”

"lliad was atragedy," she pointed out.

"Not origindly."

For awhile neither of them said anything. The white houses around them, the cobalt sea below, the great
arc of the harbour and the gusts of fresh Mediterranean air al worked towards afeeling of peace and
genera cam. Athene understood then that even without eyes Homer saw things better than most mortals.
Shewondered briefly if her kind redly had created humanity. The species seemed infinitely more
complex, emotiondly and spiritudly, than those who resided on Mt Olympus. This man, thisblind poet,
scared her; in hisown way he was more godlike than she could ever be.

"I haveto go back." Homer said nothing. "What will you do now?"

"I'm aready working on another story. It's about the end of the world.”

"I look forward to hearing it when it'sfinished,” Athene admitted.



"l shouldn't if | wereyou. Zeuswill probably want to produceit like he has dl the others.”
But Athenedidn't hear the warning. She was dready gone.

Odysseus found he was camped next to Diomedes, his closest friend from the days of the Trojan war.
Their reunion was warm and sincere, eventualy made boisterous by too much wine. Asnight carried on
and their followersleft them to find placesto deep, the two old warriors sat together around a spluttering
campfire.

"Have you been in touch with Mendaus at all?* Odysseus asked.

"| tried soon after the high priests announced the war, but the gods had aready sedled Sparta off from all
contact with the outside." Diomedes poked the fire with thetip of his sword, watched orange sparks
scatter and fdl. "I don't like this fighting between old comrades. If I'd known thiswas what Zeushad in
mind I'd never have signed up.”

"Wedl would have come anyway, in the end. Thisis something the gods willed, and who areweto
refusethem?!

"Have you ever met Tydeus?' Diomedes asked, changing the subject. Odysseus shook hishead. "He
cameto Argoslast year on an embassy from hisfather . . . well, from Menelaus.. . . and he impressed
everyone with hisintelligence and courtesy. And to boot, he's as beautiful as his mother to look at. | think
the gods haveitin for him. If it wasn't thiswar, they'd have thought of something elseto get him."

"Y ou've become cynicd with age.”

"Perhaps. That doesn't mean I'm wrong."

"No. No, it doesn't mean you're wrong. The gods have always been jedl ous of us humans. We can
dream, where they cannot. We can die, where they cannot.”

"And wecanlove.

"So can the gods, by dl accounts.”

"Not astruly aswe. The gods lust after things, Odysseus. Zeus after flesh, Athene after knowledge, Ares
after war and strife, Apollo after pride.”

Odysseus peered into the gloom, tried to make out the walls of Sparta. "I wonder what daylight will
bring." Other than Penelope, Diomedes was the only person in the world to whom Odysseus would have
spoken such thoughts aoud.

"What did the gods offer you?"

"They guaranteed I'd return home before the year was out.”

"That'sdl?"

Odysseus glanced down at hisfeet, obvioudy embarrassed. "Aswadll, they hinted | might get a potshot at
minor godhood when | died.”

Diomedes let out alow whigtle. "Only Heracles has ever been offered so much before.” He smiled at his
friend. "They will make you the god of deception, | think. Odysseusthe Decelver." Odysseus|ooked up,
and Diomedes saw atear trickle down his cheek. "Whatever's the matter?"

"I'vejust redised that even Odysseus the Decelver can himsdlf be deceived. I've been afool.”

Diomedes stared at Odysseus with surprise. Suddenly he understood that his friend had somehow seen
hisown fate. "Thisis going to be another bloody disagter, isn't it?"

"I've heard rumours that Hera and Zeus have fallen out again. Apparently she caught the old lecher red
handed on the casting lounge with two swans, a peahen and arock python of enormousgirth.”
Diomedes couldn't help laughing. "Just like last time! Well, we haveto fight for something, | suppose.”
"Oh, yes. Wedl haveto fight for something."

Above them the sky was lightening, and dawn sent rosy fingers shooting out from the eastern horizon. In
the distance atrumpet sounded, welcoming the new day and whatever it would bring.
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