
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Mercury Begins
 
    
 
   A story by Robert Kroese
 
    
 
   The Apocalypse is generally thought of as relatively short-term event, occurring over the course of days or weeks, at the end of which the just are rewarde[bookmark: _GoBack]d, the unjust are punished, and the universe displays the Cosmic Test Pattern for all of eternity.
 
   In fact, the Greek word apocálypsis, a synonym of revelation, means “uncovering,” and refers to the gradual unfolding of the Divine Plane on the temporal plane. Sure, things speed up a bit toward the end, but the process of apocálypsis happens over the course of thousands of years. So, contrary to popular belief, the Heavenly Apocalypse Bureau isn’t some sort of ad hoc task force thrown together to make sure the doors are all locked and the lights are switched off; it’s been around since the Beginning, to make sure events unfold according to plan – no easy feat when you consider the fickle nature of human beings, not to mention the incessant bungling of the idiots in Prophecy Division.[bookmark: _ftnref1][1]
 
   Consider the founding of Rome – an essential event in the unfolding of the Plan if there ever was one. Without Rome there would have been no Roman Empire, no Pontius Pilate, no Crucifixion, no persecution, no Constantine, no Charlemagne, no Holy Roman Empire, no Renaissance, no Reformation. Yet the city of Rome almost wasn’t – and never would have been, were it not for a nudge from the Apocalypse Bureau. Observe:
 
   Mercury awoke on a rocky plateau at the apex of an atoll somewhere in the Aegean Sea. His head felt like it had been stuffed with thistles and his mouth tasted like something had died in it. He stretched and sat up, wincing as the thistles caught fire. Next to him stood a seagull, cocking its head at him. 
 
   “Keeyaah,” said the gull.
 
   “Geeyurgh,” said Mercury.
 
   “Keeyaah,” corrected the gull.
 
   “Keeyaah?” asked Mercury.
 
   “Keeyaah,” the gull confirmed.
 
   “Whatever it is, it feels like hell,” said Mercury. He hadn’t felt this lousy since the time he was beheaded by Etruscans over a misunderstanding involving a sacred ceremonial fountain and a bidet. “I think it was the beer,” he said to the seagull, whose silence he took as agreement.
 
   It was the first time Mercury had tried beer and, having been informed it was an acquired taste, he did his best to acquire it over the course of twenty-four bottles. He remembered thinking he was making real progress around number eighteen, but everything after that was a blur. How had he gotten from the party in Athens to an atoll off the coast of Asia Minor? Presumably he had flown, but he couldn’t be certain. Some small part of his brain not short-circuited by alcohol must have had the sense to remove his inebriated self from the presence of mortals whom he might otherwise have accidentally injured or killed. He remembered hearing once about an angel who had been severely reprimanded by the Heavenly authorities for accidentally dismembering two dozen Chaldeans in a wine-addled attempt at Three Card Monte. Drunk angels were all fun and games until somebody lost a couple of limbs.
 
   Mercury smacked his lips together, shielding his eyes from the rising sun. “Probably why they don’t let us drink,” observed Mercury to the seagull.
 
   “Keeyaah,” said the seagull.
 
   “Yeah, and the keeyaah,” said Mercury, holding his head. “The keeyaah is a bitch too.”
 
   Mercury had never been one for following rules, but he was starting to see the rationale for this one. He could have gotten in serious trouble if anybody from the Apocalypse Bureau had been around to see him indulging in the local spirits. Fortunately, he was fairly certain he was the only angel assigned to this area. At least, he didn’t remember Uzziel mentioning anyone else in his briefing for that “extremely important assignment.” What had ever happened with that, anyway?
 
   Mercury felt in his pockets, pulling out a wrinkled scrap of parchment. At the top was written, in his own handwriting:
 
    
 
   EXTREMELY IMPORTANT ASSIGNMENT
 
   Founding of ROME
 
   Critical historical event
 
    
 
   So far, so good. He remembered writing that stuff during Uzziel’s briefing. But as he worked his way down the page, Mercury’s limited attention span began to show itself in increased use of abbreviation, incomplete ideas and illegible smudges of ink:
 
    
 
   Determinism, Divine Plan, etc.
 
   Syncretism – East/West
 
   Nec. For Renn., Ref., et al.
 
    
 
   The note culminated with:
 
    
 
   Talk to Dave
 
   Help Greeks find back door
 
   Get Trojans to Italy
 
   Anus???
 
    
 
   At the very bottom was a crude drawing of a horse. Mercury thought what it lacked in verisimilitude it made up for in charming naiveté:
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “Well,” said Mercury to the seagull, “that isn’t helpful at all.” 
 
   “Keeyaah,” said the seagull.
 
   Mercury shook his head. “Can’t blame this on the keeyaah, I’m afraid. I was dead sober when I wrote this.” He regarded the note dubiously. He was supposed to make sure Rome was founded, that much was clear. Or was he supposed to make sure Rome wasn’t founded? But why would the Apocalypse Bureau have a name for a city that was never supposed to exist? That didn’t make much sense. And it seemed like that Renn./Ref. stuff couldn’t happen if Rome wasn’t founded. The Renn./Ref. stuff was pretty important, as he recalled. He could always put a call through to Uzziel in Heaven, but that would mean admitting he hadn’t been paying attention during the briefing. Besides, the way Uzziel droned on, he’d probably miss all the same important parts again.
 
   Mercury studied the note some more. Who were the Trojans again? People who live in the city of Troy, he thought. Weren’t they at war with somebody? The Greeks. That was it, the Trojans were fighting the Greeks. But the Greeks couldn’t penetrate the giant wall the Trojans had erected around the city. “Help the Greeks find a back door” must mean help them get through the wall. At least he hoped that’s what it meant.
 
   The seagull cocked its head at Mercury, shrugging its wings.
 
   But who was Dave? That one didn’t ring any bells. Oh well, he’d just have to wing it. Mercury leaped into the air, soaring in a great northeasterly arc toward the city of Troy.
 
   The seagull watched him go with interest. “Keeyaah?” it asked.
 
    
 
   *****
 
    
 
   Troy wasn’t a particularly impressive city, other than the thirty foot wall that ringed the city proper. If the Greeks could have seen the nondescript mud and stone structures that made up most of the town, they might have decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. But the grass is always greener inside the perimeter of a thirty foot wall, and the Greeks had been trying to get in for ten years now. Their ships were anchored a half mile or so down the coast, and a sizable contingent of foot soldiers was encamped around the city. Occasionally skirmishes would break out, with Greeks attempting to scale the walls or Trojans attempting to open a corridor through the Greeks for supplies to travel through, but lately neither side had put much effort into it. The stalemate seemed destined to go on forever.
 
   Mercury landed on a hilltop not far from the Greek ships and made his way down to the main camp.
 
   “Halt!” cried a sentry. “Who goes there?”
 
   Mercury, who had the foresight to alter his dress to that of a Greek foot soldier, was nevertheless caught off guard by the sentry’s challenge.
 
   “Er, me,” said Mercury dimly.
 
   “Hermes?” asked the sentry.
 
   “Sure,” replied Mercury. “Hermes.” It was a good a name as any.
 
   “I don’t recognize you,” said the sentry suspiciously.
 
   “Yeah, I don’t, ah, spend much time in camp,” replied Mercury. “I’m a scout. Been keeping my eye out for those filthy Trojans. So, anyway, I’m looking for… Dave?”
 
   The sentry frowned. “You’re looking for who?”
 
   “Dave,” said Mercury, trying to sound more sure of himself.
 
   “What kind of name is ‘Dave’?” asked the sentry.
 
   Mercury pulled the parchment out of his pocket and peered at the paper. “Dean, maybe?”
 
   “I don’t know any Dean either,” said the sentry. “Hey, Virgil,” he called over his shoulder, keeping an eye on Mercury, “You know anybody named Dean or Dave?” A higher ranking soldier, evidently named Virgil, glared down from a knoll a stone’s throw closer to the beach. He shook his head.
 
   “Who’s your commander?” demanded the sentry.
 
   But Mercury had become distracted by the sight of a man standing on a rocky outcropping a hundred yards or so in the opposite direction. The man had a long white beard and he was pacing back and forth and muttering, as if trying to psych himself up to jump into a cold lake. Except there was no lake, cold or otherwise. The man was going to jump forty feet down onto jagged rocks.
 
   “Um, what is that guy doing?” Mercury asked.
 
   The sentry glanced up at the man. “Old Daedalus?” he said. “Who knows? Probably testing out some crazy invention of his. I don’t know why they keep that lunatic around.”
 
   “Daedalus!” Mercury exclaimed, looking at the note. A smudge obscured the second half of the name. “That’s who I’m supposed to talk to!”
 
   The sentry laughed. “You’d better hurry, then.” As he said this, the old man made a running start and jumped off the cliff.
 
   “Son of a –” Mercury gasped, running toward the cliff. He held out his hand, trying to harness some of the mysterious interplanar energy that angels use to perform miracles. He had just enough time to counteract the pull of gravity in the old man’s immediate vicinity. In his haste, though, he overcompensated, and a moment after Daedalus disappeared amongst the rocks, he shot some twenty feet into the air.
 
   “Wahoo!” cried Daedalus. “They work!”
 
   Mercury, still running toward the old man, saw that he was wearing some very odd-looking shoes. They were silver in color, and each one had a pair of bird-like wings protruding from its sides.
 
   “No, they don’t, you idiot,” Mercury yelled, gently setting the man back on the ground. “What the hell are you trying to do, kill yourself?”
 
   Daedalus stood unsurely on a boulder, eyeing his silver shoes. The wings flapped lazily against his ankles.
 
   “What on Earth would make you think something like that would work? Have you never heard of physics? Or animal trials, for that matter? You need to try that shit on a baboon first.”
 
   “But…” said Daedalus. “I was flying.”
 
   “You were defying gravity,” said Mercury. “Thanks to me performing a minor miracle. If I hadn’t been here, you’d be dead.”
 
   Daedalus regarded his shoes sadly. “Another failure, then. Just like the horse.” He climbed down to the ground from the boulder.
 
   “I’ve never seen a horse fly either,” said Mercury.
 
   “Really?” asked Daedalus. “That’s odd. Have you seen a house fly?”
 
   “Don’t think so.”
 
   “Huh. They’re all over the place in Greece. How about a dragonfly?”
 
   “No thanks,” said Mercury. “Not hungry. So where’s this flying horse of yours?”
 
   Daedalus shook his head. “The horse doesn’t fly.”
 
   “Well, you’re zero for two, then.”
 
   “No, no,” said Daedalus. “The horse isn’t supposed to fly. It’s a weapon. I’ll show you.”
 
   Daedalus led Mercury over a ridge, where a massive structure sat covered by a canvas tarp. He pulled a rope and the tarp fell away, revealing a gigantic wooden horse. It had to be thirty feet from the ground to its ears.[bookmark: _ftnref2][2]
 
   Mercury whistled in awe. “Wow,” he said. “So what does it do exactly?”
 
   “Well,” replied Daedalus, “It’s supposed to shoot fire from its mouth here, see? But it doesn’t work. I’m a terrible inventor. The worst.”
 
   “Now, now,” said Mercury. “Don’t let one little setback get you down, Dave. So what’s the problem, exactly? Do you have ignition? Is the fuel to air ratio right?”
 
   Daedalus stared at him blankly, his shoe-wings fluttering in the breeze.
 
   “OK, let’s back up,” said Mercury. “What kind of fuel does the flame mechanism use?”
 
   Daedalus looked at the horse. “Flame mechanism,” he said.
 
   “You did build some sort of mechanism to shoot flames, right? You weren’t just hoping that the horse was going to magically start shooting… oh.”
 
   “I’m the worst,” Daedalus said again, sitting down on a nearby boulder. He took off his shoes and threw them at the horse. He cradled his head in his hands and began to cry. “This was supposed to be our secret weapon, to skew the odds against Troy in our favor. I was going to call it ‘Greek fire.’”
 
   “Hmm,” said Mercury. “Unfortunately, I think you’re about a thousand years early. You guys aren’t supposed to have liquid incendiaries until the Byzantine Empire.” Mercury’s knowledge of future history was sketchy, but he had good recall for events involving fire and explosions. “And you won’t have gunpowder until the late Middle Ages. Too bad we aren’t in China. Of course, those dudes have a centralized government, a common language, and….” Mercury trailed off. Something of Uzziel’s briefing was coming back. 
 
   Mercury was supposed to help the Greeks destroy Troy. There had been a whole PowerPoint[bookmark: _ftnref3][3] presentation with charts, graphs and maps, indicating what would happen if the Greeks were unable to achieve a definitive victory over Troy. The antipathy between Troy and Greece would continue for another 200 years, preventing the formation of a unified empire in southern Europe. That meant no Roman Empire, no Province of Galilee, no Herod, no Pontius Pilate… no Crucifixion. Jesus of Nazareth would live to a ripe old age as a beatific and preternaturally skilled carpenter, and the Divine Plan would go completely off the rails.
 
   Mercury walked over to the horse, climbing onto a boulder to get a better look. It was an impressive piece of carpentry, if not a particularly formidable weapon. Standing on his tiptoes, Mercury could just touch the horse’s underside.
 
   Daedalus was sobbing quietly into his hands. “Greek fire,” he blurbled. “What was I thinking?”
 
   “It’s a good idea, in theory,” said Mercury, trying to reach the latch of a door in the horse’s belly. “In a few hundred years, you guys will use it to great effect in naval battles. Well, I say ‘you guys,’ but of course I mean the Byzantine Empire, which as I recall is really the eastern half of the Roman Empire, which brings me to… gyeeeeaaaugh!” Mercury had been straining to reach the latch when his foot slipped and he lost his balance. With no time to grab hold of interplanar energy, he fell to the ground, smacking the back of his skull on the boulder.
 
   “Guh,” Mercury muttered, holding his head.
 
   “Are you OK?” asked Daedalus, rushing over to Mercury, having apparently forgotten his own sorrows.
 
   “Yeah,” said Mercury. “That didn’t help my keeyaah any though.”
 
   “Your what?”
 
   “Keeyaah,” said Mercury. “You know, from drinking too much beer.” He flapped his arms and croaked, “Keeyaah!” Instantly realizing this was a mistake, he cradled his head in his hands and moaned.
 
   “I think you mean a hangover,” said Daedalus. “Here, try these.” He held the winged shoes out to Mercury.
 
   “I’m not seeing how shoes with wings on them are going to help my head,” Mercury said.
 
   “Not for your head, for your feet. Feel.”
 
   Mercury took one of the shoes, rubbing his thumb on the sole. “Ooh, grippy!” he exclaimed. “What is that?”
 
   “I made it from rubber tree extract,” he said. “Figured it would be good for landings.”
 
   “This is great!” Mercury exclaimed. “What do you call it?”
 
   “Rubber tree extract flying shoe sole compound.”
 
   “Catchy,” said Mercury, removing his sandals. He slipped on the winged shoes and climbed back onto the boulder. Even on his tiptoes, there was no chance of him slipping with his new grippy shoes. He pulled the latch and a wooden door swung open. Seeing that a series of rungs had been installed on the hatch, Mercury grabbed one and hoisted himself up, placing his rubbery sole on the bottom rung. He climbed inside the horse. It was completely hollow.
 
   “Wow,” said Mercury, walking around inside the massive structure. “I feel like a little baby horse inside a giant mama horse.”
 
   “What?” called Daedalus from below.
 
   “I said it’s like being a little horse inside a big horse,” repeated Mercury.
 
   “What?” called Daedalus again.
 
   “A little horse!” yelled Mercury. “I’m a little horse!”
 
   “Oh, no wonder I couldn’t hear you,” said Daedalus.
 
   Mercury stuck his head out the opening. “Come on up,” he said. “It’s like a tree fort in here. All we need is a ‘no girls allowed’ sign.”
 
   But Daedalus couldn’t reach the ladder. “Here,” said Mercury, harnessing a small amount of interplanar energy to lift Daedalus into the horse. He wasn’t really supposed to be performing miracles without a good reason, but he figured he’d already blown his cover with Daedalus.
 
   “How do you do that?” asked Daedalus. “Are you a god?”
 
   Mercury shook his head. “I’m more like a messenger.”
 
   “But you work for the gods?”
 
   “I work for the God.”
 
   “Zeus?”
 
   “No, not… sure, Zeus.” Mercury was getting tired of having to explain monotheism to primitive cultures. It wasn’t his job anyway; let those yahoos in Prophecy sort it out. “How many people do you think could fit in here?”
 
   Daedalus shrugged. “Six?”
 
   Mercury regarded the cavernous space inside the horse. This guy was as good at estimated volume as he was with aerodynamics. “I was thinking more like a hundred,” said Mercury. “We may have to slather them in olive oil to squeeze them in. Here, let’s try something. I’m going to hop out. You close the door and then walk around for a bit.” He lowered himself to the ground and Daedalus closed the hatch behind him. Loud footsteps reverberated above him.
 
   “OK, open the hatch, Dave!” Mercury yelled. “We’re going to need a lot more of these shoes.”
 
   “All right,” said Daedalus, scratching his chin. “But I’m not sure I have enough feathers.”
 
   “I don’t care about the feathers, you numbskull,” said Mercury. “I just want shoes with rubbery soles, so the men don’t make so much noise inside the horse. These shoes hardly make any noise at all. You could sneak right up on someone with these rubbery soles. Hey, that’s what we’ll call them!”
 
   “Sneakers?” asked Daedalus.
 
   “Sneakers? Good grief, no. That’s a terrible name. I was thinking ‘rubbers.’ Imagine a hundred Greeks, oiled up and wearing rubbers! The Trojans wouldn’t stand a chance!”
 
   “You’re going to put a hundred men inside the horse?”
 
   “Sure,” said Mercury. “We’ll tell the Trojans the horse is a gift. They’ll drag it right into the city. Then at night, our oiled up contingent will pop out from underneath the horse and penetrate the Trojan defenses.”
 
   Daedalus regarded him dubiously. “You realize the Trojans aren’t all complete idiots, right?”
 
   “I don’t need them all to be idiots,” sniffed Mercury. “As long as there is an idiot or two in a position of power – and there always is – we should be fine. Or did you want to go back to hoping the horse will magically spout fire?”
 
   Daedalus muttered to himself but, not having any better ideas, he went along with Mercury’s plan. The two of them met with the Greek commander to persuade him of the soundness of their idea. Fortunately Mercury’s theory about idiots in power held true for the Greeks at least; the Greek commander, who possessed an inexplicable respect for Daedalus’ “genius,” gleefully went along with the plan. He found a hundred Greek soldiers willing to slip on rubbers and climb inside the wooden horse[bookmark: _ftnref4][4], and the rest of the force boarded the ships and made a great show of leaving the area. Under cover of night, the hundred men dragged the horse within view of the city walls and then climbed inside. After several of them fainted from lack of oxygen, Daedalus had the idea of drilling air holes in the horse’s back. The sun was just coming up when he slunk away over the hills.
 
   Meanwhile, Mercury went and hid on a rocky outcropping about a hundred yards away to make sure everything went according to plan. It didn’t.
 
   “We should burn it,” said one of the Trojans who had come out of the city to look at the horse.
 
   “Burn it and throw it in the sea,” said another.
 
   “No!” cried a third. Chop it into pieces, then burn it and throw it into the sea!”
 
   “Yes!” exclaimed a fourth. “And then retrieve the ashes from the sea and burn them some more!”
 
   “Shut up, Bill,” said several of them in unison.
 
   “Whatever we do,” said the first man, “let’s agree right now that there is no way in hell we’re bringing that thing inside the city gates.”
 
   There were murmurs of agreement.
 
   “All right,” said the first man. “Let’s leave half our men here to watch it while the rest fetch oil and kindling.” The men began to organize into groups.
 
   As Mercury considered intervening, he heard a voice behind him. “Hey! What are you doing there?” Mercury spun around to see a man dressed in ragged clothing and holding a wooden staff approaching. Farther off were two other men, who were occupied with ushering a herd of sheep onto the grassy knoll that led up to the outcropping.
 
   Too surprised to think rationally, Mercury simply blurted out the first thing that he thought of. Fortunately, he was so adept at sarcasm that he reflexively replied, “Oh, thank God you found me!”
 
   That gave the shepherd pause, and Mercury decided to double down on his initial instinct. “I’ve been left here to die by the Greeks! Please, you must help me!”
 
   The commotion brought the other two shepherds over, and they conferred and decided to take Mercury down to the Trojans stacking kindling under the horse. They tied Mercury’s hands and prodded him down the hillside.
 
   “Who are you? What are you doing here?” demanded one of the Trojans, who was wearing a robe that marked him as a priest.
 
   Mercury pretended to cower in fear, which was difficult because he was a good foot taller than any of the Trojans. On his knees, he was eye-to-eye with the priest.
 
   “What shall I do?” cried Mercury piteously. “Where shall I go? The Greeks will not let me live, and the Trojans cry out for vengeance upon me!” He wrapped his arms around the knees of the priest.
 
   “OK, OK, enough of that,” said the priest, embarrassed. “Stand up and tell us your story. My name is Laocoön. Who are you, and how do you come to be hiding amongst the rocks?”
 
   “Your name is Laocoon?” asked Mercury.
 
   “Laocoön,” replied the priest.
 
   “That’s what I said. Laocoon.”
 
   “No, Laocoön, with the two dots over the second o.”
 
   “Oh, Laocoön! Like raccoön.”
 
   “I think that’s just raccoon, without the dots.”
 
   “Huh,” replied Mercury. “We Greeks always say it with dots.”
 
   “Ah, so you are a Greek!” said Laocoön.
 
   “My fate is too harsh for me to bear!” cried Mercury, putting the back of his hand to his forehead.
 
   “Here, have a seat,” said Laocoön, leading Mercury to a nearby rock. As Mercury took a seat, the King of the Trojans, Priam, arrived on the scene. “Who is this man?” demanded the king.
 
   “Some shepherds found him hiding nearby. He is a Greek, and he was about to tell us how he came to be here, abandoned by his countrymen.”
 
   The king sat to listen to Mercury, and the men who had been piling sticks underneath the horse stopped to listen as well. Mercury began, “I speak the truth, whatever may happen to me. My name is Sinon,” he said, pulling a name out of the air, “and I will not deny that I am a Greek.” He proceeded to tell them an absurd story about how the Greeks wanted to kill him because he advocated seeking peace with the Trojans. “If you kill me,” he said, “you’ll be doing the Greeks a favor.”
 
   “Tell us more!” shouted one of the Trojans. The men were enraptured by his tale. He had them right where he wanted them. But Laocoön still looked skeptical, and the king’s expression was unreadable.
 
   Mercury went on, telling how the Greeks had wanted to leave Troy, but the seas were too rough. “The gods demanded a sacrifice in exchange for calming the seas, and I was selected. I escaped my bonds and hid here, amongst the rocks. The sea eventually calmed enough for our ships to set sail, and they left me here for dead. And now I will never see my home again, nor my wife and children. Doubtless these cruel men will take vengeance on them because I have escaped. And now I beseech you, O King, to have pity on me, for I have suffered much, though indeed, I have not done harm to any man.”
 
   King Priam appeared moved by Mercury’s story. “Untie this man,” he commanded. To Mercury, he said, “Forget your own people. From today you are one of us. But tell us now, why did the Greeks make this great Horse of Wood that we see?”
 
   “Oh, that,” said Mercury. “Well.” He had been so focused on communicating his baleful state to secure the Trojans’ pity that he had forgotten entirely about the horse. His wrists now free, he stood up and lifted his hands to the sky. “O sun and moon and stars!” he began dramatically, not sure where he was going with this speech. “I call you to witness that I have a right to tell the secrets of my countrymen. Listen, O King! From the beginning, when the Greeks first came to this place, their hope has been in the hope of the goddess….” He trailed off, trying to recall a suitable deity. The trouble was that many of the supposed “gods” and “goddesses” worshiped by the Greeks were actually acquaintances of his, and the legends the Greeks had made up about some of them were so far off from the reality that it was hard to remember which of his fellow angels were held in high esteem and which were hated or completely unknown. He never could figure out why that jerkwad Marduk was revered by the Babylonians, for example. The most amazing thing Mercury had ever seen Marduk do was to belch the Phoenician alphabet backwards. Most of the angels went by various aliases as well, which didn’t help matters.
 
   “You mean Minerva?” offered on of the audience helpfully.
 
   “Yes!” exclaimed Mercury. “Minerva. Of course. Who else would I be talking about? Minerva.” Who the hell is Minerva? he wondered. He proceeded to make up a story about how the Greeks had pissed off Minerva and built the wooden horse to make it up to her.
 
   “Why a horse?” asked one of the audience, confused. “I thought the symbol of Minerva was an owl.”
 
   “Boy, you don’t know much about religion, do you?” asked Mercury scornfully. “Owls are out.  The gods are all about quadrupeds these days.” He was going to catch holy hell from Prophecy Division for Explicit Promulgation of Polytheism,[bookmark: _ftnref5][5] but these were desperate times. “Yeah, so they built this horse to honor Minerva. The priest told them to make it, like, super-big so that it would be impossible to move it inside the walls of Troy.”
 
   “Why?” asked Laocoön.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they want it to be moved inside the walls of Troy?”
 
   “Oh,” said Mercury. “Because supposedly if it gets moved inside the walls, the Greeks will never conquer the city. I guess it’s magic or something. I’m not sure I buy it. Anyway, the damn thing is so heavy you’d never be able to move it. They had a terrible time just getting it out here on the plain where you guys could see it.”
 
   “Why did they do that?” asked Laocoön.
 
   “Um,” said Mercury. “I think they were sort of mocking you. They wanted it to be visible from the city walls, as a sign of your inevitable destruction. They plan on coming back eventually, with more troops. They’re convinced that with Minerva on their side, you won’t stand a chance. As long as that horse remains outside the city, Minerva will back them up, and since there’s no way you can move it….”
 
   “The Greeks moved it,” said the king.
 
   “Well, sure,” replied Mercury. “But you know….” He shrugged apologetically.
 
   “What?” demanded the king.
 
   “Apologies, Your Highness,” said Mercury. “It is said that Greeks are stronger than Trojans.”
 
   That did it. A chorus of boos (and the occasional boö) erupted from the crowd, and Mercury could see that King Priam could think of nothing but getting the giant horse inside the city gates. But Laocoön remained unconvinced. “I think it’s a trick,” he said. “Watch.”
 
   Laocoön grabbed a spear from a nearby soldier and hurled it at the horse. The spear wedged between two of the boards comprising the side of the horse, and a great clattering arose from within. Mercury winced.
 
   “Did you hear that?” Laocoön crowed. “There are men inside the horse!”
 
   Perplexed muttering arose from the crowd.
 
   “Men inside the horse!” Mercury exclaimed. “Absurd!” But he was clearly losing the crowd. One man had climbed onto another’s shoulders and was trying look into the horse’s mouth. No one was paying any attention to Mercury anymore. The men chattered anxiously to each other about whether it was possible that there were men hidden inside the horse.
 
   “Psst!” said someone behind him. Mercury spun to find the source of the sound, but all he saw was a crowd of onlookers gaping at the horse.
 
   “Psst!” said the voice again. This time he pinpointed the source. A woman standing off to the side, covered almost entirely by a shabby brown cloak. Mercury approached her. “Look,” he said, “this is hard enough without the heckling. I don’t know what…”
 
   “Shut up, Mercury,” said the woman, revealing a little of her face. The little that she revealed was flawless – perfect alabaster skin; full, red lips and the kind of nose you could draw with two little dots. A lock of red hair caressed her cheek.
 
   “Lailah?” Mercury asked, awed.
 
   “They call me Venus here, actually,” she said. Lailah was a looker even by cherubic standards, although of course Mercury, being an angel himself, was immune to her appeal. That’s what he told himself whenever he saw her, anyway. She was something of a legend in the Apocalypse Bureau. This was the first time she had ever spoken to Mercury.
 
   “I didn’t even know you were down here,” said Mercury. “How long have you been in Troy?”
 
   “A few days. I’m on a long-term classified assignment in the Mediterranean. Greece and Italy mainly. Mercury, right? I heard you got picked to be Uzziel’s scapegoat on this whole Trojan mess.”
 
   “Uh, scapegoat?” asked Mercury uncertainly. He didn’t remember that being in the job description.
 
   “You didn’t wonder why he called in a rookie to handle the sack of Troy? No offense, but they don’t usually summon angels who are still wet behind the wings to clean up a mess of this magnitude.”
 
   “I guess I didn’t realize…” started Mercury.
 
   “Good grief, do you pay any attention at all to the SPAM?[bookmark: _ftnref6][6] The Bureau has been trying to redirect history in this area for years. The founding of Rome is way overdue and the budget overruns are insane. Uzziel is about to lose his job over it. So he called you in to fail spectacularly. The Greeks were about to high-tail it out of here. And if they do, Uzziel is going to blame it on you.”
 
   A light went on in Mercury’s brain. No wonder no one else had volunteered for this assignment. What he had seen as an opportunity for a cushy permanent position with the Apocalypse Bureau was actually a one-way ticket to humiliation and a century or more of menial labor. He’d be lucky to be handling baggage at the planeport after this debacle. “Oh, man, I’m screwed,” Mercury moaned.
 
   “Pull yourself together,” snapped Venus. “Uzziel is a moron. We’re going to pull off this assignment in spite of his mismanagement. Got it?”
 
   Mercury nodded.
 
   “OK,” she said. “I’ve already located Aeneis. We just have to make sure…”
 
    “Who?” Mercury asked.
 
   Venus stared at him in disbelief. “Aeneis!” she exclaimed. “The Trojan who is supposed to survive the Greek sack!”
 
   Greek sack, thought Mercury, trying to suppress a giggle.
 
   “Wow, you’re a real pro, aren’t you?” Venus said coldly. “Aeneis. Trojan hero. The guy who is supposed to escape the destruction of Troy and found Rome? Uzziel must have covered this in the briefing.”
 
   “Oh, Aeneis!” said Mercury, smacking his forehead with the heel of his palm. “Sure. It’s right here in my notes,” he said, holding out the sheet of parchment.
 
   “That looks like it says ‘Anus,’” said Venus.
 
   “Shorthand,” Mercury said. “I leave out unnecessary vowels. And sometimes insert other unnecessary vowels. It’s a complex system.”
 
   The man who had climbed the other man’s shoulders was now dangling from the horse’s mouth, trying to peer inside. “It smells funny,” the man said. “Like somebody’s cooking rancid beef in olive oil over a rubber tree fire.” Mercury winced. That was one problem with having a hundred sweaty Greeks crammed inside a wooden horse: the smell was a bit overwhelming, even on the outside. 
 
   “As I was saying,” Venus continued, “I’ve located Aeneis, and I think I can convince him to leave the city once the destruction of the city starts. That’s where you come in. So what does the horse do exactly, shoot fire from its mouth?”
 
   “Actually,” said Mercury, “that feature didn’t make it into version one point oh. We decided to scale back the feature set after our initial alpha testing indicated that…”
 
   “You don’t really have men hiding inside the horse, do you?”
 
   “Why do people keep saying that?” exclaimed Mercury. “Of course there are no men hiding inside the horse!” He leaned in and whispered, “Actually, there may be a few men inside the horse.”
 
   “Oh, for the love of Zeus,” Venus muttered, regarding the horse dubiously. She looked like she was on the verge of bailing out of the whole operation.
 
   “I think I see something moving!” cried the man who was peering into the horse’s mouth. Mercury waved his hand and the man’s fingers slipped. He fell to the rocky ground, his left leg bending unnaturally underneath him. The man howled in pain.
 
   “Serves him right,” muttered Mercury. “That’s a gift horse.”
 
   “OK, here’s what we’re going to do,” said Venus, a determined look in her eyes. “I hate to do it, but I’m going to call in a favor. We need a major miracle to salvage this operation. Let me make a few calls.” Venus stepped away and pulled her hood over her face. Mercury could only assume she was communing with her superiors on the interplanar communication channel known as Angel Band.
 
   “Is that some kind of latch?” a man asked, staring up at the horse’s belly.
 
   Mercury waved his hand and the latch disappeared. 
 
   “I don’t see anything,” said another man.
 
   “We should cut it open,” said the first man. “Somebody get a saw.” Discussion ensued about whether to cut into the belly of the horse or cut two of its legs off so that it would topple over and smash into pieces.
 
   “No, we shall burn it!” cried Laocoön. “I don’t want one piece of this accursed likeness to remain uncharred. Burn it!”
 
   Cries of “Burn it! Burn it!” went up from the crowd. Mercury observed the scene nervously. Venus stood several paces away, gesturing wildly as she addressed someone unseen.
 
   “OK, everybody get away from the horse!” Mercury yelled.
 
   “Why?” asked Laocoön, regarding Mercury bemusedly. “Are you afraid we’ll find the door and discover a hundred Greeks hiding inside?”
 
   “No!” cried Mercury, a bit too loudly. “It’s just bad luck, is all. You know what happened to the last guy who messed with Minerva’s horse?”
 
   “No, what?” asked another man.
 
   “Well,” said Mercury. “Let me tell you. First, he had this sort of foreboding feeling, you know, like when you’re in bed and you think you remembered to close the gate to the sheep pen, but you’re not a hundred percent sure, and it just bugs you like crazy? And then, after a few hours of that, he had the worst case of acid reflux you can imagine. Just awful. You know how it just burns at the base of your throat. Not heartburn, but just this burning up here, in the esophageal region. And then…”
 
   “You’re stalling,” said Laocoön. He turned to the men. “Continue stacking wood under the horse. When it’s up to the horse’s knees, douse it with oil and light it on fire.” King Priam nodded his approval.
 
   Do horses have knees? Mercury wondered. Their leg joints bend backwards. What qualifies as a knee anyway? Does there have to be a kneecap? Focus! “And then,” Mercury went on, “there was this high-pitched noise that only he could hear, and he was going around, like, ‘Do you hear that?’, and everybody was like, ‘Um, what are you talking about?’, and he was like…”
 
   But nobody was listening anymore. The pile of wood was almost up to… the joint between the ankle and the hip. When the fire was lit, it would become the funeral pyre for a hundred very brave and uncomfortable Greeks.
 
   “What then, Sinon?” jeered Laocoön. “Did the man stub his little toe? Did he get a hangnail? What other tortures did the man who defiled the horse suffer?” The men were pouring jars of oil on the pyre, and an acolyte was approaching with a lit torch.
 
   “Snakes!” Mercury exclaimed.
 
   “Snakes?” remarked Laocoön. “Well, that’s a step up from acid reflux. What kind of snakes?”
 
   Mercury’s eyes widened in horror. “Giant sea snakes!”
 
   “Ooh, sea snakes!” exclaimed Laocoön in mock excitement. “I have to hand it to you, that’s…”
 
   Screams went up from some of the men closest to the shore. “What in the name of Zeus…” murmured King Priam. Laocoön turned, puzzled. To his amazement, he saw the heads of two gigantic snakes zipping through the water toward them. 
 
   “Everybody stay away from the horse!” Mercury cried again. “And Laocoön!”
 
   “Me?” asked Laocoön. “What did I do, other than point out the completely obvious fact that this horse is… Gaaahhh!”
 
   The snakes had emerged from the water and were slithering up the shore, straight toward Laocoön. Men were running willy-nilly, trying to get out of the snakes’ path. Laocoön froze, staring in horror as the snakes bore down on him. Each of them was a good twenty feet long and as thick around as Laocoön’s thigh. They twisted around him, choking off his breath. He flailed for maybe half a minute and then it was over. The snakes left Laocoön’s corpse, slithering off into the rocks. The men gaped at the scene.
 
   “So,” said Mercury to the king, rubbing his hands, “Are we going to torch this baby or what?”
 
   King Priam shook his head slowly, aghast at the sight. The man with the torch doused it in a bucket of water. Mercury sighed in relief, looking around to thank Venus, but she seemed to have disappeared. 
 
   Fervent discussion ensued during which several of the men loudly argued that the best thing would be to leave the horse alone. But a few jabs at the Trojans’ masculinity from Mercury, along with some hints about what Minerva would do to the Greeks if the Trojans took possession of the horse, convinced King Priam that the only acceptable course of action was to move the horse inside the city walls. The king ordered his men to build a platform and cut down several large pine trees to be used as rollers. The pile of firewood was cleared and with great difficulty the horse was lifted onto the platform. Ropes were tied to the knees (?) and neck, and men strained with all their strength against the horse. It barely moved.
 
   “Pull, damn you!” King Priam commanded. The men strained again, and the ropes went taut. The horse creaked and the platform slid forward maybe an inch. The city walls were a good half-mile away. Over rocky terrain. Uphill.
 
   “Fetch more pullers!” commanded the king. A messenger ran to the city and returned with several hundred more people. More ropes were attached to the horse, and every rope was pulled by thirty or more men. The event turned into a spectacle, with vendors selling food and children dancing around the horse singing songs. Occasionally the horse would jerk to a halt and Mercury would hold his breath as there was a great clashing of metal from within, but the Trojans, enraptured of the idea of getting the horse inside the walls of Troy, were deaf to the ominous sounds. It took most of the day, but at last they were successful. The great wooden horse stood inside the walls of Troy.
 
   As Mercury stood regarding the massive beast and reflecting on the seemingly unlimited human capacity for self-delusion, an elderly man approached him, followed by a group of young children. “Sir,” said the man, “the children of Troy have made something for you, to express their appreciation for this gift.” He held out a metal rod around which two pieces of wire had been wrapped in a coiling pattern. “They spent all day making it. It was something of a class project. I’m their teacher.”
 
   “Oh, uh, thanks,” said Mercury, looking the thing over. “I don’t have… one of these.”
 
   “It’s a caduceus,” explained the man. “A herald’s staff, because you came to us with news of the end of the war with Greece. See, these wires represent the two snakes that came to punish the false prophet Laocoön.” 
 
   Mercury smiled weakly. “Yeah, well, what do you expect from a guy with two dots in his name?” he said, regarding the children who were beaming up at him. He leaned heavily on the staff as the world started to spin. What was going to happen to these kids when the Greeks laid waste to the city? For the first time, Mercury stopped thinking about how he was going to bring about the sack of Troy and started thinking about why he was doing it. To further some vaguely defined “Divine Plan”? Or worse, because it was a good career move?
 
   “Are you OK, Sinon?” asked the old man.
 
   “Yeah, just… the heat is getting to me. Need to sit down for a bit. Thanks for the kabuki.” Mercury wandered off into an alley and sunk to the ground in the shade of a clay brick building, laying the caduceus across his lap. The keeyaah had pretty much gone away, but somehow he felt even worse than before. The throbbing in his head had been replaced by a gnawing sensation in his gut. What was this? Guilt? Weren’t angels supposed to be immune to such feelings? And why should he feel guilty about doing his job, especially when doing his job meant advancing the Divine Plan? Wasn’t that what he had been created to do?
 
   He found himself trying to think of a way out – some way of making peace between the Greeks and the Trojans. It would be easy enough to keep the Greeks locked up inside the horse, but then what? Eventually, if he didn’t let them out, the Greeks would start calling for help. And then the Trojans would know they had been tricked, and they would break into the horse and massacre the Greeks. Even if Mercury could somehow keep one side from slaughtering the other, the result would be an impasse – just another chapter in the endless stalemate between Greece and Troy. Mercury would get fired and the Bureau would hire someone else to finish the job. Presumably that’s what Uzziel had in mind anyway: he would pin the failure of the Greek attack on Mercury, explain that his inadequate personnel budget had forced him to hire subpar agents, and get approval for a new round of expenditures aimed at coaxing the Greeks into destroying Troy. Mercury sat for hours, going over every possibility, but there was no good solution. 
 
   At midnight he got up and unlatched the door in the horse’s belly. A horrendous stench like the stale body odor of a hundred Greek soldiers poured out of the hatch, followed by the soldiers themselves. “Ugh,” Mercury muttered, waving his hand in front of his face. “And I thought it smelled bad on the outside.”  
 
   The men spread out to set fires and wreak other sorts of havoc. “Where do you think you’re going?” Mercury demanded of one man, who seemed to be running toward the city gates rather than into the city proper.
 
   “I’m supposed to let the rest of the Greeks inside,” the man replied.
 
   “The rest of the Greeks?” Mercury asked, confused. “I thought we were it.”
 
   “Nope. There’s a whole bunch more guys waiting outside.”
 
   Mercury’s brow furrowed. “But if we’re letting people in, why didn’t we just put one guy in the horse, rather than risking the lives of a hundred? Hell, I could have opened the gate. What did we even need the horse for?”
 
   The man shrugged. “Theatrics?” he offered. Mercury waved him away, shaking his head. This had to be the most insanely convoluted attack plan in the history of warfare. Even if the sack succeeded, this “Trojan Horse” was going to go down in history as the perfect example of bureaucratic idiocy run amok. Mercury had seen this sort of thing before, on a smaller scale: one dimwit comes up with a terrible idea, and everybody is so eager to get on board with it that nobody bothers to work out whether it makes any damned sense. Mercury would be lucky if he didn’t get transferred to Transport and Communications – or worse – after this debacle. Serves me right, he thought, caressing the caduceus. A man ran past him screaming, holding his severed left hand in his right.
 
   “Hey, Mercury,” said a voice behind him. He turned to see Venus – now adorned in a simple white dress – standing next to a brawny, tanned man wearing a Trojan soldier’s uniform. A sword hung at his side.
 
   “Oh, hi, Venus,” said Mercury glumly. He nodded at the muscular man. “You must be Anus.”
 
   “Aeneis,” corrected the man. He stared daggers at Mercury. “So I have you to thank for the destruction of my city?” Much of the city was now in flames, and screams of agony and terror blended into a hellish cacophony. Nearby, a group of Trojan guardsmen was being beaten back by a contingent of oily Greeks.
 
   “Easy, my son,” said Venus gently, causing Mercury to raise an eyebrow. “The gods themselves have decreed the doom of Troy. Don’t shoot the messenger.”
 
   “Whatever,” grumbled Aeneis. “Nice shoes.” Mercury had changed into his winged rubbers in order to sneak quietly to the horse. The wings fluttered in the night breeze. Mercury shifted uneasily.
 
   “You go on ahead, Aeneis,” said Venus. “You’ve got a city to found.”
 
   “OK, Mom,” said Aeneis. He walked off, glaring at Mercury. “See you around, jerkface.”
 
   “He’s a keeper,” said Mercury to Venus, watching Aeneis trudge off into the night. “What’s with the ‘mom’ stuff?”
 
   “I may have misled him slightly,” Venus said. “He thinks I’m his dead mother. Nice job on the horse, by the way. I had my doubts, but you pulled it off with style.”
 
   “Really?” asked Mercury doubtfully. “You think the horse was a good idea?”
 
   “Heavens no,” said Venus. “One of the worst ideas I’ve ever heard. As far as I can tell, the horse was a completely unnecessary complication that could very well have resulted in a catastrophic loss for the Greeks. But as I said, you pulled it off with style.”
 
   “Um, thanks?”
 
   Venus smiled and shook her head bemusedly. “Let me explain something to you, Mercury. We angels don’t get much choice in the assignments we get. It’s all about the Divine Plan. Sometimes the things we have to do seem completely arbitrary, if not downright wrong. Take this sacking, for instance. Miserable business. Of course, some angels don’t mind. Some angels get a bellyful of warm fuzzies just from seeing a task through to completion, no matter how distasteful that task might be. Others – like you and me – can’t help but reflect on the ethics of the situation. We ask ourselves, why did Troy need to be sacked? Why did all these people have to die? What is the point of this Divine Plan anyway? How much suffering is justified by the advancement of the Plan? What if the Plan actually does more harm than good?”
 
   Punctuating her point, a headless body fell from a nearby building, landing with a thud in the street. The head followed a moment later.
 
   “Oh, thank God,” said Mercury, a wave of relief washing over him. “I thought I was the only one who felt that way!”
 
   Venus shook her head. “All of the more sensitive angels feel that way sometimes. It’s an occupational hazard.” She regarded the decapitated form piteously.
 
   “So what’s the answer?” Mercury asked.
 
   Venus smiled. “Style,” she said.
 
   Mercury’s brow furrowed. “Style?”
 
   “Yep,” she said. “And you, friend, have got it in spades. You’re going to go far.”
 
   “I… don’t understand.”
 
   “If you’ve got an unpleasant job to do, the best way to do it is with style. I mean, this business with the horse, getting the Trojans to work their asses off to drag a bunch of greasy Greeks right into the heart of Troy. That is style. That kind of thing will get you noticed. Not to mention the crazy snake-staff and the shoes with wings on them.”
 
   “They’re called rubbers,” Mercury said.
 
   “Fine. Your crazy snake-staff and your rubbers. The point is, people aren’t going to forget you around here anytime soon.”
 
   “But… how is that an answer to all those nagging questions? How do I know I’m doing the right thing?”
 
   Venus laughed. “You’ve missed the point completely. You don’t have any control over what you do. You’re given a job, and you have to do it. The only thing for you to figure out is how you’re going to do that job. Are you going to do it by the book, dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s, or are you going to do it with some creativity and panache? In other words, with style? If you have enough style, you can almost make yourself forget about that constant existential doubt that gnaws at your soul.” She slapped Mercury on the shoulder. “Anyway, gotta go make sure Aeneis isn’t getting into any trouble. I’ll put in a good word for you with Uzziel. Expect a promotion. See ya!” With that, Venus vanished into the night.
 
   Mercury made his way out of the city alone, making his way up a hill where he could get a better view of the city. As he trudged up the slope, someone jumped out from behind a boulder, startling him. The figure’s long white beard shimmered in the moonlight.
 
   “Hi, Dave,” said Mercury when he recognized the man. “You missed all the excitement.”
 
   “Did it work?” Daedalus asked anxiously.
 
   “It worked,” replied Mercury. “Better than it had any right to, actually.”
 
   “Yes!” Daedalus cried, pumping his fist in the air. “I’m back! This is the best thing I’ve done since the Labyrinth of the Minotaur. Man, I can’t wait to get started on my next project. I’m thinking some sort of amphibious assault vehicle.”
 
   “Dave, listen to me,” said Mercury, stopping and putting his hand on the old man’s shoulders. “No more weapons, OK? Build something productive. Something inspiring. It would mean a lot to me if you could do that.”
 
   Daedalus thought for a moment. “Well, I’d still like to get those shoes to work. Imagine, a human being flying like a bird!”
 
   “I like it,” said Mercury. “But I don’t think the shoes are going to cut it. You need bigger wings. It’s basic aerodynamics. Maybe strap wings to the arms.”
 
   Daedalus frowned. “I dunno. The wings get pretty heavy. I have to use pitch to hold the feathers on.”
 
   “Easy,” said Mercury. “Use wax.”
 
   “Wax? Is that safe? Won’t it melt in the sun?”
 
   “Nah. It should work fine. Don’t test it on yourself, of course. Find a monkey or something.”
 
   “Got it! Thanks, Mercury.” With that, the man hobbled away down the hill.
 
   Mercury climbed to the crest of the hill and climbed atop a boulder where he could get a better view of the spectacle. Much of the city was aflame, and the sight was oddly beautiful. The fighting seemed to have all but ceased. Looking down from his vantage point, the city seemed eerily peaceful.
 
   “Style,” murmured Mercury. Was that really all there was to it? The sun was just peeking above the horizon, and the morning star glinted reassuringly in the east. But soon harsh light of dawn revealed the true horror of the evening’s carnage. Many of the city’s buildings had been reduced to ruins. The Greeks were corralling men, women and children in the center of the city. Many of them would be taken as slaves, hauled in chains aboard the Greek ships that now sat anchored just off the shore. The rest would be killed, or simply left to die. A seagull alighted next to Mercury. “Keeyaah,” it said.
 
   Mercury nodded. “There’s just no getting around the keeyaah, is there?” he asked the bird, which didn’t answer. He sighed and got to his feet. He wondered how far he’d have to fly to get a beer around here.
 
  
 
  
 
  [bookmark: _ftn1][1] Evidence the unapproved dispensation of the gift of jazz music in prehistoric Sumeria as related in my report entitled “Mercury Swings.”
 
  [bookmark: _ftn2][2] Those of you who have been corrupted by erroneous myths and human-authored “histories” may here wish to point out that no reliable source posits that the legendary inventor Daedalus had anything to do with the creation of the Trojan Horse and probably wasn’t even alive at the time of the Trojan War. Those who have read my other reports may also question how Mercury’s first assignment for the Apocalypse Bureau could have occurred during the Trojan War (which is generally thought to have occurred around the fourteenth century B.C.) when he was obviously working for the Bureau during his tenure with Tiamat in Babylon, circa 1800 B.C. To you I say: who’s telling this story anyway?
 
  [bookmark: _ftn3][3] Contrary to popular belief, Microsoft did not invent PowerPoint in the 1990s. It was devised by Lucifer, along with drawing and quartering and several other forms of torture, in the third millennium B.C.
 
  [bookmark: _ftn4][4] Fortunately, Daedalus had already fabricated several hundred pairs of the shoes out of sheer unbridled optimism. 
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