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We must not forget that the human soul, however independently created our philosophy represents it as being, is inseparable in its birth and in its growth from the universe into which it is born.


—Teilhard de Chardin



 


Give us gods. Oh give them us! Give us gods. We are so tired of men And motor-power.


—D.H. Lawrence





ONE

You are reading this for the wrong reason.

If you are reading this to learn what it was like to make love to a messiah – our messiah – then you should not read on, because you are little more than a voyeur.

If you are reading this because you are a fan of the Old Poet’s Cantos and are obsessed with curiosity about what happened next in the lives of the Hyperion pilgrims, you will be disappointed. I do not know what happened to most of them. They lived and died almost three centuries before I was born.

If you are reading this because you seek more insight into the message from the One Who Teaches, you may also be disappointed. I confess that I was more interested in her as a woman than as a teacher or messiah.

Finally, if you are reading this to discover her fate or even my fate, you are reading the wrong document. Although both our fates seem as certain as anyone’s could be, I was not with her when hers was played out, and my own awaits the final act even as I write these words.

If you are reading this at all, I would be amazed. But this would not be the first time that events have amazed me. The past few years have been one improbability after another, each more marvelous and seemingly inevitable than the last. To share these memories is the reason that I am writing. Perhaps the motivation is not even to share – knowing that the document I am creating almost certainly will never be found – but just to put down the series of events so that I can structure them in my own mind.

‘How do I know what I think until I see what I say?’ wrote  some pre-Hegira writer. Precisely. I must see these things in order to know what to think of them. I must see the events turned to ink and the emotions in print to believe that they actually occurred and touched me.

If you are reading this for the same reason that I am writing it – to bring some pattern out of the chaos of the last years, to impose some order on the essentially random series of events that have ruled our lives for the past standard decades – then you may be reading this for the right reason, after all.

 



Where to start? With a death sentence, perhaps. But whose – my death sentence or hers? And if mine, which of mine? There are several from which to choose. Perhaps this final one is appropriate. Begin at the beginning.

I am writing this in a Schrödinger cat box in high orbit around the quarantined world of Armaghast. The cat box is not much of a box, more of a smooth-hulled ovoid a mere six meters by three meters. It will be my entire world until the end of my life. Most of the interior of my world is a spartan cell consisting of a black-box air-and-waste recycler, my bunk, the food-synthesizer unit, a narrow counter that serves as both my dining table and writing desk, and finally the toilet, sink, and shower, which are set behind a fiberplastic partition for reasons of propriety that escape me. No one will ever visit me here. Privacy seems a hollow joke.

I have a text slate and stylus. When I finish each page, I transfer it to hard copy on microvellum produced by the recycler. The low accretion of wafer-thin pages is the only visible change in my environment from day to day.

The vial of poison gas is not visible. It is set in the static-dynamic shell of the cat box, linked to the air-filtration unit in such a way that to attempt to fiddle with it would trigger the cyanide, as would any attempt to breach the shell itself. The radiation detector, its timer, and the isotope element are also fused into the frozen energy of the shell. I never know when the random timer activates the detector. I never know when the same random timing element opens the lead shielding to  the tiny isotope. I never know when the isotope yields a particle.

But I will know when the detector is activated at the instant the isotope yields a particle. There should be the scent of bitter almonds in that second or two before the gas kills me.

I hope that it will be only a second or two.

Technically, according to the ancient enigma of quantum physics, I am now neither dead nor alive. I am in the suspended state of overlapping probability waves once reserved for the cat in Schrödinger’s thought experiment. Because the hull of the cat box is little more than position-fused energy ready to explode at the slightest intrusion, no one will ever look inside to see if I am dead or alive. Theoretically, no one is directly responsible for my execution, since the immutable laws of quantum theory pardon or condemn me from each microsecond to the next. There are no observers.

But I am an observer. I am waiting for this particular collapse of probability waves with something more than detached interest. In the instant after the hissing of cyanide gas begins, but before it reaches my lungs and heart and brain, I will know which way the universe has chosen to sort itself out.

At least, I will know so far as I am concerned. Which, when it comes right down to it, is the only aspect of the universe’s resolution with which most of us are concerned.

And in the meantime, I eat and sleep and void waste and breathe and go through the full daily ritual of the ultimately forgettable. Which is ironic, since right now I live – if ‘live’ is the correct word – only to remember. And to write about what I remember.

If you are reading this, you are almost certainly reading it for the wrong reason. But as with so many things in our lives, the reason for doing something is not the important thing. It is the fact of doing that remains. Only the immutable facts that I have written this and you are reading it remain important in the end.

Where to begin? With her? She is the one you want to read  about and the one person in my life whom I wish to remember above everything and everyone else. But perhaps I should begin with the events that led me to her and then to here by way of much of this galaxy and beyond.

I believe that I shall begin with the beginning – with my first death sentence.




TWO

My name is Raul Endymion. My first name rhymes with Paul. I was born on the world of Hyperion in the year 693 ADC on our local calendar, or AD 3099 pre-Hegira reckoning, or, as most of us figure time in the era of the Pax, two hundred and forty-seven years after the Fall.

It was said about me when I traveled with the One Who Teaches that I had been a shepherd, and this was true. Almost. My family had made its living as itinerant shepherds in the moors and meadows of the most remote regions on the continent of Aquila, where I was raised, and I sometimes tended sheep as a child. I remember those calm nights under the starry skies of Hyperion as a pleasant time. When I was sixteen (by Hyperion’s calendar) I ran away from home and enlisted as a soldier of the Pax-controlled Home Guard. Most of those three years I remember only as a dull routine of boredom with the unpleasant exception of the four months when I was sent to the Claw Iceshelf to fight indigenies during the Ursus uprising. After being mustered out of the Home Guard, I worked as a bouncer and blackjack dealer in one of the rougher Nine Tails casinos, served as a bargemaster on the upper reaches of the Kans for two rainy seasons, and then trained as a gardener on some of the Beak estates under the landscape artist Avrol Hume. But ‘shepherd’ must have sounded better to the chroniclers of the One Who Teaches when it came time to list the former occupation of her closest disciple. ‘Shepherd’ has a nice biblical ring to it.

I do not object to the title of shepherd. But in this tale I will be seen as a shepherd whose flock consisted of one infinitely important sheep. And I lost her more than found her.

At the time my life changed forever and this story really begins, I was twenty-seven years old, tall for a Hyperion-born, notable for little except for the thickness of calluses on my hands and my love of quirky ideas, and was then working as a hunter’s guide in the fens above Toschahi Bay a hundred kilometers north of Port Romance. By that time in my life I had learned a little bit about sex and much about weapons, had discovered firsthand the power greed has in the affairs of men and women, had learned how to use my fists and modest wits in order to survive, was curious about a great many things, and felt secure only in the knowledge that the remainder of my life would almost certainly hold no great surprises.

I was an idiot.

Most of what I was that autumn of my twenty-seventh year might be described in negatives. I had never been off Hyperion and never considered that I might travel offworld. I had been in Church cathedrals, of course; even in the remote regions where my family had fled after the sacking of the city of Endymion a century earlier, the Pax had extended its civilizing influence – but I had accepted neither the catechism nor the cross. I had been with women, but I had never been in love. Except for my grandmother’s tutelage, my education had been self-directed and acquired through books. I read voraciously. At age twenty-seven, I thought that I knew everything.

I knew nothing.

So it was that in the early autumn of my twenty-seventh year, content in my ignorance and stolid in my conviction that nothing of importance would ever change, I committed the act that would earn me a death sentence and begin my real life.

 



The fens above Toschahi Bay are dangerous and unhealthy, unchanged since long before the Fall, but hundreds of wealthy hunters – many from offworld – come there every year for the ducks. Most of the protomallards died off quickly after their regeneration and release from the seedship seven centuries earlier, either unable to adapt to Hyperion’s climate or stalked  by its indigenie predators, but a few ducks survived in the fens of north-central Aquila. And the hunters came. And I guided them.

Four of us worked out of an abandoned fiberplastic plantation set on a narrow thumb of shale and mud between the fens and a tributary to the Kans River. The other three guides concentrated on fishing and big-game hunting, but I had the plantation and most of the fens to myself during duck season. The fens were a semitropical marsh area consisting mostly of thick chalma growth, weirwood forest, and more temperate stands of giant prometheus in the rocky areas above the flood-plain, but during the crisp, dry cold snap of early autumn, the mallards paused there on their migration from the southern islands to their lakes in the remotest regions of the Pinion Plateau.

I woke the four ‘hunters’ an hour and a half before dawn. I had fixed a breakfast of jambon, toast, and coffee, but the four overweight businessmen grumbled and cursed as they wolfed it down. I had to remind them to check and clean their weapons: three carried shotguns, and the fourth was foolish enough to bring an antique energy rifle. As they grumbled and ate, I went out behind the shack and sat with Izzy, the Labrador retriever I’d had since she was a pup. Izzy knew that we were going hunting, and I had to stroke her head and neck to calm her down.

First light was coming up just as we left the overgrown plantation grounds and poled off in a flat-bottomed skiff. Radiant gossamers were visible flitting through dark tunnels of branches and above the trees. The hunters – M. Rolman, M. Herrig, M. Rushomin, and M. Poneascu – sat forward on the thwarts while I poled. Izzy and I were separated from them by the heap of floatblinds stacked between us, the curved bottoms of the disks still showing the rough malting of the fiberplastic husk. Rolman and Herrig were wearing expensive chameleon-cloth ponchos, although they did not activate the polymer until we were deep in the swamp. I asked them to quit talking so loudly as we approached the freshwater fens where  the mallards would be setting in. All four men glared at me, but they lowered their voices and soon fell silent.

The light was almost strong enough to read by when I stopped the skiff just outside the shooting fen and floated their blinds. I hitched up my well-patched waterproofs and slid into the chest-deep water. Izzy leaned over the side of the skiff, eyes bright, but I flashed a hand signal to restrain her from jumping in. She quivered but sat back.

‘Give me your gun, please,’ I said to M. Poneascu, the first man. These once-a-year hunters had enough trouble just keeping their balance while getting into the small floatblinds; I did not trust them to hang on to their shotguns. I had asked them to keep the chamber empty and the safety on, but when Poneascu handed his weapon over, the chamber indicator glowed red for loaded and the safety was off. I ejected the shell, clicked the safety on, set the gun in the waterproof carrier strapped across my shoulders, and steadied the floatblind while the heavyset man stepped from the skiff.

‘I’ll be right back,’ I said softly to the other three, and began wading through chalma fronds, pulling the blind along by the harness strap. I could have had the hunters pole their floatblinds to a place of their own choosing, but the fen was riddled with quickmud cysts that would pull down both pole and poler, populated by dracula ticks the size of blood-filled balloons that liked to drop on moving objects from overhead branches, decorated with hanging ribbon snakes, which looked precisely like chalma fronds to the unwary, and rife with fighting gar that could bite through a finger. There were other surprises for first-time visitors. Besides, I’d learned from experience that most of these weekend hunters would position their floats so that they would be shooting at each other as soon as the first flight of mallards appeared. It was my job to keep that from happening.

I parked Poneascu in a concealing curl of fronds with a good view from the south mudbank of the largest body of open water, showed him where I was going to place the other floatblinds, told him to watch from within the slit of the  floatblind canvas and not to begin shooting until everyone was placed, and then went back for the other three. I placed Rushomin about twenty meters to the first man’s right, found a good place closer to the inlet for Rolman, and then went back for the man with the idiot energy weapon, M. Herrig.

The sun would be up in another ten minutes.

‘About crossdamned time you fucking remembered me,’ snapped the fat man as I waded back to him. He’d already got onto his float; his chameleon-cloth trousers were wet. Methane bubbles between the skiff and the mouth of the inlet indicated a large mudcyst, so I had to work my way close to the mudflat each time I came or went.

‘We’re not paying you to waste your crossdamn time like this,’ he growled from around a thick cigar.

I nodded, reached up, plucked the lighted cigar from between his teeth, and tossed it away from the cyst. We were lucky that the bubbles had not ignited. ‘Ducks can smell the smoke,’ I said, ignoring his gaping mouth and reddening face.

I slipped into the harness and pulled his float into the open fen, my chest cutting a path through the red-and-orange algae that had covered the surface again since my last trip.

M. Herrig fondled his expensive and useless energy rifle and glared at me. ‘Boy, you watch your crossdamn mouth or I’ll crossdamn watch it for you,’ he said. His poncho and chameleon-cloth hunting blouse were unsealed enough for me to see the gleam of a gold Pax double cross hanging around his neck and the red welt of the actual cruciform on his upper chest. M. Herrig was a born-again Christian.

I said nothing until I had his float positioned properly to the left of the inlet. All four of these experts could fire out toward the pond now without fear of hitting one another. ‘Pull your canvas around and watch from the slit,’ I said, untying the line from my harness and securing it around a chalma root.

M. Herrig made a noise but left the camouflage canvas still furled on the dome wands.

‘Wait until I’ve got the decoys out before shooting,’ I said. I  pointed out the other shooting positions. ‘And don’t fire toward the inlet. I’ll be there in the skiff.’

M. Herrig did not answer.

I shrugged and waded back to the skiff. Izzy was sitting where I had commanded her to stay, but I could see from her straining muscles and gleaming eyes that in spirit she was bounding back and forth like a puppy. Without climbing into the skiff, I rubbed her neck. ‘Just a few minutes now, girl,’ I whispered. Released from her stay command, she ran to the bow as I began dragging the skiff toward the inlet.

The radiant gossamers had disappeared, and the sky-streaks of meteor showers were fading as the predawn light solidified into a milky glow. The symphony of insect sounds and the croak of amphisbands along the mudflats were giving way to morning birdcalls and the occasional gronk of a gar inflating its challenge sac. The sky was deepening to its daytime lapis in the east.

I pulled the skiff under fronds, gestured for Izzy to stay in the bow, and pulled four of the decoys out from under the thwarts. There was the slightest film of ice along the shoreline here, but the center of the fen was clear, and I began positioning the decoys, activating each one as I left it. The water was never deeper than my chest.

I had just returned to the skiff and lay down next to Izzy under the concealing fronds when the ducks arrived. Izzy heard them first. Her entire body went rigid, and her nose came up as if she could sniff them on the wind. A second later there came the whisper of wings. I leaned forward and peered through the brittle foliage.

In the center of the pond the decoys were swimming and preening. One of them arched its neck and called just as the real mallards became visible above the tree line to the south. A flight of three ducks swept out of their pattern, extended wings to brake, and came sliding down invisible rails toward the fen.

I felt the usual thrill I always encounter at such moments: my throat tightens and my heart pounds, seems to stop for a moment, and then palpably aches. I had spent most of my life  in remote regions, observing nature, but confrontation with such beauty always touched something so deep in me that I had no words for it. Beside me, Izzy was as still and rigid as an ebony statue.

The gunfire started then. The three with shotguns opened up at once and kept firing as quickly as they could eject shells. The energy rifle sliced its beam across the fen, the narrow shaft of violet light clearly visible in the morning mists.

The first duck must have been hit by two or three patterns at once: it flew apart in an explosion of feathers and viscera. The second one’s wings folded and it dropped, all grace and beauty blasted out of it. The third mallard slipped to its right, recovered just above the water, and beat its wings for altitude. The energy beam slashed after it, slicing through leaves and branches like a silent scythe. Shotguns roared again, but the mallard seemed to anticipate their aim. The bird dived toward the lake, banked hard right, and flew straight toward the inlet.

Straight toward Izzy and me.

The bird was no more than two meters above the water. Its wings were beating strongly, its entire form was bent to the purpose of escape, and I realized that it was going to fly under the trees right through the inlet opening. Despite the fact that the bird’s unusual flight pattern had taken it between several shooting positions, all four men were still firing.

I used my right leg to push the skiff out of the concealing branches. ‘Cease fire!’ I shouted in a command-voice that I’d acquired during my brief career as a sergeant in the Home Guard. Two of the men did. One shotgun and the energy rifle continued firing. The mallard never wavered as it passed the skiff a meter to our left.

Izzy’s body quivered and her mouth seemed to drop farther open in surprise as the duck flapped low past us. The shotgun did not fire again, but I could see the violet beam panning toward us through the rising mists. I shouted and pulled Izzy down between the thwarts.

The mallard escaped the tunnel of chalma branches behind us and beat its wings for altitude. Suddenly the air smelled of  ozone, and a perfectly straight line of flame slashed across the stern of the boat. I threw myself flat against the bottom of the skiff, grabbing Izzy’s collar and tugging her closer as I did so.

The violet beam missed my curled finger and Izzy’s collar by a millimeter. I saw the briefest glimmer of a quizzical look in Izzy’s excited eyes, and then she tried to lower her head to my chest the way she had as a puppy when she acted penitent. At the movement, her head and the section of neck above her collar separated from her body and went over the side with a soft splash. I still held the collar and her weight was still on me, her forepaws still quivering against my chest. Then blood geysered out over me from arteries in the cleanly severed neck, and I rolled aside, pushing the spasming, headless body of my dog away from me. Her blood was warm and it tasted of copper.

The energy beam slashed back again, cut a heavy chalma branch from its trunk a meter away from the skiff, and then switched off as if it had never existed.

I sat up and looked across the pond at M. Herrig. The fat man was lighting a cigar; the energy rifle lay across his knees. The smoke from his cigar mingled with the tendrils of mist still rising from the fen.

I slipped over the side of the skiff into the chest-deep water. Izzy’s blood still swirled around me as I began wading toward M. Herrig.

He lifted his energy rifle and held it across his chest in port arms as I approached. When he spoke, it was around the cigar clenched between his teeth. ‘Well, are you going out there to retrieve the ducks I got, or are you just going to let them float out there until they ro—’

As soon as I was within arm’s length I grabbed the fat man’s chameleon poncho with my left hand and jerked him forward. He tried to raise the energy rifle, but I seized it with my right hand and flung it far out into the fen. M. Herrig shouted something then, his cigar tumbled into the float-blind, and I pulled him off his stool and into the water. He came up spluttering and spitting algae and I hit him once, very hard,  squarely in the mouth. I felt the skin on my knuckles tear as several of his teeth snapped, and then he was sprawling backward. His head hit the frame of the floatblind with a hollow bang, and he went under again.

I waited for his fat face to rise to the surface again like the belly of some dead fish, and when it did I held it down, watching the bubbles rise while his arms flailed and his pudgy hands batted uselessly at my wrists. The other three hunters began shouting from their shooting positions across the fen. I ignored them.

When M. Herrig’s hands had dropped away and the stream of bubbles had thinned to a weak trickle, I released him and stepped back. For a moment I did not think that he was going to come up, but then the fat man exploded to the surface and hung on the edge of the float. He vomited water and algae. I turned my back on him and waded across to the others.

‘That’s all for today,’ I said. ‘Give me your guns. We’re going in.’

Each man opened his mouth as if to protest; each man took a look at my eyes and blood-spattered face and handed me his shotgun.

‘Retrieve your friend,’ I said to the last man, Poneascu. I carried the weapons back to the skiff, unloaded them, sealed the shotguns in the watertight compartment under the bow, and carried the boxes of shells to the stern. Izzy’s headless corpse had already begun to stiffen as I eased it over the side. The bottom of the skiff was awash with her blood. I went back to the stern, stowed the shells, and stood leaning on the pole.

The three hunters returned eventually, awkwardly paddling their own floats while pulling the one in which M. Herrig was sprawled. The fat man was still hanging over the side, his face pale. They climbed into the skiff and began trying to pull the floats aboard.

‘Leave them,’ I said. ‘Tie them to that chalma root. I’ll come back for them later.’

They tied off the floats and pulled M. Herrig aboard like some obese fish. The only sounds were the birds and insects of  the fen coming alive and M. Herrig’s continued retching. When he was aboard, the other three hunters seated and muttering, I poled us back to the plantation as the sun burned through the last of the morning vapors rising from the dark waters.

And that should have been the end of it. Except, of course, it was not.

 



I was making lunch in the primitive kitchen when M. Herrig came out of the sleeping barracks with a stubby military flechette gun. Such weapons were illegal on Hyperion; the Pax allowed no one except the Home Guard to carry them. I could see the white, shocked faces of the other three hunters peering from the barracks door as M. Herrig staggered into the kitchen amid a fog of whiskey fumes.

The fat man could not resist the impulse to give a short, melodramatic speech before killing me. ‘You crossdamned heathen son of a bitch . . .’ he began, but I did not stand around to listen to the rest. I threw myself down and forward even as he fired from the hip.

Six thousand steel flechettes blew apart the stove, the pan of stew I had been cooking on the stove, the sink, the window above the sink, and the shelves and crockery on the shelves. Food, plastic, porcelain, and glass showered over my legs as I crawled under the open counter and reached for M. Herrig’s legs even as he leaned over the counter to spray me with a second burst of flechettes.

I grabbed the big man’s ankles and jerked. He went down on his back with a crash that sent a decade’s worth of dust rising from the floorboards. I clambered up over his legs, kneeing him in the groin as I climbed, and grabbed his wrist with the intention of forcing the gun out of his hands. He had a firm grip on the stock; his finger was still on the trigger. The magazine whined softly as another flechette cartridge clicked into place. I could smell M. Herrig’s whiskey-and-cigar breath on my face as he grimaced triumphantly and forced the weapon’s muzzle toward me. In one movement I slammed  my forearm against his wrist and the heavy gun, squeezing it tight under M. Herrig’s fleshy chins. Our eyes met for the instant before his struggles made him complete his squeeze of the trigger.

 



I told one of the other hunters how to use the radio in the common room, and a Pax security skimmer was setting down on the grassy lawn within the hour. There were only a dozen or so working skimmers on the continent, so the sight of the black Pax vehicle was sobering, to say the least.

They banded my wrists, slapped a cortical come-along to my temple, and hurried me into the holding box in the rear of the vehicle. I sat there, dripping sweat in the hot stillness of the box, while Pax-trained forensic specialists used needle-nosed pliers to try to retrieve every shard of M. Herrig’s skull and scattered brain tissue from the perforated floor and wall. Then, when they had interrogated the other hunters and had found as much of M. Herrig as they were going to find, I watched through the scarred Perspex window as they loaded his body-bagged corpse aboard the skimmer. Lift blades whined, the ventilators allowed me a bit of cooler air just as I thought I could no longer breathe, and the skimmer rose, circled the plantation once, and flew south toward Port Romance.

 



My trial was held six days later. Ms. Rolman, Rushomin, and Poneascu testified that I had insulted M. Herrig on the trip to the fen and then assaulted him there. They pointed out that the hunting dog had been killed in the melee that I had begun. They testified that once back at the plantation, I had brandished the illegal flechette gun and threatened to kill all of them. M. Herrig had tried to take the weapon away from me. I had shot him at point-blank range, literally blowing his head off in the process.

M. Herrig was the last to testify. Still shaken and pale from his three-day resurrection, dressed in a somber business suit and cape, his voice shook as he confirmed the other men’s testimony and described my brutal assault on him. My  court-appointed attorney did not cross-examine him. As born-again Christians in good standing with the Pax, none of the four could be forced to testify under the influence of Truthtell or any other chemical or electronic form of verification. I volunteered to undergo Truthtell or fullscan, but the prosecuting attorney protested that such gimmickry was irrelevant, and the Pax-approved judge agreed. My counselor did not file a protest.

There was no jury. The judge took less than twenty minutes to reach a verdict. I was guilty and sentenced to execution by deathwand.

I stood and asked that the sentence be delayed until I could get word to my aunt and cousins in north Aquila so that they could visit me one last time. My request was denied. The time of execution was set for sunrise on the following day.




THREE

A priest from the Pax monastery in Port Romance came to visit me that evening. He was a small, somewhat nervous man with thinning blond hair and a slight stutter. Once in the windowless visiting room, he introduced himself as Father Tse and waved the guards away.

‘My son,’ he began, and I felt the urge to smile, since the priest looked to be about my age, ‘my son . . . are you prepared for tomorrow?’

Any urge to smile fled. I shrugged.

Father Tse chewed his lip. ‘You have not accepted Our Lord . . .’ he said, voice tense with emotion.

I had the urge to shrug again but spoke instead. ‘I haven’t accepted the cruciform, Father. It might not be the same thing.’

His brown eyes were insistent, almost pleading. ‘It is the same thing, my son. Our Lord has revealed this.’

I said nothing.

Father Tse set down his missal and touched my bound wrist. ‘You know that if you repent this night and accept Jesus Christ as your personal Savior, that three days after . . . tomorrow . . . you will rise to live again in the grace of Our Lord’s forgiveness.’ His brown eyes did not blink. ‘You do know this, do you not, my son?’

I returned his gaze. Some prisoner in the adjoining cell block had screamed most of the last three nights. I felt very tired. ‘Yes, Father,’ I said. ‘I know how the cruciform works.’

Father Tse vigorously shook his head. ‘Not the cruciform, my son. The grace of Our Lord.’

I nodded. ‘Have you gone through resurrection, Father?’

The priest glanced down. ‘Not yet, my son. But I have no fear of that day.’ He looked up at me again. ‘Nor must you.’

I closed my eyes for a moment. I had been thinking about this for almost every minute of the past six days and nights. ‘Look, Father,’ I said, ‘I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but I made the decision some years ago not to go under the cruciform, and I don’t think that this is the right time to change my mind.’

Father Tse leaned forward, eyes bright, ‘Any time is the right time to accept Our Lord, my son. After sunrise tomorrow there will be no more time. Your dead body will be taken out from this place and disposed of at sea, mere food for the carrion fish beyond the bay—’

This was not a new image for me. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I know the penalty for a murderer executed without converting. But I have this—’ I tapped the cortical come-along now permanently attached to my temple. ‘I don’t need a cruciform symbiote embedded in me to put me in a deeper slavery.’

Father Tse pulled back as if I had slapped him. ‘One mere lifetime of commitment to Our Lord is not slavery,’ he said, his stutter banished by cold anger. ‘Millions have offered this before the tangible blessing of immediate resurrection in this life was offered. Billions gratefully accept it now.’ He stood up. ‘You have the choice, my son. Eternal light, with the gift of almost unlimited life in this world in which to serve Christ, or eternal darkness.’

I shrugged and looked away.

Father Tse blessed me, said good-bye in tones commingled with sadness and contempt, turned, called the guards, and was gone. A minute later pain stabbed at my skull as the guards tickled my come-along and led me back to my cell.

 



I won’t bore you with a long litany of the thoughts that chased through my mind that endless autumn night. I was twenty-seven years old. I loved life with a passion that sometimes led me into trouble . . . although never anything as serious as this before. For the first few hours of that final night, I pondered  escape the way a caged animal must claw at steel bars. The prison was set high on the sheer cliff overlooking the reef called the Mandible, far out on Toschahi Bay. Everything was unbreakable Perspex, unbendable steel, or seamless plastic. The guards carried deathwands, and I sensed no reluctance in them to use them. Even if I should escape, a touch of a button on the come-along remote would curl me up with the universe’s worst migraine until they followed the beacon to my hiding place.

My last hours were spent pondering the folly of my short, useless life. I regretted nothing but also had little to show for Raul Endymion’s twenty-seven years on Hyperion. The dominant theme of my life seemed to be the same perverse stubbornness that had led me to reject resurrection.

So you owe the Church a lifetime of service, whispered a frenzied voice in the back of my skull, at least you get a lifetime that way! And more lifetimes beyond that! How can you turn down a deal like that? Anything’s better than real death . . . your rotting corpse being fed to the ampreys, coelacanths, and skarkworms. Think about this! I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep just to flee from the shouts echoing in my own mind.

The night lasted an eternity, but sunrise still seemed to come early. Four guards walked me to the death chamber, strapped me into a wooden chair, and then sealed the steel door. If I looked over my left shoulder, I could see faces peering through the Perspex. Somehow I had expected a priest – maybe not Father Tse again, but a priest, some representative of the Pax – to offer me one final chance at immortality. There was none. Only part of me was glad. I cannot say now whether I would have changed my mind at the last moment.

The method of execution was simple and mechanical – not as ingenious as a Schrödinger cat box, perhaps, but clever nonetheless. A short-range deathwand was set on the wall and aimed at the chair where I sat. I saw the red light click on the small comlog unit attached to the weapon. Prisoners in adjoining cells had gleefully whispered the mechanics of my death to me even before the sentence had been passed. The comlog  computer had a random-number generator. When the number generated was a prime smaller than seventeen, the deathwand beam would be activated. Every synapse in the gray lump that was the personality and memory of Raul Endymion would be fused. Destroyed. Melted down to the neuronic equivalent of radioactive slag. Autonomic functions would cease mere milliseconds later. My heart and breathing would stop almost as soon as my mind was destroyed. Experts said that death by deathwand was as painless a way to die as had ever been invented. Those resurrected after deathwand execution usually did not want to talk about the sensation, but the word in the cells was that it hurt like hell – as if every circuit in your brain were exploding.

I looked at the red light of the comlog and the business end of the short deathwand. Some wag had rigged an LED display so that I could see the numerals being generated. They flicked by like floor numbers on an elevator to hell: 26-74-109-19- 37 . . . they had programmed the comlog to generate no numbers larger than 150 . . . 77-42-12-60-84-129-108-14—

I lost it then, I balled my fists, strained at the unyielding plastic straps, and screamed obscenities at the walls, at the pale faces distorted through the Perspex windows, at the fucking Church and its fucking Pax, at the fucking coward who’d killed my dog, at the goddamned fucking cowards who . . .

I did not see the low prime number appear on the display. I did not hear the deathwand hum softly as its beam was activated. I did feel something, a sort of hemlock coldness starting at the back of my skull and widening to every part of my body with the speed of nerve conduction, and I felt surprise at feeling something. The experts are wrong and the cons are right, I thought wildly. You can feel your own death by deathwand. I would have giggled then if the numbness had not flowed over me like a wave.

Like a black wave.

A black wave that carried me away with it.




FOUR

I was not surprised to wake up alive. I suppose one is surprised only when one awakens dead. At any rate, I awoke with no more discomfort than a vague tingling in my extremities and lay there watching sunlight crawl across a rough plaster ceiling for a minute or more until an urgent thought shook me full awake.

Wait a minute, wasn’t I . . . didn’t they . . . ??

I sat up and looked around. If there was any lingering sense that my execution had been a dream, the prosaic quality of my surroundings dispelled it immediately. The room was pie-shaped with a curved and whitewashed outer stone wall and thick plaster ceilings. The bed was the only piece of furniture, and the heavy off-white linen on it complemented the texture of plaster and stone. There was a massive wooden door – closed – and an arched window open to the elements. One glance at the lapis sky beyond the window told me that I was still on Hyperion. There was no chance that I was still in the Port Romance prison; the stone here was too old, the details of the door too ornamental, the quality of linen too good.

I rose, found myself naked, and walked to the window. The autumn breeze was brisk, but the sun was warm on my skin. I was in a stone tower. Yellow chalma and the thick tangle of low weirwood wove a solid canopy of treetops up hills to the horizon. Everblues grew on granite rock faces. I could see other walls, ramparts, and the curve of another tower stretching away along the ridgeline upon which this tower stood. The walls seemed old. The quality of their construction and the organic feel of their architecture was from an era of skill and taste long predating the Fall.

I guessed at once where I must be: the chalma and weirwood suggested that I was still on the southern continent of Aquila; the elegant ruins spoke of the abandoned city of Endymion.

I had never been to the town from which my family took its surname, but I had heard many descriptions of it from Grandam, our clan storyteller. Endymion had been one of the first Hyperion cities settled after the dropship crash almost seven hundred years earlier. Until the Fall it had been famous for its fine university, a huge, castlelike structure that towered over the old town in the valley. Grandam’s great-grandfather’s grandfather had been a professor at the university until the Pax troops commandeered the entire region of central Aquila and literally sent thousands of people packing.

And now I had returned.

A bald man with blue skin and cobalt-blue eyes came through the door, set underwear and a simple daysuit of what looked like homespun cotton on the bed, and said, ‘Please get dressed.’

I admit that I stared silently as the man turned and went out the door. Blue skin. Bright-blue eyes. No hair. He . . . it . . . had to be the first android that I had ever seen. If asked, I would have said that there were no androids left on Hyperion. They had been illegal to biofacture since before the Fall, and although they had been imported by the legendary Sad King Billy to build most of the cities in the north centuries ago, I had never heard of one still existing on our world. I shook my head and got dressed. The daysuit fit nicely, despite my rather unusually large shoulders and long legs.

I was back at the window when the android returned. He stood by the open door and gestured with an open hand. ‘This way please, M. Endymion.’

I resisted the impulse to ask questions and followed him up the tower stairs. The room at the top took up the entire floor. Late-afternoon sunlight streamed in through yellow-and-red stained-glass windows. At least one window was open, and I could hear the rustle of the leaf canopy far below as a wind came up from the valley.

This room was as white and bare as my cell had been, except for a cluster of medical equipment and communication consoles in the center of the circle. The android left, closing the heavy door behind him, and it took me a second to realize that there was a human being in the locus of all that equipment.

At least I thought it was a human being.

The man was lying on a flowfoam hoverchair bed that had been adjusted to a sitting position. Tubes, IV drips, monitor filaments, and organic-looking umbilicals ran from the equipment to the wizened figure in the chair. I say ‘wizened’, but in truth the man’s body looked almost mummified, the skin wrinkled like the folds of an old leather jacket, the skull mottled and almost perfectly bald, the arms and legs emaciated to the point of being vestigial appendages. Everything about the old man’s posture made me think of a wrinkled and featherless baby bird that had fallen out of the nest. His parchment skin had a blue cast to it that made me think android for a moment, but then I saw the different shade of blue, the faint glow of the palms, ribs, and forehead, and realized that I was looking at a real human who had enjoyed – or suffered – centuries of Poulsen treatments.

No one receives Poulsen treatments anymore. The technology was lost in the Fall, as were the raw materials from worlds lost in time and space. Or so I thought. But here was a creature at least many centuries old who must have received Poulsen treatments as recently as decades ago.

The old man opened his eyes.

I have since seen eyes with as much power as his, but nothing in my life to that point had prepared me for the intensity of such a gaze. I think I took a step back.

‘Come closer, Raul Endymion.’ The voice was like the scraping of a dull blade on parchment. The old man’s mouth moved like a turtle’s beak.

I stepped closer, stopping only when a com console stood between me and the mummified form. The old man blinked and lifted a bony hand that still seemed too heavy for the twig  of a wrist. ‘Do you know who I am?’ The scratch of a voice was as soft as a whisper.

I shook my head.

‘Do you know where you are?’

I took a breath. ‘Endymion. The abandoned university, I think.’

The wrinkles folded back in a toothless smile. ‘Very good. The namesake recognizes the heaps of stone which named his family. But you do not know who I might be?’

‘No.’

‘And you have no questions about how you survived your execution?’

I stood at parade rest and waited.

The old man smiled again. ‘Very good, indeed. All things come to he who waits. And the details are not that enlightening . . . bribes in high places, a stunner substituted for the deathwand, more bribes to those who certify the death and dispose of the body. It is not “how” we are interested in, is it, Raul Endymion?’

‘No,’ I said at last. ‘Why.’

The turtle’s beak twitched, the massive head nodded. I noticed now that even through the damage of centuries, the face was still sharp and angular – a satyr’s countenance.

‘Precisely,’ he said. ‘Why? Why go to the trouble of faking your execution and transporting your fucking carcass across half a fucking continent? Why indeed?’

The obscenities did not seem especially harsh from the old man’s mouth. It was as if he had sprinkled his speech with them for so long that they deserved no special emphasis. I waited.

‘I want you to run an errand for me, Raul Endymion.’ The old man’s breath wheezed. Pale fluid flowed through the intravenous tubes.

‘Do I have a choice?’

The face smiled again, but the eyes were as unchanging as the stone in the walls. ‘We always have choices, dear boy. In this case you can ignore any debt you might owe me for saving your life and simply leave here . . . walk away. My servants will  not stop you. With luck you will get out of this restricted area, find your way back to more civilized regions, and avoid Pax patrols where your identity and lack of papers might be . . . ah . . . embarrassing.’

I nodded. My clothes, chronometer, work papers, and Pax ID were probably in Toschahi Bay by now. Working as a hunting guide in the fens made me forget how often the authorities checked IDs in the cities. I would soon be reminded if I wandered back to any of the coastal cities or inland towns. And even rural jobs such as shepherd and guide required Pax ID for tax and tithe forms. Which left hiding in the interior for the rest of my life, living off the land and avoiding people.

‘Or,’ said the old man, ‘you can run an errand for me and become rich.’ He paused, his dark eyes inspecting me the way I had seen professional hunters inspect pups that might or might not prove to be good hunting dogs.

‘Tell me,’ I said.

The old man closed his eyes and rattled in a deep breath. He did not bother to open his eyes when he spoke. ‘Can you read, Raul Endymion?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have you read the poem known as the Cantos?

‘No.’

‘But you have heard some of it? Surely, being born into one of the nomadic shepherd clans of the north, the storyteller has touched on the Cantos?’ There was a strange tone in the cracked voice. Modesty, perhaps.

I shrugged. ‘I’ve heard bits of it. My clan preferred the Garden Epic or the Glennon-Height Saga.’

The satyr features creased into a smile. ‘The Garden Epic. Yes. Raul was a centaur-hero in that, was he not?’

I said nothing. Grandam had loved the character of the centaur named Raul. My mother and I both had grown up listening to tales of him.

‘Do you believe the stories?’ snapped the old man. ‘The Cantos tales, I mean.’

‘Believe them?’ I said. ‘That they actually happened that way? The pilgrims and the Shrike and all that?’ I paused a minute. There were those who believed all the tall tales told in the Cantos. And there were those who believed none of it, that it was all myth and maundering thrown together to add mystery to the ugly war and confusion that was the fall. ‘I never really thought about it,’ I said truthfully. ‘Does it matter?’

The old man seemed to be choking, but then I realized that the dry, rattling sounds were chuckles. ‘Not really,’ he said at last. ‘Now, listen. I will tell you the outline of the . . . errand. It takes energy for me to speak, so save your questions for when I am finished.’ He blinked and gestured with his mottled claw toward the chair covered with a white sheet. ‘Do you wish to sit?’

I shook my head and remained at parade rest.

‘All right,’ said the old man. ‘My story begins almost two hundred and forty-some years ago during the Fall. One of the pilgrims in the Cantos was a friend of mine. Her name was Brawne Lamia. She was real. After the Fall . . . after the death of the Hegemony and the opening of the Time Tombs . . . Brawne Lamia gave birth to a daughter. The child’s name was Diana, but the little girl was headstrong and changed her name almost as soon as she was old enough to talk. For a while she was known as Cynthia, then Cate . . . short for Hecate . . . and then, when she turned twelve, she insisted that her friends and family call her Temis. When I last saw her, she was called Aenea . . .’ I heard the name as Ah-nee-a.

The old man stopped and squinted at me. ‘You think this is not important, but names are important. If you had not been named after this city, which was in turn named after an ancient poem, then you would not have come to my attention and you could not be here today. You would be dead. Feeding the skarkworms in the Great South Sea. Do you understand, Raul Endymion?’

‘No,’ I said.

He shook his head. ‘It does not matter. Where was I?’

‘The last time you saw the child, she called herself Aenea.’

‘Yes.’ The old man closed his eyes again. ‘She was not an especially attractive child, but she was . . . unique. Everyone who knew her felt that she was different. Special. Not spoiled, despite all the nonsense with the name changes. Just . . . different.’ He smiled, showing pink gums. ‘Have you ever met someone who is profoundly different, Raul Endymion?’

I hesitated only a second. ‘No,’ I said. It was not quite true. This old man was different. But I knew he was not asking that.

‘Cate . . . Aenea . . . was different,’ he said, eyes closed again. ‘Her mother knew it. Of course, Brawne knew that the child was special before she was born . . .’ He stopped and opened his eyes enough to squint at me. ‘You’ve heard this part of the Cantos?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It was foretold by a cybrid entity that the woman named Lamia was to give birth to a child known as the One Who Teaches.’

I thought that the old man was going to spit. ‘A stupid tale. No one called Aenea that during the time I knew her. She was simply a child, brilliant and headstrong, but a child. Everything that was unique was unique only in potential. But then . . .’

His voice trailed off and his eyes seemed to film over. It was as if he had lost track of the conversation. I waited.

‘But then Brawne Lamia died,’ he said several minutes later, voice stronger, as if there had been no gap in the monologue, ‘and Aenea disappeared. She was thirteen. Technically, I was her guardian, but she did not ask my permission to disappear. One day she left and I never heard from her again.’ Here the story paused again, as if the old man were a machine that ran down occasionally and required some internal rewinding.

‘Where was I?’ he said at last.

‘You never heard from her again.’

‘Yes. I never heard from her, but I know where she went and when she will reappear. The Time Tombs are off-limits now, guarded from public view by the Pax troops stationed there, but do you remember the names and functions of the tombs, Raul Endymion?’

I grunted. Grandam used to grill me on aspects of the oral tales in much this way. I used to think that Grandam was old. Next to this ancient, wizened thing, Grandam had been an infant. ‘I think I remember the tombs,’ I said. ‘There was the one called the Sphinx, the Jade Tomb, the Obelisk, the Crystal Monolith, where the soldier was buried . . .’

‘Colonel Fedmahn Kassad,’ muttered the old man. Then his gaze returned to me. ‘Go on.’

‘The three Cave Tombs . . .’

‘Only the Third Cave Tomb led anywhere,’ interrupted the old man again. ‘To labyrinths on other worlds. The Pax sealed it. Go on.’

‘That’s all I can remember . . . oh, the Shrike Palace.’

The old man showed a turtle’s sharp smile. ‘One mustn’t forget the Shrike Palace or our old friend the Shrike, must one? Is that all of them?’

‘I think so,’ I said. ‘Yes.’

The mummified figure nodded. ‘Brawne Lamia’s daughter disappeared through one of these tombs. Can you guess which one?’

‘No.’ I did not know but I suspected.

‘Seven days after Brawne died, the girl left a note, went to the Sphinx in the dead of night, and disappeared. Do you remember where the Sphinx led, boy?’

‘According to the Cantos,’ I said, ‘Sol Weintraub and his daughter traveled to the distant future through the Sphinx.’

‘Yes,’ whispered the ancient thing in the hoverbed. ‘Sol and Rachel and a precious few others disappeared into the Sphinx before the Pax sealed it and closed off the Valley of the Time Tombs. Many tried in those early days – tried to find a shortcut to the future – but the Sphinx seemed to choose who might travel its tunnel through time.’

‘And it accepted the girl,’ I said.

The old man merely grunted at this statement of the obvious. ‘Raul Endymion,’ he rasped at last, ‘do you know what I am going to ask of you?’

‘No,’ I said, although once again I had a strong suspicion.

‘I want you to go after my Aenea,’ said the old man. ‘I want you to find her, to protect her from the Pax, to flee with her, and – when she has grown up and become what she must become – give her a message. I want you to tell her that her uncle Martin is dying and that if she wishes to speak to him again, she must come home.’

I tried not to sigh. I’d guessed that this ancient thing had once been the poet Martin Silenus. Everyone knew the Cantos and its author. How he had escaped the Pax purges and been allowed to live in this restricted place was a mystery, but one I did not choose to explore. ‘You want me to go north to the continent of Equus, fight my way past several thousand Pax troops, somehow get into the Valley of the Time Tombs, get into the Sphinx, hope it . . . accepts me . . . then chase this child into the distant future, hang around with her for a few decades, and then tell her to go back in time to visit you?’

For a moment there was a silence broken only by the soft sounds of Martin Silenus’s life-support equipment. The machines were breathing. ‘Not exactly,’ he said at last.

I waited.

‘She has not traveled to some distant future,’ said the old man. ‘At least not distant from us, now. When she stepped through the entrance of the Sphinx two hundred and forty-seven years ago, it was for a short trip through time . . . two hundred and forty-seven Hyperion years, to be exact.’

‘How do you know this?’ I asked. From everything I had read, no one – not even the Pax scientists who had had two centuries to study the sealed tombs – had been able to predict how far into the future the Sphinx would send someone.

‘I know it,’ said the ancient poet. ‘Do you doubt me?’

Instead of responding to that, I said, ‘So the child . . . Aenea . . . will step out of the Sphinx sometime this year.’

‘She will step out of the Sphinx in forty-two hours, sixteen minutes,’ said the old satyr.

I admit that I blinked.

‘And the Pax will be waiting for her,’ he continued. ‘They also know to the minute when she will emerge . . .’

I did not ask how they came by the information.

‘. . . and capturing Aenea is the single most important thing on the Pax’s agenda,’ rasped the old poet. ‘They know that the future of the universe depends upon this.’

I knew now that the old poet was senile. The future of the universe depended upon no single event . . . that I knew. I held my silence.

‘There are – at this moment – more than thirty thousand Pax troops in and around the Valley of the Time Tombs. At least five thousand of them are Vatican Swiss Guard.’

I whistled at this. The Vatican Swiss Guard was the elite of the elite, the best-trained, best-equipped military force in the far-flung expanse of the Pax. A dozen Vatican Guard troops in full regalia could have beaten the entire ten thousand troops of Hyperion’s Home Guard. ‘So,’ I said, ‘I have forty-two hours to get to Equus, cross the Sea of Grass and the mountains, somehow get past twenty or thirty thousand of the Pax’s best troops, and rescue the girl?’

‘Yes,’ said the ancient figure in the bed.

I managed not to roll my eyes. ‘What then?’ I said. ‘There is nowhere we can hide. The Pax controls all of Hyperion, all spacecraft, the spacelanes, and every world of what used to be the Hegemony. If she is as important as you say, they will turn Hyperion upside down until they find her. Even if we could somehow get offplanet, which we can’t, there would be no way we could escape.’

‘There is a way for you to get offplanet,’ the poet said in a tired voice. ‘There is a ship.’

I swallowed hard. There is a ship. The idea of traveling between the stars for months while decades or years passed back home took my breath away. I had joined the Home Guard with the childish notion of someday belonging to the Pax military and flying between the stars. A foolish notion for a youngster who had already decided not to accept the cruciform.

‘Still,’ I said, not truly believing that there was a ship. No member of the Pax Mercantilus would transport fugitives.  ‘Even if we make it to another world, they would have us. Unless you see us fleeing by ship for centuries of time-debt.’

‘No,’ said the old man. ‘Not centuries. Not decades. You will escape by ship to one of the nearest worlds of the old Hegemony. Then you will go a secret way. You will see the old worlds. You will travel the River Tethys.’

I knew now that the old man had lost his reason. When the farcasters fell and the AI TechnoCore abandoned humankind, the WorldWeb and Hegemony had died that same day. The tyranny of interstellar distances had been reimposed upon humanity. Now only the Pax forces, their puppet Mercantilus, and the hated Ousters braved the darkness between the stars.

‘Come,’ rasped the old man. His fingers would not uncurl as he gestured me closer. I leaned over the low com console. I could smell him . . . a vague combination of medicine, age, and something like leather.

 



I did not need the memories of Grandam’s campfire tales to explain the River Tethys and to know why I now knew that the old man was far gone into senility. Everyone knew about the River Tethys; it and the so-called Grand Concourse had been two constant farcaster avenues between the Hegemony worlds. The Concourse had been a street connecting a hundred-some worlds under a hundred-some suns, its broad avenue open to everyone and stitched together by farcaster portals that never closed. The River Tethys had been a less-traveled route, but still important for bulk commerce and the countless pleasure boats that had floated effortlessly from world to world on the single highway of water.

The Concourse had been sliced into a thousand separate segments by the Fall of the WorldWeb farcaster network; the Tethys had simply ceased to exist, the connecting portals useless, the single river on a hundred worlds reverted to a hundred smaller rivers that would never be connected again. Even the old poet seated before me had described the river’s death. I remembered the words from Grandam’s recitation of the Cantos: 
And the river that had flowed on 
For two centuries or more 
Linked through space and time 
By the tricks of TechnoCore 
Ceased flowing now 
On Fuji and on Barnard’s World 
On Acteon and Deneb Drei 
On Esperance and Nevermore. 
Everywhere the Tethys ran, 
Like ribbons through 
The worlds of man, 
There the portals worked no more, 
There the riverbeds ran dry, 
There the currents ceased to swirl. 
Lost were the tricks of TechnoCore, 
Lost were the travelers forevermore 
Locked the portal, locked the door, 
Flowed the Tethys nevermore.





‘Come closer,’ whispered the old poet, still beckoning me with his yellowed finger. I leaned closer. The ancient creature’s breath was like a dry wind out of an unsealed tomb – free of odor, but ancient, somehow redolent of forgotten centuries – as he whispered to me:
‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 
Pass into nothingness . . .’





I pulled my head back and nodded as if the old man had said something sensible. It was clear that he was mad.

As if reading my mind, the old poet chuckled. ‘I have often been called insane by those who underestimate the power of poetry. Do not decide now, Raul Endymion. We will meet later for dinner and I will finish describing your challenge. Decide then. For now . . . rest! Your death and resurrection must have  tired you.’ The old man hunched over, and there came the dry rattling that I now understood as laughter.

 



The android showed me back to my room. I caught glimpses of courtyards and outbuildings through the tower windows. Once I saw another android – also male – walking past clerestory windows across the courtyard.

My guide opened the door and stepped back. I realized that I would not be locked in, that I was not a prisoner.

‘Evening clothes have been set out for you, sir,’ said the blue-skinned man. ‘You are, of course, free to go or wander the old university grounds as you wish. I should warn you, M. Endymion, that there are dangerous animals in the forest and mountains in this vicinity.’

I nodded and smiled. Dangerous animals would not keep me from leaving if I wished to leave. At the moment I did not.

The android turned to leave then, and on impulse I stepped forward and did something that would change the course of my life forever.

‘Wait,’ I said. I extended a hand. ‘We haven’t been introduced. I’m Raul Endymion.’

For a long moment the android only looked at my extended hand, and I was sure that I had committed some breach of protocol. Androids had been, after all, considered something less than human centuries ago when they had been biofactured for use during the Hegira expansion. Then the artificial man grasped my hand in his and shook firmly. ‘I am A. Bettik,’ he said softly. ‘It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’

A. Bettik. The name had some resonance for me that I could not place. I said, ‘I would like to talk to you, A. Bettik. Learn more about . . . about you and this place and the old poet.’

The android’s blue eyes lifted, and I thought I glimpsed something like amusement there. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘I would be happy to speak with you. I fear that it must be later, since there are many duties I have to oversee at this moment.’

‘Later, then,’ I said, and stepped back. ‘I look forward to it.’

A. Bettik nodded and descended the tower stairs.

I walked into my room. Except for the bed being made and a suit of elegant evening clothes laid out there, the space was just as it had been. I went to the window and looked out over the ruins of Endymion University. Tall everblues rustled in the cool breeze. Violet leaves tumbled from the weirwood stand near the tower and scraped across the flagstone pavement twenty meters below. Chalma leaves scented the air with their distinctive cinnamon. I had grown up only several hundred kilometers northeast on the Aquila moors between these mountains and the rugged area known as the Beak, but the chill freshness of the mountain air here was new to me. The sky seemed a deeper lapis than any I had seen from the moors or lowlands. I breathed in the autumn air and grinned: whatever strangeness lay ahead, I was damned glad to be alive.

Leaving the window, I headed for the tower stairs and a look around the university and city after which my family had taken its name. However crazy the old man was, dinner conversation should be interesting.

Suddenly, when I was almost at the base of the tower stairs, I stopped in my tracks.

A. Bettik. The name was from Grandam’s telling of the Cantos. A. Bettik was the android who piloted the pilgrims’ levitation barge Benares northeast from the city of Keats on the continent of Equus, up the Hoolie River past Naiad River Station, the Karla Locks, and Doukhobor’s Copse to where the navigable river ended in Edge. From Edge the pilgrims had gone on alone across the Sea of Grass. I remembered listening as a child, wondering why A. Bettik was the only android named, and wondering what had happened to him when the pilgrims left him behind at Edge. The name had been lost for me for more than two decades.

Shaking my head slightly, wondering whether it was the old poet or I who was mad, I went out into the late-afternoon light to explore Endymion.




FIVE

At the same moment that I am taking my leave of A. Bettik, six thousand light-years away, in a star system known only by NGC numbers and navigation coordinates, a Pax task force of three fast-attack torchships led by Father Captain Federico de Soya is destroying an orbital forest. The Ouster trees have no defenses against the Pax warships, and the encounter might be described more accurately as slaughter than battle.

I must explain something here. I am not speculating about these events: they occurred precisely as I describe them. Nor am I extrapolating or guessing in the scenes I am about to share when I tell you what Father Captain de Soya or the other principals did when there were no witnesses present. Or what they thought. Or what emotions they felt. These things are literal truth. Later, I will explain how I came to know these things . . . to know them without hint of distortion . . . but for now I ask that you accept them for what they are – the truth.

The three Pax torchships drop from relativistic velocities under more than six hundred gravities of deceleration – what spacefarers for centuries have called ‘raspberry jam delta-v’ – meaning, of course, that if the internal containment fields were to fail for a microsecond, the crews would be a little more than a layer of raspberry jam on the deckplates.

The containment fields do not fail. At one AU, Father Captain de Soya brings up the orbital forest in the viewsphere. Everyone in the Combat Control Center pauses to glance at the display: several thousand of the Ouster-tailored trees, each at least half a kilometer long, move in an elaborate choreography along the plane of the ecliptic – gravity-clustered  copses, braided strands, and subtly shifting patterns of trees, always moving, their leaves always turned toward the G-type sun, their long branches shifting to find the perfect alignment, their thirsty roots deep in the vaporous fog of moisture and nutrients provided by the shepherd comets moving among the forest clusters like giant dirty snowballs. Flitting between the branches of these trees and between the trees themselves, Ouster variants are visible – humanoid shapes with silver-reflective skin and micron-thin butterfly wings extending hundreds of meters. These wings catch the sunlight from moment to moment as they open and blink like brilliant Christmas lights within the green foliage of the orbital forest.

‘Fire!’ says Father Captain Federico de Soya.

At two-thirds AU, the three torchships of Pax Task Force MAGI open up with their long-distance weapons. At that distance even energy beams would seem to crawl toward their targets like lightning bugs on a black bedsheet, but the Pax ships carry hypervelocity and hyperkinetic weapons: essentially small Hawking-drive starships in their own right, some carrying plasma warheads, which are spun up to relativistic velocities in microseconds to detonate within the forest, others designed simply to drop back into real space, their mass enlarged, and to plow through the trees like cannonballs fired through wet cardboard at point-blank range. Minutes later the three torchships are within energy-beam distance, and the CPBs lance out in a thousand directions simultaneously, their beams visible because of the riot of colloidal particles now filling space like dust in an old attic.

The forest burns. Tailored bark, oh-two pods and self-sealing leaves burst from violent decompression or are sawed through by beams and shaped plasma blast-tendrils, and the escaping globules of oxygen fuel the fires amid the vacuum until the air freezes or burns away. And the forest burns. Tens of millions of leaves fly away from the exploding forest, each leaf or cluster of leaves its own blazing pyre, while trunks and branches burn against the black background of space. The shepherd comets are struck and they volatilize in an instant,  blasting the braided strands of forest apart in expanding shock waves of steam and molten rock fragments. Space-tailored Ousters – ‘Lucifer’s angels’ as the Pax forces have contemptuously called them for centuries – are caught in the explosions like translucent moths in a flame. Some are simply blown apart by the plasma explosions or comet bursts. Others are caught in the path of CPBs and become hyperkinetic objects themselves before their delicate wings and organs are flung apart. Some attempt to flee, expanding their solar wings to the maximum in a vain attempt to outrun the carnage.

None survive.

The encounter takes less than five minutes. When it is done, the MAGI task force decelerates through the forest at a diminished thirty gravities, the fusion-flame tails of the torchships igniting any tree fragments that have escaped the initial attack. Where the forest had floated in space five minutes before – green leaves catching the sunlight, roots drinking the spheres of comet-water, Ouster angels floating like radiant gossamers among the branches – now there is only a torus of smoke and expanding debris filling the plane of the ecliptic along this arc of space.

‘Any survivors?’ asks Father Captain de Soya, standing along the edge of the C3 central display, his hands clasped behind his back, balancing easily with only the balls of his feet touching the sticktight strip around the display rim. Despite the fact that the torchship is still decelerating under thirty gravities, the Combat Control Center is held at a constant one-fiftieth standard-g microgravity. The dozen officers in the room sit and stand with their heads toward the center of the sphere. De Soya is a short man in his mid-thirties, standard. His face is round, the skin dark, and friends have noticed over the years that his eyes reflected priestly compassion more frequently than military ruthlessness. They are troubled now.

‘No survivors,’ says Mother Commander Stone, de Soya’s executive officer and another Jesuit. She turns from the tactical display to shunt into a blinking com unit.

De Soya knows that none of his officers in the C3 are pleased  by this engagement. Destroying Ouster orbital forests is part of their mission – the seemingly innocuous trees serve as refueling and refitting centers for combat Swarms – but few Pax warriors take pleasure in wanton destruction. They were trained as knights of the Church, defenders of the Pax, not as destroyers of beauty or murderers of unarmed life-forms, even if those life-forms were tailored Ousters who had surrendered their souls.

‘Lay in the usual search pattern,’ de Soya orders. ‘Tell the crew to stand down from battle stations.’ On a modern torchship the crew consists of only these dozen officers and half a dozen others spread throughout the ship.

Suddenly Mother Commander Stone interrupts. ‘Sir, a Hawking-drive distortion reading up-angle seventy-two, coordinates two-twenty-nine, forty-three, one-oh-five. C-plus exit point at seven-oh-oh-point-five-thousand klicks. Probability of single vehicle, ninety-six percent. Relative velocity unknown.’

‘Full battle stations,’ says de Soya. He smiles slightly without being aware of doing so. Perhaps the Ousters are rushing to the rescue of their forest. Or perhaps there was a single defender and it has just launched a standoff weapon from somewhere beyond the system’s Oort cloud. Or perhaps it is the vanguard of an entire Swarm of Ouster fighting units and his task force is doomed. Whatever the threat, Father Captain de Soya prefers a fight to this . . . this vandalism.

‘Vehicle is translating,’ reports the acquisition officer from his perch above de Soya’s head.

‘Very good,’ says Father Captain de Soya. He watches displays flicker before his eyes, resets his shunt, and opens several virtual-optic channels. Now the C3 fades away and he stands in space, a giant five million klicks tall, seeing his own ships like specks with flaming tails, the curved column of smoke that is the destroyed forest bending past at belt height, and now this intruder flicking into existence seven hundred thousand klicks and an armreach above the plane of the ecliptic. Red spheres around his ships show external fields at combat strength.  Other colors fill space, displaying sensor readings, acquisition pulses, and targeting preparation. Working on the millisecond tactical level, de Soya can launch weapons or unleash energies by pointing and snapping his fingers.

‘Transponder beacon,’ reports the com officer. ‘Current codes check. It is a Pax courier. Archangel class.’

De Soya frowns. What can be so important that the Pax Command is sending the Vatican’s fastest vehicle – a craft so swift that it is also the Pax’s greatest secret weapon? De Soya can see the Pax codes surrounding the tiny ship in tactical space. Its fusion flame reaches scores of kilometers. The ship is using almost no energy on internal containment fields, and the gravities involved are beyond raspberry-jam levels.

‘Uncrewed?’ queries de Soya. He desperately hopes so. Archangel-class ships can travel anywhere in known space within days – real-time days! – rather than the weeks of shiptime and years of real time demanded by all other craft – but no one survives archangel voyages.

Mother Commander Stone steps into the tactical environment with him. Her black tunic is almost invisible against space so that her pale face seems to float above the ecliptic, sunlight from the virtual star illuminating her sharp cheek-bones. ‘No, sir,’ she says softly. Her voice can be heard only by de Soya in this mode. ‘Beacon indicates two members of the crew in fugue.’

‘Dear Jesus,’ whispers de Soya. It is more prayer than curse. Even in high-g fugue tanks, these two people, already killed during C-plus travel, will now be more a microthin layer of protein paste than healthy raspberry jam. ‘Prepare the resurrection creches,’ he says on the common band.

Mother Commander Stone touches the shunt behind her ear and frowns. ‘Message embedded in code. Human couriers are to be resurrected priority alpha. Dispensation level Omega.’

Father Captain de Soya’s head snaps around and he stares at his executive officer for a silent moment. The smoke from the burning orbital forest swirls around their waists. Priority  resurrection defies the doctrine of the Church and the rules of Pax Command; it is also dangerous – the chances for incomplete reintegration go from near zero at the usual three-day rate, to almost fifty percent at the three-hour level. And priority level Omega means His Holiness on Pacem.

De Soya sees the knowledge in his exec’s eyes. This courier ship is from the Vatican. Either someone there or someone in Pax Command, or both, considered this message important enough to send an irreplaceable archangel courier ship, to kill two high-ranking Pax officers – since no one else would be trusted with an archangel – and to risk incomplete reintegration of those same two officers.

In tactical space de Soya raises his eyebrows in response to his exec’s questioning look. On the command band he says, ‘Very well, Commander. Instruct all three ships to match velocities. Prepare a boarding party. I want the fugue tanks transferred and the resurrections completed by oh-six-thirty hours. Please give my compliments to Captain Hearn on the Melchior and Mother Captain Boulez on the Gaspar, and ask them to join me on the Balthasar for a meeting with the couriers at oh-seven-hundred.’

Father Captain de Soya steps from tactical space into the reality of the C3. Stone and the others are still looking at him.

‘Quickly,’ says de Soya, and kicks off from the display rim, flying across the space to his private door and pulling himself through the circular hatch. ‘Wake me when the couriers are resurrected,’ he says to the white faces watching him in the seconds before the door irises shut.




SIX

I walked the streets of Endymion and tried to come to grips with my life, my death, and my life again.

I should say here that I was not as cool about these things – my trial, my ‘execution,’ my strange meeting with the mythic old poet – as this narrative would suggest. Part of me was shaken to its core. They had tried to kill me! I wanted to blame the Pax, but the courts were not agents of the Pax – not directly. Hyperion had its own Home Rule Council, and the Port Romance courts were set up according to our own local politics. Capital punishment was not an inevitable Pax punishment, especially on those worlds where the Church governed via theocracy, but was a holdover from Hyperion’s old colonial days. My quick trial, its inevitable outcome, and my summary execution were, if anything, more expressions of Hyperion’s and Port Romance’s business leaders’ terror of frightening away Pax offworld tourists than anything else. I was a peasant, a hunting guide who had killed the rich tourist assigned to my care, and an example had been made of me. Nothing more. I should not take it personally.

I took it very personally. Pausing outside the tower, feeling the sun’s heat bounced from the broad paving stones of the courtyard, I slowly raised my hands. They were shaking. Too much had happened too soon, and my enforced calm during the trial and the brief period before my execution had demanded too much from me.

I shook my head and walked through the university ruins. The city of Endymion had been built high on a brow of a hill, and the university had sat even higher along this ridge during colonial days, so the view to the south and east was beautiful.  Chalma forests in the valley below glowed bright yellow. The lapis sky was free of contrails or airship traffic. I knew that the Pax cared nothing about Endymion, and that it was the Pinion Plateau region to the northeast that their troops still guarded and their robots still mined for the unique cruciform symbiotes, but this entire section of the continent had been off-limits for so many decades that it had a fresh, wilderness feel to it.

Within ten minutes of idle walking, I realized that only the tower where I had awakened and its surrounding buildings seemed occupied. The rest of the university was in absolute ruins – its great halls open to the elements, its physical plant ransacked centuries before, its playing fields overgrown, its observatory dome shattered – and the city farther down the hillside looked even more abandoned. I saw entire city blocks there reclaimed by weirwood tangle and kudzu.

I could see that the university had been beautiful in its day: post-Hegira, neo-Gothic buildings were constructed of the sandstone blocks quarried not far from here in the foothills of the Pinion Plateau. Three years earlier, when I had worked as an assistant to the famous landscape artist Avrol Hume, doing much of the heavy work as he redesigned the First Family estates along the fashionable coast of the Beak, much of the demand then had been for ‘follies’ – ersatz ruins set near ponds or forest or hilltop. I had become somewhat of an expert in setting old stones in artful states of decomposition to simulate ruins – most of them absurdly older than humankind’s history on this Outback world – but none of Hume’s follies had been as attractive as these real ruins. I wandered through the bones of a once-great university, admired the architecture, and thought of my family.

Adding the name of a local city to its own had been the tradition of most indigenie families – for my family was indeed indigenie, descended from those first seedship pioneers almost seven centuries earlier, third-class citizens on our own world: third now after the Pax offworlders and the Hegira colonists who came centuries after my ancestors. For centuries, then, my  people had lived and worked in these valleys and mountains. Mostly, I was sure, my indigenie relatives had labored at menial jobs – much as my father had before his early death when I was eight, much as my mother had continued to until her death five years later, much as I had until this week. My grandmother had been born the decade after everyone had been removed from these regions by the Pax, but Grandam was old enough actually to remember the days when our clan families roamed as far as the Pinion Plateau and worked on the fiberplastic plantations to the south of here.

I had no sense of homecoming. The cold moors of the area northeast of here were my home. The fens north of Port Romance had been my chosen place to live and work. This university and town had never been part of my life and held no more relevance to me than did the wild stories of the old poet’s Cantos.

At the base of another tower, I paused to catch my breath and consider this last thought. If the poet’s offer was real, the ‘wild stories’ of the Cantos would hold every relevance for me. I thought of Grandam’s recitation of that epic poem – remembered the nights watching the sheep in the north hills, our battery-driven caravans pulled in a protective circle for the night, the low cooking fires doing little to dim the glory of the constellations of meteor showers above, remembered Grandam’s slow, measured tones until she finished each stanza and waited for me to recite the lines back to her, remembered my own impatience at the process – I would much rather have been sitting by lantern reading a book – and smiled to think that this evening I would be dining with the author of those lines. More, the old poet was one of the seven pilgrims whom the poem sang about.

I shook my head again. Too much. Too soon.

There was something odd about this tower. Larger and broader than the one in which I had awakened, this structure had only one window – an open archway thirty meters up the tower. More interestingly, the original doorway had been bricked up. With an eye educated by my seasons as bricklayer  and mason under Avrol Hume, I guessed that the door had been closed up before the area had been abandoned a century ago – but not that long before.

To this day I do not know what drew my curiosity to that building when there were so many ruins to explore that afternoon – but curious I was. I remember looking up the steep hillside beyond the tower and noticing the riot of leafy chalma that had wound its way out and around the tower like thick-barked ivy. If one scrambled up the hillside and penetrated the chalma grove just . . . there . . . one could crawl out along that vining branch and just barely reach the sill of that lone window . . .

I shook my head again. This was nonsense. At the least, such a childish expedition would result in torn clothes and skinned hands. At the most, one could easily fall the thirty meters to the flagstones there. And why risk it? What could be in this old bricked-up tower other than spiders and cobwebs?

Ten minutes later I was far out on the curled chalma branch, inching my way along and trying to hang on by finding chinks in the stones or thick-enough branches on the vines above me. Because the branch grew against the stone wall, I could not straddle it. Rather, I had to shuffle along on my knees – the overhanging chalma vine was too low to allow me to stand – and the sense of exposure and of being pushed outward toward the drop was terrifying. Every time the autumn wind came up and shook the leaves and branches, I would stop moving and cling for all I was worth.

Finally, I reached the window and began cursing softly. My calculations – so easily made from the pavement thirty meters below – had been off a bit. The chalma branch here was almost three meters below the sill of the open window. There were no usable toeholds or fingerholds in this expanse of stone. If I was to reach the sill, I would have to jump and hope that my fingers found a grasp there. That would be insane. There was nothing in this tower that could justify such a risk.

I waited for the wind to die down, crouched, and leaped. For a sickening second my curved fingers scrabbled backward  on crumbling stone and dust, tearing my nails and finding no hold, but then they encountered the rotted remnants of the old windowsill and sank in. I pulled myself up, panting and ripping the shirt fabric over my elbows. The soft shoes A. Bettik had laid out for me scrambled against stone to find leverage.

And then I was up and curling myself onto the window ledge, wondering how in the hell I would get back down to the chalma branch. My concerns in that area were amplified a second later as I squinted into the darkened interior of the tower.

‘Holy shit,’ I whispered to no one in particular. There was an old wooden landing just below the window ledge on which I clung, but the tower was essentially empty. The sunlight streaming through the window illuminated bits of a rotting stairway above and below the landing, spiraling around the inside of the tower much as the chalma vines wrapped around the exterior, but the center of the tower was thick with darkness. I glanced up and saw speckles of sunlight through what may have been a temporary wooden roof some thirty meters higher and realized that this tower was little more than a glorified grain silo – a giant stone cylinder sixty meters tall. No wonder it had needed only one window. No wonder the door had been bricked up even before the evacuation of Endymion.

Still maintaining my balance on the windowsill, not trusting the rotted landing inside, I shook my head a final time. My curiosity would get me killed someday.

Then, still squinting into the darkness so different from the rich afternoon sunlight outside, I realized that the interior was too dark. I could not see the wall or spiral staircase across the interior. I realized that scattered sunlight illuminated the stone interior here, I could see a bit of rotted stairway there, and the full cylinder of the inside was visible meters above me – but here, on my level, the majority of the interior was just . . . gone.

‘Christ,’ I whispered. Something was filling the bulk of this dark tower.

Slowly, careful to hold most of my weight on my arms still balanced on the sill, I lowered myself to the interior landing. The wood creaked but seemed solid enough. Hands still clutching the window frame, I let some of my weight on my feet and turned to look.

It still took me the better part of a minute to realize what I was looking at. A spaceship filled the inside of the tower like a bullet set into the chamber of an old-fashioned revolver.

Setting all my weight on the landing now, almost not caring if it held me, I stepped forward to see better.

The ship was not tall by spacecraft standards – perhaps fifty meters – and it was slender. The metal of the hull – if metal it was – looked matte black and seemed to absorb the light. There was no sheen or reflection that I could see. I made out the ship’s outline mostly by looking at the stone wall behind it and seeing where the stones and reflected light from them ended.

I did not doubt for an instant that this was a spaceship. It was almost too much a spaceship. I once read that small children on hundreds of worlds still draw houses by sketching a box with a pyramid on top, smoke spiraling from a rectangular chimney – even if the kids in question reside in organically grown living pods high in RNAd residential trees. Similarly, they still draw mountains as Matterhorn-like pyramids, even if their own nearby mountains more resemble the rounded hills here at the base of the Pinion Plateau. I don’t know what the article said the reason was – racial memory, perhaps, or the brain being hardwired for certain symbols.

The thing I was looking at, peering at, seeing mostly as negative space, was not so much spaceship as SPACESHIP.

I have seen images of the oldest Old Earth rockets – pre-Pax, pre-Fall, pre-Hegemony, pre-Hegira . . . hell, pre-Everything almost – and they looked like this curved blackness. Tall, thin, graduated on both ends, pointed on top, finned on the bottom – I was looking at the hardwired, racial-memoried, symbolically perfect image of SPACESHIP.

There were no private or misplaced spaceships on Hyperion.  Of this I was sure. Spacecraft, even of the simple interplanetary variety, were simply too expensive and too rare to leave lying around in old stone towers. At one time, centuries ago before the Fall, when the resources of the WorldWeb seemed unlimited, there may have been a plethora of spacecraft – FORCE military, Hegemony diplomatic, planetary government, corporate, foundation, exploratory, even a few private ships belonging to hyper-billionaires – but even in those days only a planetary economy could afford to build a starship. In my lifetime – and the lifetime of my mother and grandmother and her mothers and grandmothers – only the Pax – that consortium of Church and crude interstellar government – could afford spaceships of any sort. And no individual in the known universe – not even His Holiness on Pacem – could afford a private starship.

And this was a starship. I knew it. Don’t ask me how I knew it, but I knew it.

Paying no attention to the terrible condition of the steps, I began descending and ascending the spiral steps. The hull was four meters from me. The unfathomable blackness of it made me dizzy. Halfway around the interior of the tower and fifteen meters below me, just visible before the curve of blackness blocked it off, a landing extended almost to the hull itself.

I ran down to it. One rotted step actually broke under me, but I was moving so fast that I ignored it.

The landing had no railings here and extended out like a diving board. A fall from it would almost certainly break bones and leave me lying in the blackness of a sealed tower. I gave it no thought at all as I stepped out and set my palm against the hull of the ship.

The hull was warm. It did not feel like metal – more like the smooth skin of some sleeping creature. To add to that illusion, there was the softest movement and vibration from the hull – as if the ship were breathing, as if I could detect a heartbeat beneath my palm.

Suddenly there was true motion beneath my hand, and the hull simply fell and folded away – not irising mechanically like  some portals I had seen, and certainly not swinging on hinges – simply folding into itself and out of the way, like lips pulling back.

Lights turned on. An interior corridor – its ceiling and walls as organic as a glimpse of some mechanical cervix – glowed softly.

I paused about three nanoseconds. For years my life had been as calm and predictable as most people’s. This week I had accidentally killed a man, been condemned and executed, and had awakened in Grandam’s favourite myth. Why stop there?

I stepped into the spaceship, and the doors folded shut behind me like a hungry mouth closing on a morsel.

 



The corridor into the ship was not as I would have imagined it. I had always thought of spacecraft interiors as being like the hold of the seagoing troopships that transported our Home Guard regiment to Ursus: all gray metal, rivets, dogged hatches, and hissing steam pipes. None of that was evident here. The corridor was smooth, curved, and almost featureless, the interior bulkheads covered with a rich wood as warm and organic as flesh. If there was an air lock, I hadn’t seen it. Hidden lights came on ahead of me as I advanced and then extinguished themselves as I passed, leaving me in a small pool of light with darkness ahead and behind. I knew that the ship couldn’t be more than ten meters across, but the slight curve of this corridor made it seem larger on the inside than it had appeared on the outside.

The corridor ended at what must have been the center of the ship: an open well with a central metal staircase spiraling upward and downward into darkness. I set my foot on the first step and lights came on somewhere above. Guessing that the more interesting parts of the ship lay above, I began to climb.

The next deck above filled the entire circle of the ship and held an antique holopit of the kind I had seen in old books, a scattering of chairs and tables in a style I could not identify, and a grand piano. I should say here that probably not one  person out of ten thousand born on Hyperion could have identified that object as a piano – especially not as a grand piano. My mother and Grandam both had held a passionate interest in music, and a piano had filled much of the space in one of our electric caravans. Many had been the time I had heard my uncles or grandfather complaining about the bulk and weight of that instrument – about all of the jules of energy used to trundle that heavy pre-Hegira apparatus across the moors of Aquila, and about the commonsense efficiency of having a pocket synthesizer that could create the music of any piano . . . or any other instrument. But mother and Grandam were insistent – nothing could equal the sound of a true piano, no matter how many times it had to be tuned after transport. And neither grandfather nor uncles complained when Grandam played Rachmaninoff or Bach or Mozart around the campfire at night. I learned about the great pianos of history from that old woman – the pre-Hegira grand pianos included. And now I was looking at one.

Ignoring the holopit and furniture, ignoring the curved window wall that showed only the dark stone of the interior of the tower, I walked to the grand piano. The gold lettering above the keyboard read STEINWAY. I whistled softly and let my fingers caress the keys, not yet daring to depress one. According to Grandam, this company had ceased making pianos before the Big Mistake of ’08, and none had been produced since the Hegira. I was touching an instrument at least a thousand years old. Steinways and Stradivariuses were myths among those of us who loved music. How could this be? I wondered, my fingers still trailing over keys that felt like the legendary ivory – tusks of an extinct creature called an elephant. Human beings like the old poet in the tower might possibly survive from pre-Hegira days – Poulsen treatments and cryogenic storage could theoretically account for that – but artifacts of wood and wire and ivory had little chance of making that long voyage through time and space.

My fingers played a chord: C-E-G-B-flat. And then a C-major chord. The tone was flawless, the acoustics of the  spaceship perfect. Our old upright piano had needed tuning by Grandam after every trip of a few miles across the moors, but this instrument seemed perfectly tuned after countless light-years and centuries of travel.

I pulled the bench out, sat, and began playing Für Elise. It was a corny, simple piece, but one that seemed to fit the silence and solitude of this dark place. Indeed, the lights seemed to dim around me as the notes filled the circular room and seemed to echo up and down the dark staircase well. As I played, I thought of Mother and Grandam and how they would never have guessed that my early piano lessons would lead to this solo in a hidden spaceship. The sadness of that thought seemed to fill the music I was playing.

When I was finished, I pulled my fingers back from the keyboard quickly, almost guiltily, struck with the presumption of my poor playing of such a simple piece on this fine piano, this gift from the past. I sat in silence for a moment, wondering about the ship, about the old poet, and about my own place in this mad scheme of things.

‘Very nice,’ said a soft voice behind me.

I admit that I jumped. I had heard no one climb or descend the stairs, sensed no one entering the room. My head jerked around.

There was no one in the room.

‘I have not heard that particular piece played in some time,’ came the voice again. It seemed to emanate from the center of the empty room. ‘My previous passenger preferred Rachmaninoff.’

I set my hand on the edge of the bench to steady myself and thought of all the stupid questions I could avoid asking.

‘Are you the ship?’ I asked, not knowing if this was a stupid question but wanting the answer.

‘Of course,’ came the reply. The voice was soft but vaguely masculine. I had, of course, heard talking machines before – such things had been around forever – but never one that might actually be intelligent. The Church and Pax had banned all true AIs more than two centuries before, and after seeing  how the TechnoCore had helped the Ousters destroy the Hegemony, most of the trillions of people on a thousand devastated worlds had agreed wholeheartedly. I realized that my own programming in that regard had been effective: the thought that I was talking to a truly sentient device made my palms moist and my throat tight.

‘Who was your . . . ah . . . previous passenger?’ I said.

There was the hint of a pause. ‘The gentleman was generally known as the Consul,’ said the ship at last. ‘He had been a diplomat for the Hegemony for much of his life.’

It was my turn to hesitate before speaking. It occurred to me that perhaps the ‘execution’ in Port Romance had only scrambled my neurons to the point where I thought I was living in one of Grandam’s epic poems.

‘What happened to the Consul?’ I asked.

‘He died,’ said the ship. There may have been the slightest undertone of regret in the voice.

‘How?’ I said. At the end of the old poet’s Cantos, after the Fall of the WorldWeb, the Hegemony Consul had taken a ship back to the Web. This ship? ‘Where did he die?’ I added. According to the Cantos, the ship the Hegemony Consul had left Hyperion in had been infused with the persona of the second John Keats cybrid.

‘I can’t remember where the Consul died,’ said the ship. ‘I only remember that he died, and that I returned here. I presume there was some programming of that directive in my command banks at the time.’

‘Do you have a name?’ I asked, mildly curious as to whether I was speaking to the AI persona of John Keats.

‘No,’ said the ship. ‘Only Ship.’ Again there came something more pause than simple silence. ‘Although I do seem to recall that I had a name at one point.’

‘Was it John?’ I asked. ‘Or Johnny?’

‘It may have been,’ said the ship. ‘The details are cloudy.’

‘Why is that?’ I said. ‘Is your memory malfunctioning?’

‘No, not at all,’ said the ship. ‘As far as I can deduce, there was some traumatic event about two hundred standard years  ago which deleted certain memories, but since then my memory and other faculties have been flawless.’

‘But you don’t remember the event? The trauma?’

‘No,’ said the ship, cheerily enough. ‘I believe that it occurred at about the same time that the Consul died and I returned to Hyperion, but I am not certain.’

‘And since then?’ I said. ‘Since your return you’ve been hidden away here in this tower?’

‘Yes,’ said the ship. ‘I was in the Poet’s City for a time, but for most of the past two local centuries, I have been here.’

‘Who brought you here?’

‘Martin Silenus,’ said the ship. ‘The poet. You met him earlier today.’

‘You’re aware of that?’ I said.

‘Oh, yes,’ said the ship. ‘I was the one who gave M. Silenus the data about your trial and execution. I helped to arrange the bribe to the officials and the transport of your sleeping body here.’

‘How did you do that?’ I asked, the image of this massive, archaic ship on the telephone too absurd to deal with.

‘Hyperion has no true datasphere,’ said the ship, ‘but I monitor all free microwave and satellite communications, as well as certain “secure” fiber-optic and maser bands which I have tapped into.’

‘So you’re a spy for the old poet,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said the ship.

‘And what do you know about the old poet’s plans for me?’ I asked, turning toward the keyboard again and beginning Bach’s Air on a G-string.

‘M. Endymion,’ said a different voice behind me.

I quit playing and turned to see A. Bettik, the android, standing at the head of the circular staircase.

‘My master had become worried that you were lost,’ said A. Bettik. ‘I came to show you the way back to the tower. You just have time to dress for dinner.’

I shrugged and walked to the stairwell. Before following the  blue-skinned man down the stairs, I turned and said to the darkening room, ‘It was nice talking to you, Ship.’

‘It was a pleasure meeting you, M. Endymion,’ said the ship. ‘I will see you again soon.’




SEVEN

The torchships Balthasar, Melchior, and Gaspar are a full AU beyond the burning orbital forests and still decelerating around the unnamed sun when Mother Commander Stone buzzes at Father Captain de Soya’s compartment portal to inform him that the couriers have been resurrected.

‘Actually, only one was successfully resurrected,’ she amends, floating at the open iris-door.

Father Captain de Soya winces. ‘Has the . . . unsuccessful one . . . been returned to the resurrection creche?’ he asks.

‘Not yet,’ says Stone. ‘Father Sapieha is with the survivor?’

De Soya nods. ‘Pax?’ he asks, hoping that this will be the case. Vatican couriers bring more problems than military ones.

Mother Commander Stone shakes her head. ‘Both are Vatican. Father Gawronski and Father Vandrisse. Both are Legionaries of Christ.’

De Soya avoids a sigh only by an effort of will. Legionaries of Christ had all but replaced the more liberal Jesuits over the centuries – their power had been growing in the Church a century before the Big Mistake – and it was no secret that the Pope used them as shock troops for difficult missions within the Church hierarchy. ‘Which one survived?’ he asks.

‘Father Vandrisse.’ Stone glances at her comlog. ‘He should be revived by now, sir.’

‘Very well,’ says de Soya. ‘Adjust the internal field to one-g at oh-six-forty-five. Pipe Captains Hearn and Boulez aboard and give them my compliments. Please escort them to the forward meeting room. I’ll be in with Vandrisse until we convene.’

‘Aye, aye,’ says Mother Commander Stone, and kicks off.

The revival room outside the resurrection creche is more chapel than infirmary. Father Captain de Soya genuflects toward the altar and then joins Father Sapieha by the gurney, where the courier is sitting up. Sapieha is older than most Pax crew – at least seventy standard – and the soft halogen beams reflect from his bald scalp. De Soya has always found the ship’s chaplain short-tempered and not very bright, much like several of the parish priests he had known as a boy.

‘Captain,’ acknowledges the chaplain.

De Soya nods and steps closer to the man on the gurney. Father Vandrisse is young – perhaps in his late twenties standard – and his dark hair is long and curled in the current Vatican fashion. Or at least in the fashion that had been coming in when de Soya had last seen Pacem and the Vatican: a time-debt of three years had already accrued in the two months they had been on this mission.

‘Father Vandrisse,’ says de Soya, ‘can you hear me?’

The young man on the cot nods and grunts. Language is hard for the first few minutes after resurrection. Or so de Soya has heard.

‘Well,’ says the chaplain, ‘I’d better get the other’s body back in the creche.’ He frowns at de Soya as though the captain had personally brought about the unsuccessful resurrection. ‘It is a waste, Father Captain. It will be weeks – perhaps months – before Father Gawronski can be successfully revived. It will be very painful for him.’

De Soya nods.

‘Would you like to see him, Father Captain?’ persists the chaplain. ‘The body is . . . well . . . barely recognizable as human. The internal organs are quite visible and quite . . .’

‘Go about your duties, Father,’ de Soya says quietly. ‘Dismissed. ’

Father Sapieha frowns again as if he is going to reply, but at that moment the gravity klaxon sounds, and both men have to orient themselves so that their feet touch the floor as the internal containment field realigns itself. Then the gravity slowly climbs to one-g as Father Vandrisse sinks back into the  gurney’s cushions and the chaplain shuffles out the door. Even after only a day of zero-g, the return of gravity seems an imposition.

‘Father Vandrisse,’ de Soya says softly. ‘Can you hear me?’

The young man nods. His eyes show the pain he is in. The man’s skin glistens as if he has just received grafts – or as if he is newborn. The flesh looks pink and raw to de Soya, almost burned, and the cruciform on the courier’s chest is livid and twice normal size.

‘Do you know where you are?’ whispers de Soya. Or who you are? he mentally adds. Post-resurrection confusion can last for hours or days. De Soya knows that couriers are trained to overcome that confusion, but how can anyone be trained for death and revival? An instructor of de Soya’s at the seminary had once put it plainly – ‘The cells remember dying, being dead, even if the mind does not.’

‘I remember,’ whispers Father Vandrisse, and his voice sounds as raw as his skin looks. ‘You are Captain de Soya?’

‘Father Captain de Soya. Yes.’

Vandrisse tries to lever himself up on his elbow and fails. ‘Closer,’ he whispers, too weak to lift his head from the pillow.

De Soya leans closer. The other priest smells faintly of formaldehyde. Only certain members of the priesthood are trained in the actual mysteries of resurrection, and de Soya had chosen not to be one of these. He could officiate at a baptism and administer Communion or Extreme Unction – as a starship captain he has had more opportunities for the latter than the former – but he had never been present at the Sacrament of Resurrection. He has no idea of the processes involved, beyond the miracle of the cruciform, in returning this man’s destroyed and compressed body, his decaying neurons and scattered brain mass, to the human form he now sees before him.

Vandrisse begins whispering and de Soya has to lean even closer, the resurrected priest’s lips almost brushing de Soya’s ear.

‘Must . . . talk . . .’ Vandrisse manages with great effort.

De Soya nods. ‘I’ve scheduled a briefing in fifteen minutes. My other two ship captains will be there. We’ll provide a hoverchair for you . . .’

Vandrisse is shaking his head. ‘No . . . meeting. Message for . . . you . . . only.’

De Soya shows no expression. ‘All right. Do you want to wait until you are . . .’

Again the agonized shake of his head. The skin of the priest’s face is slick and striated, as if the muscle were showing through. ‘Now . . .’ he whispers.

De Soya leans close and waits.

‘You are . . . to . . . take the . . . archangel courier . . . ship . . . immediately . . .’ gasps Vandrisse. ‘It is programmed for its destination.’

De Soya remains expressionless, but he is thinking, So it is to be a painful death by acceleration. Dear Jesus, could you not let this cup pass from me?

‘What do I tell the others?’ he asks.

Father Vandrisse shakes his head. ‘Tell them nothing. Put your executive officer in command of the . . . Balthasar. Transfer task force command to Mother Captain Boulez. Task Force MAGI will . . . have . . . other orders.’

‘Will I be informed of these orders?’ asks de Soya. His jaw hurts with the tension of sounding calm. Until thirty seconds ago the survival and success of this ship, this task force, had been the central reason for his existence.

‘No,’ says Vandrisse. ‘These . . . orders . . . do . . . not . . . concern you.’

The resurrected priest is pale with pain and exhaustion. De Soya realizes that he is taking some satisfaction in that fact and immediately says a short prayer for forgiveness.

‘I am to leave immediately,’ repeats de Soya. ‘Can I take my few personal possessions?’ He is thinking of the small porcelain sculpture that his sister had given him shortly before her death on Renaissance Vector. That fragile piece, locked in a stasis cube during high-g maneuvers, has been with him for all of his years of spacefaring.

‘No,’ says Father Vandrisse. ‘Go . . . immediately. Take nothing.’

‘This is upon order of . . .’ queries de Soya.

Vandrisse frowns through his grimace of pain. ‘This is upon direct command of His Holiness, Pope Julius XIV,’ says the courier. ‘It is . . . Omega Priority . . . superseding all orders of Pax Military Command or SpaComC-Fleet. Do . . . you . . . understand . . . Father . . . Captain . . . de . . . Soya?’

‘I understand,’ says the Jesuit, and bows his head in compliance.

 



The archangel-class courier ship has no name. De Soya has never considered torchships beautiful – gourd-shaped, the command and weapons mod dwarfed by the huge Hawking drive and in-system fusion-thrust sphere – but the archangel is actively ugly in comparison. The courier ship is a mass of asymmetrical spheres, dodecahedrons, lash-ons, structural cables, and Hawking-drive mounts, with the passenger cabin the merest of afterthoughts in the center of all that junk.

De Soya has met briefly with Hearn, Boulez, and Stone, explained only that he has been called away, and transferred command to the new – and amazed – task force and Balthasar captains, then taken a one-person transfer pod to the archangel. De Soya tries not to look back at his beloved Balthasar, but at the last moment before attaching to the courier, he turns and looks longingly at the torchship, sunlight painting its curved flank into a crescentlike sunrise over some lovely world, then turns resolutely away.

He sees upon entering that the archangel has no virtual tactical command, no manual controls, and no bridge. The interior is not much larger than de Soya’s crowded cubby on the Balthasar, although this space is crowded with cables, fiber-optic leads, tech diskeys, and two acceleration couches.

No, de Soya sees at once, these are not standard acceleration couches. These are unpadded steel trays in human form, more like autopsy slabs than couches. The trays have a lip – to keep fluid from sloshing under high-g, he is sure – and he realizes  that the only compensating containment field in the ship would be around these couches – to keep the pulverized flesh, bone, and brain matter from floating away in the zero-g intervals after final deceleration. De Soya can see the nozzles where water or some cleansing solution has been injected at high speed to clean the steel. It has not been totally successful.

‘Acceleration in two minutes,’ says a metallic voice. ‘Strap in now.’

No niceties, thinks de Soya. Not even a ‘please’.

‘Ship?’ he says. He knows that no true AIs are allowed on Pax ships – indeed, no AIs are allowed anywhere in Pax-controlled human space – but he thinks that the Vatican might have made an exception on one of its archangel-class courier ships.

‘One minute thirty seconds until initial acceleration,’ comes the metallic voice, and de Soya realizes that he is talking to an idiot machine. He hurries to strap himself in. The bands are broad, thick, and almost surely for show. The containment field will hold him – or his remains – in place.

‘Thirty seconds,’ said the idiot voice. ‘Be advised that the C-plus translation will be lethal.’

‘Thanks,’ says Father Captain Federico de Soya. His heart is pounding so fiercely that he can hear it in his ears. Lights flicker in the various instruments. Nothing here is meant for human monitoring, so de Soya ignores them.

‘Fifteen seconds,’ says the ship. ‘You might wish to pray now.’

‘Fuck you,’ says de Soya. He has been praying since he left the courier’s recovery room. Now he adds a final prayer for forgiveness for the obscenity.

‘Five seconds,’ comes the voice. ‘There will be no further communications. May God bless you and speed your resurrection, in Christ’s name.’

‘Amen,’ says Father Captain de Soya. He closes his eyes as acceleration commences.




EIGHT

Evening came early in the ruined city of Endymion. I watched the last of the autumn light dim and die from my vantage point in the tower where I had awakened earlier on this endless day. A. Bettik had led me back, shown me to my room, where stylish but simple evening clothes – tan cotton trousers tightening just below the knees, white flax blouse with a hint of ruffled sleeves, black leather vest, black stockings, soft black leather boots, and a gold wristband – were still laid out on the bed. The android also showed me to the toilet and bathing facilities a floor below and told me that the thick cotton robe hanging on the door was for my use. I thanked him, bathed, dried my hair, dressed in everything that had been laid out except for the gold band, and waited at the window while the light grew more golden and horizontal and shadows crept down from the hills above the university. When the light had died to the point where shadows had fled and the brightest stars in the Swan were visible above the mountains to the east, A. Bettik returned.
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