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Book One



DARKNESS FALLS




I

Farewell to the queen

HELIKAON STOOD AT the stern of the Xanthos, staring back at the burning fleet. He felt no satisfaction as the flames lit the night sky. Removing his helm of bronze he leaned against the stern rail and turned his gaze towards the east. Fires were also burning in the distant fortress of Dardanos, and the Xanthos was heading slowly back towards them.

The breeze was cool upon his face as he stood alone. No one approached him. Even the sailor at the great steering oar kept his gaze firmly fixed to the east. The eighty oars of the great vessel slid rhythmically into the night-dark water, the sound as regular as heartbeat.

Halysia was dead. The queen of Dardania was dead. His wife was dead.

And his heart was a ruin.

He and Gershom had climbed the steep cliff to where her body lay, little Dex snuggled up beside her, the black stallion waiting close by. Helikaon had run to her, kneeling and lifting her into his arms. There was a savage wound in her side, and the ground around her was slick with blood. Her head had flopped back, her golden hair hanging loose.

Dex had cried out, ‘Papa!’ and he had hugged the three-year-old to him. ‘We must be very quiet,’ whispered Dex. ‘Sun Woman is sleeping.’ Gershom had lifted the boy into his arms. ‘We jumped over it,’ said Dex excitedly, pointing to the chasm and the burned bridge. ‘We ran away from the bad men.’

Helikaon had cradled Halysia to him. Her eyes opened then, and she smiled up at him. ‘I knew … you would come,’ she said.

‘I am here. Rest. We will get you back to the palace and staunch your wounds.’

Her face was pale. ‘I am so tired,’ she told him, and his vision misted as tears formed.

‘I love you,’ he whispered.

She sighed then. ‘Such a … sweet lie,’ she said.

She spoke no more, nor ever would, and he knelt there, holding her close.

Across the chasm the sounds of battle grew closer. He did not look up. Hektor and the Trojan Horse had driven the Mykene along the defile towards Parnio’s Folly, and there the enemy made their last stand.

But Helikaon did not care. He stroked his fingers through Halysia’s golden hair, and looked down into her dead gaze. Other men came climbing the cliff. They stood round him silently. At last he closed Halysia’s eyes. He gave orders for her body to be carried back to the fortress, then slowly made his way to meet Hektor.

‘There is still some fighting to the northeast,’ Hektor told him. ‘The enemy general tried to battle his way to the coast. We have them penned.’

Helikaon nodded.

‘We took a few prisoners,’ said Hektor. ‘One told us Agamemnon and a war fleet are on Imbros. I don’t think we can hold here if they come. The Seagate is ruined, and my men are weary.’

‘I will deal with them,’ said Helikaon coldly. ‘You finish the resistance here.’

Calling his men he had returned to the Xanthos and set sail into the night. He had expected to face battle with a screen of war galleys protecting the main fleet. But the Mykene, with the arrogance of conquerors, believing themselves safe from attack, had beached their entire fleet on Imbros for the night.

A mistake Agamemnon would now be rueing.

The Xanthos sailed serenely on, the burning fleet lighting the sky behind the great ship, the screams of the dying like the cries of distant gulls. The weight of guilt settled on Helikaon as he stood alone, and he remembered his last conversation with Halysia the previous spring. He had been preparing to raid along the Mykene coastline, and she had walked with him down to the beach.

‘Be safe, and come home to me,’ she said, as they stood together in the shadow of the Xanthos.

‘I will.’

‘And know as you journey that I love you,’ she told him.

The words had surprised him, for she had never said them before. He had stood there in the dawn light like a fool, not knowing how to respond. Their marriage had been, as all royal weddings were, a union of necessity. She had laughed at his confusion. ‘Is the Golden One speechless?’ she asked.

‘I am,’ he admitted. Then he had kissed her hand. ‘It is an honour to be loved by you, Halysia. I mean that with all my heart.’

She had nodded. ‘I know that we do not choose whom to love,’ she said. ‘And I know – I have always known – that you yearn for someone else. I am sorry for that. I am sorry for you. But I have tried, and I will continue to try, to bring you happiness. If it is just a portion of the happiness you have brought me, then you will be content. I know this.’

‘I am already content. No man could have a finer wife.’

With that he had kissed her, then climbed aboard the warship.

Such a … sweet lie.

Memories cut into him like talons of fire.

He saw black-bearded Gershom walking down the central deck. The big Egypteian climbed the steps to the stern. ‘She was a great woman. Fine and brave. That was a mighty leap across that chasm. She saved her son.’

The two men stood in silence, each lost in his own thoughts. Helikaon stared ahead, at the flames in the sky over the fortress. Warehouses had been set ablaze, and many of the wooden buildings beyond the palace. Women and children had been killed, as well as many of the defenders, and the fortress city would be shrouded in grief tonight, and for many nights to come.

It was close to midnight when the Xanthos finally beached again on the rocky shore directly below the ruined Seagate. Helikaon and Gershom walked slowly up the steep path. At the gate they met soldiers of the Trojan Horse, who told them Hektor had captured the Mykene leader and several of his officers. They were being held outside the city.

‘Their deaths should be long, and their screams loud,’ said Gershom.

Fewer than twenty Mykene had been taken alive, but these included their admiral Menados. He was brought before Hektor on the open ground before the great Landgate. The few captured warriors, their hands bound, sat huddled close by.

Hektor removed his bronze helm, then ran his fingers through his sweat-streaked golden hair. He was tired to the bone, his eyes gritty, his throat dry. Passing the helm to his shield-bearer Mestares, he unbuckled his breastplate, lifting it clear then dropping it to the grass. The Mykene admiral stepped forward, touching his fist to his own breastplate in salute.

‘Ha!’ he said with a grim smile. ‘The Prince of War himself.’ He shrugged, and scratched at his black and silver chin beard. ‘Ah well, it is no dishonour to lose to you, Hektor. Can we discuss the terms of my ransom?’

‘You are not my prisoner, Menados,’ Hektor told him wearily. ‘You attacked Helikaon’s fortress. You killed his wife. When he returns he will decide your fate. I doubt ransom will be in his thoughts.’

Menados swore softly, then spread his hands. He stared hard at Hektor. ‘It is said you don’t approve of torture. Is that true?’

‘It is.’

‘You had better make yourself scarce then, Trojan, for when Helikaon returns he’ll want more than our deaths. Doubtless he will burn us all.’

‘And you will deserve it,’ Hektor replied. Then he stepped in close, keeping his voice low. ‘I have heard of you, and of your many deeds of courage. Tell me, Menados, how does a hero find himself on a mission to murder a woman and a child?’

The admiral gave Hektor a quizzical glance, then shook his head. ‘How many dead women and children have you seen in your young life, Hektor? Scores? Hundreds? Well, I have seen thousands. Lying twisted in death on the streets of every captured city or town. And, yes, at first it turns the stomach. At first I pondered the waste of life, the savagery and the cruelty.’ He shrugged. ‘After a while, and more mountains of corpses, I no longer pondered on it. How does a hero find himself on a mission like this? You know the answer. The first duty of a soldier is loyalty. When the king orders, we obey.’

‘You will pay a heavy price for that loyalty,’ Hektor told him.

‘Most soldiers pay a heavy price in the end,’ replied Menados. ‘Why not just kill us now, cleanly? I ask this as one warrior to another. I do not want to give the evil bastard the pleasure of my screams.’

Before Hektor could answer he saw Helikaon walking towards them past the captured men, the big Egypteian Gershom with him. Behind them came a score of angry Dardanians, knives and cudgels in their hands. Menados drew himself up to his full height, and placed his hands behind his back, his expression stern, his face unreadable. Helikaon halted before him.

‘You came to my lands with fire and terror,’ he said, his voice cold as winter. ‘You murdered my wife, and the wives and children of my people. Is murder the only skill you Mykene ever seek to master?’

‘Ah,’ said Menados, ‘we are to have a debate about murder? Had I won here I would have been declared a hero of the Mykene, having defeated a king of evil. But I lost. Do not seek to lecture me, Helikaon the Burner. How many helpless men have you killed? How many women and children died in your raids on Mykene villages?’

Beyond them the mob of Dardanians was moving in on the bound Mykene prisoners.

‘Back!’ yelled Helikaon, turning towards them. ‘There are buildings burning in our city, and many there need help. Go! Leave these men to me.’

He stood in silence for a while, then glanced at Hektor. ‘What do you say, my friend?’ he asked. ‘You captured him.’

Hektor looked at his comrade, seeing his anger and his need for vengeance. ‘The road a soldier walks is narrower than a sword blade,’ he said. ‘A step one way and he weakens, becoming less of a fighter; the other and he becomes a monster. Tonight Menados strayed from this path and is cursed for it. His tragedy is that he serves Agamemnon, a man without pity, a man devoid of humanity. In any other army Menados would have remained true to his heart, and been remembered as a hero. Before you make a judgement on the matter of his death, I will tell you one story, if I may.’

‘Make it brief.’

‘When I was a boy,’ Hektor went on, ‘I heard the tale of a Mykene galley beached on the isle of Kythera, close to a fishing village. A fleet of pirate vessels came into sight, ready to raid the village, kill the men and the children, and enslave the women. The captain of the galley, though he had no links to the village, nor any friends there, led his forty men into battle against great odds. Twenty-two of his men died, and he was severely wounded. But the village was saved. The people there still celebrate their day of deliverance.’

‘And that was you, Menados?’ Helikaon asked.

‘I was younger then and knew no better,’ the admiral answered.

‘Back in the summer,’ said Helikaon softly, ‘I saw a soldier weep, because in the midst of battle he accidentally killed a child. I led that soldier into the fight. I took him to that village, and I made him a murderer. You are correct, Menados. I have no right to lecture you, or any man, on the vileness of war.’

He fell silent and turned away. Hektor watched him, but his expression was unreadable. Finally he swung back to Menados.

‘For the sake of that child, and the villagers of Kythera, I give you your life.’ He turned to Hektor. ‘Have your men escort the prisoners to the shore. There is a damaged Mykene galley there. It is barely seaworthy. But let them take it and try to reach Imbros.’

Menados stepped forward, as if he would speak, but Helikaon raised his hand, and his voice was cold. ‘Do not misjudge me, Mykene. If ever I see you again I will cut out your heart and feed it to the crows.’

The men of the Trojan Horse rode southwest from Dardanos, until the city of Troy came into sight. Only then did Hektor order them to make camp in a wood just outside the city. Here they sat, the night cold, a bitter wind leaching the heat from their campfires, their thoughts grim. Just beyond the hill their families waited, loved ones they had not seen for more than two years.

On the brow of the wooded hill Hektor stood silently, a deep sadness clinging to his spirit. Tomorrow there would be a parade for these survivors, their entry to the city met with cheers. But the men who had given most to this ghastly war would not ride through the flower-strewn streets, nor have garlands placed over their shoulders by adoring young women. The lifeblood of those heroes had already soaked into the soil of distant Thraki, their ashes scattered by the winds of a foreign land. Or they had drowned in the Hellespont, or fallen before the walls of Dardanos.

Even among the survivors there were those who would not enjoy the acclaim they deserved. A victory parade, according to Priam the king, was no place for cripples and amputees. ‘By the gods, boy, no one wants to see the truth of war. They want to see heroes, tall and strong, striking and handsome.’ The comment had angered Hektor, not because it was harsh and ungrateful, but because it was true. And so he had ordered the wounded and the maimed to be taken to the healing houses after dark, ferried into the city in secret, as if covered in shame.

Hektor glanced towards the wagons recently arrived from the city. Only one had brought food for his men. The other two were filled with two thousand new white cloaks, so the crowds would not see weary men, exhausted by years of battle, coming home bloodstained and filthy. Instead they would gaze in wonder at shining heroes.

His brother Dios climbed the hill to stand alongside him. ‘A cold night,’ he said, drawing his cloak more tightly around him.

‘I do not feel it,’ answered Hektor, who was dressed in a simple, knee-length tunic of faded yellow.

‘That is because you are Hektor,’ said Dios amiably.

‘No, it is because I have spent two long years in Thraki, trudging through snow and ice in the mountains. You do not have to stay with us, brother. Go back to the warmth of your house.’

‘You are gloomy tonight. Are you not glad to be home?’

Hektor stared down at Troy, and thought of his wife and son, and of his farms and the horse herds on the northern plain. He sighed. ‘I am not yet home,’ he said. ‘How is Andromache?’

‘She is well. Angry, though. She railed at Father for keeping the army out here tonight. They deserve better, she told him.’

‘They are both right,’ said Hektor. ‘The men do deserve better, but tomorrow they will revel in the adulation. The parade is important. It will help disguise our failure.’

‘How can you speak of failure?’ asked Dios, surprised. ‘You did not lose a single battle – and you killed an enemy king. I call that a victory. So do the people. So should you.’

Unaccustomed anger touched Hektor then, but he kept it from his voice. ‘We crossed the straits to defend the land of Thraki, and to protect King Rhesos, our ally. Rhesos is dead. Thraki is lost. Our enemies gather across the Hellespont, ready to invade. All the northern trade routes are lost to us. Does this sound like victory to you?’

‘I hear you, brother,’ said Dios softly. ‘However, you and your men went to Thraki to assist in the defence. The defeats were suffered by Rhesos, not by the warriors of Troy. Your legend is unblemished.’

‘A pox on legends,’ snapped Hektor. ‘And a double pox on the twisted realities of politics, where defeats can be melted down and recast as golden victories. The truth is that the enemy has gained control of the north. Now Agamemnon will come against us in our own lands. And he will come with a great army.’

‘And you will destroy him,’ said Dios. ‘You are the Lord of Battles. Every man round the Great Green knows this. You never lose.’

Hektor glanced at his younger brother, seeing the admiration in his eyes. Fear touched him, cramping his belly. During the battle at Carpea he had been no more than a single sword-thrust from death. A well-aimed arrow, or a cast spear, could have pierced his throat. A slinger’s stone could have cracked his skull. Indeed, had Banokles not led a near-suicidal charge at the enemy rear his spirit would now be walking the Dark Road. He thought of telling his brother of the fears, of the trembling hands and the sleepless nights. And, worse, of the growing pain in his left shoulder, and the ache in his right knee. He wanted to say, ‘I am a man, just like you, Dios. Just like every man sitting back there at the campfires. I bruise, I bleed, I age. And, if I go on fighting battle after battle, then one day my luck will run out, and my lifeblood with it.’

But he did not say any of it. To Dios, to the army, to the people of Troy, he had long since ceased to be Hektor the man. Now he was like tomorrow’s parade, a false, yet glittering, symbol of Trojan invincibility. And with every day of war that passed he became more firmly chained to that lie.

Dios spoke again. ‘Wait until you see Astyanax. The boy has grown, Hektor. Nearly three years old now. And what a fine, bold child he is.’

Hektor relaxed then, and smiled. ‘I long to see him. I shall take him on a ride through the hills. He will enjoy that.’

‘I took him myself, not more than a week ago. Sat him before me and let him hold the reins. He loved it. Especially the gallop.’

Hektor’s heart sank. Through the long, grim and bloody months of warfare he had dreamed of taking the boy on his first ride, of holding the child close to him, listening to his laughter. Amidst the terror and brutality of war this one small ambition had nurtured him. ‘Was he frightened?’ he asked.

‘No! Far from it. He kept shouting for me to go faster. He is fearless, Hektor. No more, of course, than one would expect from a child of yours.’

A child of yours.

Save that he is not mine, thought Hektor. Masking his sadness, he looked across at the city. ‘And Father is well?’

Dios said nothing for a moment. Then he shrugged. ‘He is getting older,’ he replied, dropping his eyes.

‘And drinking more?’

Dios hesitated. ‘You will see him tomorrow,’ he said at last. ‘Best you form your own judgement.’

‘That I will.’

‘And what of Helikaon? Word reached us that he sank Agamemnon’s fleet. Burned them all. That lifted the spirits, I can tell you.’

The bitter wind picked up again, hissing through the branches overhead. This time Hektor shivered, though not from the cold. He saw again the pale, dead face of Helikaon’s wife, the beautiful Halysia, as her body was carried into the fortress. Hektor had heard the story of her last ride. Taking her son with her she had mounted a huge black horse, and ridden through the enemy, down the defile towards the bridge known as Parnio’s Folly. They had pursued her, knowing they had her, for the bridge had been destroyed by fire. Caught between murderous soldiers and a deep chasm Halysia had heeled the stallion forward and leapt it across the wide gap. Not one rider had dared to follow her. She had saved her son, but not herself. During the ride she had suffered a deep spear wound, and had bled to death as Helikaon reached her.

The voice of Dios brought Hektor back to the present. ‘We need to discuss the route for the victory parade. You will ride Father’s ceremonial war chariot. It is being burnished now, and layered with new gold leaf. It will be brought out to you before dawn. Father has two pure white horses to draw it.’ Dios smiled. ‘You will look like a young god!’

Hektor took a deep breath, and transferred his gaze to the city. ‘And the route?’ he asked.

‘The entire regiment will ride up through the lower town, then through the Scaean Gate and up the avenue to the palace, where Priam will greet them, and give awards to the heroes you have named. This will be followed later by a feast of thanksgiving in the Square of Hermes. Here Father hopes you will make a speech. He suggests you tell the gathering about the victory at Carpea, as it is the most recent.’

‘Dardanos is the most recent,’ Hektor pointed out.

‘Yes it is, but the death of Halysia makes it too sad a tale.’

‘Of course,’ said Hektor. ‘We cannot have tales of blood and death spoil a story about war.’

Khalkeus the bronzesmith sat in the torchlit megaron of Dardanos, rubbing at the numbed fingers of his left hand. After a while sensation returned, the tips beginning to tingle. Then the trembling started. He stared down at the palsied limb, willing the movement to stop. Instead it intensified. It was as if invisible fingers had grasped his wrist and were shaking it. Irritated now, he made a fist, then crossed his arms so no one would see the tremors.

Not that there was anyone to see. The Gyppto, Gershom, had told him to wait in this cold, empty place for Helikaon. Khalkeus stared around the megaron. Blood had stained the mosaic floor. The splashes and spatters had dried, but elsewhere, on the rugs and in the deeper grooves of the mosaic, it remained sticky and uncongealed. A broken sword lay by a wall.

Khalkeus strolled across and picked up the weapon. It had snapped halfway down the blade. Khalkeus ran his thick fingers over the metal. Poorly cast, with too much tin, he decided. Copper was a soft metal, and the addition of tin created the harder, more useful bronze. But this blade had been hardened too much, becoming brittle, and had snapped on impact.

Returning to his couch Khalkeus sat once more. His hand had stopped trembling, which was a blessing. But the palsy would return. It was the curse of bronze-smiths. No one knew what caused it, but it always began in the fingertips, then the toes. Soon he would be limping along with the aid of a staff. Even the god of smiths, Hephaistos, was said to be lame. Old Karpithos, back in Miletos, had gone blind in the end. He had sworn it was the melting copper putting poison in the air. Khalkeus had no way of testing this theory, but he favoured it enough to have his forges built outside now, so any poisons would be dissipated by fresh air.

You cannot complain, he told himself. Fifty years old, and only now does the trembling start. Karpithos had endured the tremors for close to twenty years before his sight failed.

Time drifted by and Khalkeus, never a patient man, began to grow more irritated. Rising from his couch he walked out into the night air.

Black smoke was drifting up from the centre of the fortress, where the kitchens still smouldered. Despite their obvious enthusiasm for destruction, thought Khalkeus, the enemy had been largely incompetent. Many of the burned buildings had suffered superficial damage only. And the support struts of the bridge at Parnio’s Folly had been ignored by the Mykene. They had hacked at the bridge planks with axe and sword to weaken them, then poured oil on the flat timbers, before setting them ablaze. The idiots did not realize it was the support struts, set deeply into the cliffs on both sides, that gave the structure its strength. Whoever had designed them had been a master at his craft. With them still in place, undamaged by fire, the bridge could be rebuilt within days.

Khalkeus glanced to his right. In the moonlight he saw three men hauling a wide handcart on which the bodies of several women and children had been laid. A wheel struck an uneven patch on the road, making the vehicle judder. One of the dead women slid sideways. The movement caused her torn tunic to ride up, exposing her buttocks. Instantly the three men stopped pulling the cart, and one of them hurried back to cover her nakedness.

How strange, thought Khalkeus. As if she would care.

He wandered back into the megaron. Several servants were placing fresh torches in the brackets on the wall. Khalkeus called out to one of them. ‘You there! Bring me some bread and wine.’

‘And you are?’ the man asked, his tone surly.

‘Hungry and thirsty,’ replied Khalkeus.

‘Are you a guest of the king?’

‘Yes. I am Khalkeus.’

The servant grinned. ‘Truly? The Madman from Miletos?’

Khalkeus sighed. ‘I am not from Miletos but, yes, that is what some idiots call me.’

The man brought him a platter of black bread, some cheese, and a jug of watered wine. The bread was not fresh but, smeared with the cheese, it was palatable enough. Khalkeus sipped his wine and glanced towards the great doors, and the moon shadows beyond them. He wished Helikaon would come, so that he could conclude his business here and head back to Troy and his new forges.

His first attempts at smelting metal from the red rocks had proved disappointing. Even the hottest furnace produced a useless spongy grey mass. The fires, he decided, needed to be even hotter, and to this end Khalkeus had ordered the construction of a new furnace on the north plateau of Troy where the wind was keen.

But he needed more time, and more gold.

He was convinced Helikaon would understand. If Khalkeus succeeded the rewards would be colossal. Swords, spears, arrowheads and armour could be fashioned from the red rocks, which were plentiful all across the east. No need for expensive tin to be shipped from far islands beyond the Great Green, or soft copper from Kypros and other Mykene-held lands. Metal implements – ploughs, nails, barrel ties – could be produced at a fraction of the price of bronze.

The blazing torches were replaced twice before Helikaon returned. Flanked by five young men he strode into the building, shouting for a servant to bring some water. His handsome face was smeared with grime, his long dark hair tied back in a ponytail that reached his shoulders. Moving to the carved throne the young king slumped down, leaned back, and closed his eyes. Several of the men with him began speaking. Khalkeus listened as they complained of the insurmountable difficulties facing them. This could not be done because of that, and that was impossible because of this. Khalkeus felt his irritation flare. Stupid men with lazy minds. Instead of solving problems they wasted time seeking reasons why no solutions were available. Why Helikaon should allow such fools around him was a mystery.

A servant brought a silver wine cup and a jug brimming with cool water. Helikaon filled the cup, and drained it.

A young man with a wispy red beard spoke up. ‘Rebuilding the bridge alone will take months, and there is not enough timber to reconstruct the warehouses and other buildings destroyed by the Mykene.’

‘Nor enough carpenters and woodworkers,’ added another man.

‘And certainly not enough brains,’ stormed Khalkeus, heaving his bulk upright. The men about the king stopped speaking, and swung towards Khalkeus. He marched forward, staring them down. ‘I saw the remains of the bridge. It can be repaired in a matter of days. By the gods, Helikaon, I hope these morons are better fighters than they are thinkers.’

‘My friends,’ said Helikaon, to the angry men around him, ‘this is Khalkeus. Now, before you decide to hate him you should understand that he will not care. Everyone hates Khalkeus. So put aside your anger, and leave us to talk.’

Khalkeus waited until the men had walked away, ignoring the cold glances they gave him as they passed. Then he approached Helikaon. ‘I am close to the answer,’ he said, ‘but I need more gold.’

Helikaon took a deep, slow breath, his face hardening. Khalkeus, suddenly nervous, looked into the king’s eyes, and saw no friendliness there. On the contrary, the sapphire gaze was hostile. ‘Have I … done something to offend?’ asked Khalkeus.

‘To offend? What a paradox you are, Khalkeus. Genius and idiot in one fat package. You called my men morons. You walk into my hall with no greeting, no consoling words for the agonies that have been experienced here, merely a brazen demand for more of my gold.’

‘Ah!’ said Khalkeus. ‘Now I understand. Yes, of course. The absence of feigned sympathy was offensive. My apologies. However, I do need more gold. I think I am close, Helikaon. The furnaces need to be hotter to burn out more of the impurities. Then I think—’

‘Enough!’ roared Helikaon, surging to his feet, and drawing his bronze knife. Shocked and frightened, Khalkeus took a backward step. His mouth was dry, and both his hands were trembling now. Helikaon moved in, grabbing Khalkeus’ tunic with his left hand, the right bringing up the dagger, until the gleaming blade hovered above Khalkeus’ left eye. For a moment neither man moved, then Helikaon swore softly, and let out a long breath. Sheathing the knife, he returned to his seat and filled the silver cup with more water. He drank deeply, and when he looked again at Khalkeus his eyes were no longer full of rage.

‘The men you insulted,’ said Helikaon, ‘came home to find their wives and children murdered. And, yes, they are not skilled craftsmen or artisans. They are sailors. I kept them with me today to give them something to do, something to think about, other than the terrible losses they have suffered. You do not understand that, though, do you? No man who talks of feigned sympathy could understand.’

Khalkeus was about to speak, but Helikaon raised his hand. ‘No, let us not discuss this further. I am sailing for Troy tomorrow. You will remain here. I want the bridge repaired and a new Seagate constructed. Then you can organize workmen to rebuild the warehouses.’

‘I have much work to do back in Troy,’ responded Khalkeus. Then he saw the cold glint reappear in Helikaon’s eyes. ‘But, of course, I would be happy to help here.’

‘That is wise of you.’

Khalkeus sighed. ‘Then they must be the first wise words I have said today. You were correct, Helikaon. I am an idiot. You are the last man I would wish to offend – and not because I need your gold, but because you have stood by me, and supported me when others called me a madman. So I hope you will forgive me, and that we can put these moments of anger behind us.’

Helikaon’s face relaxed, but he did not smile, nor was there any warmth in those bleak, violent blue eyes. ‘We are what we are,’ he said. ‘Both of us. You are oblivious of the sufferings of others, but you have never burned men alive and revelled in their screams.’

He fell silent for a moment, then spoke again. ‘You say the bridge can be rebuilt swiftly?’

Khalkeus nodded. ‘It could be functional within twenty days. I doubt you will want it more than that, at this time.’

‘Why so?’

‘You are a rich man, Helikaon, but your continuing riches depend on trade. Every gold ingot you use to rebuild Dardanos could prove to be a reckless waste should the Mykene invade again. And you may need all your gold if this war drags on.’

‘So you would advise …?’

‘Make temporary repairs, at little cost. And move your treasury from Dardanos.’

Helikaon shook his head. ‘The first I cannot do. There is no nation here, Khalkeus, merely a mix of races who have come to Dardania in search of wealth: Hittites, Phrygians, Thessalians, Thrakians. And many more. They obey my laws, and pay my taxes because I shield them from their enemies, and crush any who oppose me. If they come to believe that I have lost faith in my ability to defend my own land, then they will lose faith in me. Then I will be facing not only invasion from the north, but insurrection from within. No, the repairs must be solid and built to last.’

‘Then they will be,’ agreed Khalkeus. ‘And, at the risk of offending you once more, what of my earlier request? With this war showing no sign of ending my work is even more vital.’

‘I know. Help my people here and I shall ensure you have gold waiting for you in Troy.’ Helikaon pushed himself wearily to his feet. ‘You have great faith in these red rocks, Khalkeus. I hope it is not misplaced.’

‘It is not. I am convinced of it. By next summer’s end, Helikaon, I will bring you the greatest sword in all the world.’




II

The masks of Priam

THE DREAM WAS terrifying. Xander was hanging above a black pit. When he looked down he saw scores of blood-red eyes staring up at him, and bright fangs waiting to rip at his flesh. Xander glanced up, seeking reassurance from the man whose strong grip held firmly to Xander’s wrist.

Then he screamed – for the man holding him was a corpse, grey, rotting flesh peeling back from his bones. The decaying sinews at the wrist and the elbow began to stretch. The bones of the fingers broke away and Xander fell into the pit.

He awoke with a start, his legs drawing up in a spasm of movement. Eyes wide, he stared around the small, familiar resting room in the House of Serpents. Slowly his heartbeat returned to normal, the panic fading. He heard again the words of Odysseus. ‘My Penelope tells me there are two kinds of dreams. Some come through a Gate of Ivory, and their meanings are deceitful. Others come through a Gate of Horn, and these are heavy with fate.’

Xander sat up. Sunlight was bright outside the shuttered window, but the young healer was reluctant to open it. Once he did so his time of rest would be over, and he would once again walk among the dying and the maimed.

‘The dream is a deceit,’ he whispered. ‘It is merely a mixture of memories and fears.’ In that moment he pictured again the fury of the storm four years before, crashing down upon the Xanthos. Then only twelve, Xander had been on his first sea journey. Swept over the side by a colossal wave he should have drowned, but a powerful hand had grasped his wrist. The warrior Argurios had hurled himself across the rainswept deck to grab Xander before the sea could swallow him.

‘Memories and fears,’ whispered Xander, breathing slowly and deeply, now recalling the dissection of the beggar’s corpse a few days before.

The surgeon Zeotos had opened the flesh of the dead man’s arm, peeling it back from the elbow. ‘See,’ said the old man, ‘how the muscles attach, and the tendons. Remarkable!’ Four healers and five students had attended this grisly display of the surgeon’s skill. One of the youngsters had fainted, striking his head on the wall as he fell. Xander and the other three students had briefly enjoyed a feeling of superiority over their hapless colleague, until Zeotos had sawn through the chest bone and slit open the cadaver’s belly. Once the intestines were exposed the stench that filled the room was beyond bearing, and the young men had fled to the corridor beyond, the sound of the surgeon’s laughter following them.

These two memories – the cadaver and the ship in the storm – had blended to form the awful dream.

Feeling calmer Xander rose from the bed and moved to a stone basin set on a table beneath the window. Splashing water to his face he pushed his wet fingers through his curly hair. Refreshed, he opened the shutters, allowing sunlight in. There was little warmth in it, and the cold breeze heralded the onset of winter.

‘Xander!’ came the voice of Zeotos. The young student turned to see the white-bearded surgeon at the door of the resting room. ‘You have to return to work now,’ he said, his face a mask of exhaustion. Xander felt a rush of guilt. The old man had worked throughout the night without rest.

‘You shouldn’t have let me sleep so long, sir,’ he said.

‘The young seem to need their sleep more than the old,’ answered Zeotos. ‘That said, I am now going to steal that bed of yours. There are two men out there with deep stomach wounds. Keep an eye on them both, boy. If their bellies begin to distend come and get me as fast as you can. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

The previous night almost two hundred cavalrymen had been brought to the House of Serpents under cover of darkness. They were all grievously wounded and had suffered greatly in the embattled crossing of the Hellespont and the long journey to the city from Dardanos. Carried on jolting, overloaded carts and horse-drawn litters, many had died along the way.

Zeotos lay down on the bed, and gave a low groan of pleasure. Xander left the old man and made his way to the courtyard, where most of the injured were lying under canopies on cushioned pallets. There was little noise, despite the numbers crowded there, just the occasional groan of a soldier having a wound tended, or the mumbled delirium of a dying man. The smoke from fragrant herbs burning on the altar of Asklepios helped keep insects away. Xander saw the head of the house, Machaon, and the three other healers moving among the wounded. Elsewhere trained servants busied themselves, bringing fresh water, removing soiled linen and applying clean bandages.

Xander knew where he was most needed. Those with a chance of life and recovery were receiving the best care from both healers and servants. The dying lay alone. Xander moved swiftly to the row of beds nearest the altar. The first man he came to had been wounded in the chest and lower back. His face was haggard and grey, and death was not far off.

‘Are you in pain?’ whispered Xander, leaning over the man.

The dying soldier looked into Xander’s eyes. ‘I’ve suffered worse. You see the parade?’ he asked. ‘Heard them ride by, crowds cheering.’

‘I caught a glimpse,’ Xander told him. ‘Hektor rode in a golden chariot, and the riders followed him in ranks of four. People threw flowers on to the street.’

The soldier’s smile faded. ‘You can go now, healer. There’s others with greater need than me.’

‘Can I get you anything? Water?’

The soldier winced. ‘Another year of life would be good.’

Xander moved on. Three other warriors had quietly died, and he called servants to remove the bodies. The dying watched the departure of the dead, their faces grim.

Late in the afternoon old Zeotos appeared again, hurrying across the courtyard. ‘The king is coming,’ the surgeon grunted. ‘Machaon wants you to meet him and Prince Hektor at the gates. He himself must perform an immediate amputation. And I cannot be seen here.’

Xander nodded his understanding. Zeotos had been banished from Troy after the Mykene attack in which the king’s daughter Laodike had died. Priam had blamed the old surgeon for her death. Zeotos had travelled the countryside plying his craft, never straying far from Troy, but had fallen on hard times. Machaon had heard of his plight and covertly returned him to the House of Serpents, fearful the impending war would stretch their resources beyond their limit.

As Xander hurried nervously to the gates to greet the king he could hear the sound of marching feet. Out in the sunlit square a troop of Royal Eagles was heading towards the temple, escorting a covered litter. Beside them walked Hektor, still in the ceremonial armour and flowing white cloak he had worn in the parade. The litter stopped and Priam the king climbed out. Dressed in long blue robes, he lifted his arms high and stretched his back.

‘A pox on this … moving hammock!’ he spat. ‘I should have ridden my chariot. A king shouldn’t be carried around like a heap of laundry.’ Looking round, he glared at Xander. ‘Who are you, boy?’ he rasped.

Xander was speechless. He had seen the king before, but only from a distance, at games and ceremonial events. He was struck now by the resemblance between Priam and his son, both tall, broad and exuding power. The older man was slightly stooped, and it was clear he had celebrated his son’s return with plenty of wine, yet his personality dominated the sunlit square and even the heavily armoured Eagles seemed diminished in his presence.

Hektor stepped forward. ‘You are Xander,’ he said, smiling.

‘Yes. Yes, lord,’ the young healer replied, throwing himself belatedly to his knees.

‘Stand up, Xander. You are a friend of my wife, and no friend kneels in my presence. Now, bring us to our wounded comrades.’

As they passed through the dark gates into the temple, Xander heard Priam grumble, ‘Cripples depress me, and there is always a stink around the dying. It sticks in the nostrils for days.’ Hektor appeared not to hear him.

They stepped into the courtyard and there was silence for a moment, then ragged cheering arose from the sick and broken men. Even those on the threshold of the Dark Road raised their voices for their king and commander.

Priam raised his arms and the cheers redoubled. Then he spoke and the irritable rasp Xander had heard moments before was replaced by a deep, warm, booming voice which easily reached the injured men at the far wall.

‘Trojans!’ he cried, and all other sound ceased. ‘I am proud of you all. This victory you have won for Troy will be spoken of for a thousand years. Your names will be as familiar to Father Zeus as those of Herakles and Ilos.’ He beamed and raised his arms again to acknowledge the cheers, then he and Hektor walked among the beds.

Xander was baffled. Moments before he had heard the king complaining of this visit as a tiresome duty. Perhaps he had misheard, or misunderstood the words. Now he watched Priam speaking softly to the dying, listening kindly to babbled tales of saintly mothers and wives, even joking with amputees, and saying to each one, ‘Your king is proud of you, soldier.’

Xander stayed at his side, sometimes translating the mumbled words of a soldier in his last moments, sometimes lifting a man’s hand so he could touch the king’s robes. He stole an occasional look into Priam’s face, but could see nothing there but kind concern and compassion.

Hektor was always a step behind his father, and greeted each man by name. As they slowly made their way round, not missing one bed, the sun moved down in the sky and Xander saw the lines on Hektor’s face deepen and his shoulders sag. In contrast, his father seemed to gain energy from the visit.

As the sun disappeared over the houses of healing, and torches were lit around the courtyard, they returned to the gates again, where an ornate chariot, encrusted with gold and gems, had been drawn up. Priam turned to his son. ‘Now let us return to the living, and enjoy this day of triumph.’

‘It was good for the men to see us together,’ Hektor replied mildly.

Priam looked at him with anger in his eyes. His voice again was cold and rasping. ‘Never ask me to do that again, boy. A king is not a nursemaid. And the smell in there was nauseating.’

Xander saw Hektor’s jaw set, but he stepped lightly into the chariot and took up the reins. Priam climbed in beside him. ‘You should have left them all on the beach at Carpea. They would have welcomed an honourable death for their king and their city,’ he said.

Hektor flicked at the reins and the two white geldings leaned in to the traces, the chariot pulling smoothly away, the Royal Eagles loping alongside.

Back in the courtyard the men were talking excitedly about the visit of the king, and how he had spoken of his pride in them. Xander, saddened by Priam’s deceit, spoke of it to Zeotos later that night. ‘He seemed so … so genuinely interested in them, so warm, so compassionate. In truth, though, he cared nothing for them.’

The surgeon chuckled. ‘You heard him tell the men he was proud of them, and tell Hektor he was a king not a nursemaid?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you assume he was lying to the men, and telling the truth to Hektor?’

Xander nodded. ‘Am I wrong, sir?’

‘Perhaps, Xander. Priam is a complex man. It is possible that his words to the injured and the dying were heartfelt, and that his callous comments to Hektor were made to disguise his emotions.’

‘You think so?’ Xander’s heart lifted.

‘No. Priam is a cold and wretched creature. Although,’ Zeotos added with a wink, ‘now it might be me who is lying. The point is, Xander, that it is unwise to form judgements on such little evidence.’

‘Now I am completely confused.’

‘Which was my intention. You are a fine lad, Xander, honest, direct, and without guile. Priam is a man so drenched in deceit even he would no longer know which – if any – of his statements was genuine. In the end it doesn’t matter. The men who heard him praise them had their spirits lifted. Indeed, some of them may even recover now, and it would then be fair to say that Priam healed them. So do not be downcast by a few callous words from a drunken king.’

Andromache climbed the long hill towards the palace, moonlight glinting on the golden, gem-encrusted gown she wore. Her long, flame-red hair was decorated with emeralds in a braid of gold. She was weary as she walked. Not physically tired, for she was young and strong, but drained by a day of jostling crowds and cloying conversations, rich with insincerity. Andromache could still hear music and laughter from the square. There was no joy in the sound. The atmosphere at the feast had been tense, the laughter forced and strident.

The men had talked of victory, but Andromache had heard the fear in their voices, seen it shining in their eyes. Priam lifted the crowd with a powerful speech, in which he extolled the heroic virtues of Hektor and the Trojan Horse. But the effect was ephemeral. All at the feast knew the reality.

Many merchant families had already left the city, and most of the warehouses stood empty. The wealth that had flowed like a golden river into the city was slowing. Soon it would be merely a trickle. How long then before the enemy were camped outside the walls, readying their ladders and their battering rams, sharpening their swords and preparing for slaughter and plunder?

Which was why, Andromache knew, everyone wanted to be close to her husband Hektor, talking to him, clapping him on the back, telling him how they had prayed for his safe homecoming. This last was probably true. More than the huge walls, more than the power of its soldiers, and the wealth of its king, Hektor represented Troy’s greatest hope for staving off defeat. Everywhere else the news was grim: trade routes cut off, allies overcome or suborned, enemy armies rampaging beyond the Ida mountains, and across the straits in Thraki.

Andromache walked on, two soldiers alongside her holding burning brands to light the way. Two others, of Priam’s elite Eagles, followed, hands on sword hilts. Ever since the attack on her by Mykene assassins, Andromache had been shadowed by armed men. It was galling, and she had never become used to it.

She thought back to the night long ago on Blue Owl Bay when, disguised, she had walked among the sailors and the whores, and had listened to Odysseus telling tall tales. That was the night she had met Helikaon – a night of violence and death, a night of prophecy.

There could be no such anonymous nights now. Her face was too well known in Troy. Otherwise she might have returned to the palace, slipped into a servant’s tunic, and made her way down to the lower town, where she could dance and sing among honest people.

As they climbed towards the palace she saw several drunken men asleep on the street. The soldiers with her eyed them warily. One of the drunks awoke as they passed. He stared at her, then rubbed his eyes. His expression was one of wonder. He struggled to his feet and staggered towards her. Instantly the swords of the Eagles rasped from their scabbards.

‘It is all right,’ Andromache called out. ‘Do not harm him.’

The drunk halted before her, staring at the golden gown she wore, the torchlight glittering on the gems woven into its strands. ‘I thought … I thought you were a goddess from Olympos,’ he said.

‘I am Andromache. You should go home.’

‘Andromache,’ he repeated.

‘Be off with you,’ ordered one of the soldiers.

The drunk tried to stand tall, but then staggered. He glared at the soldier. ‘I was at Kadesh,’ he said, raising his right hand. In the flickering light Andromache saw it was maimed, the first three fingers cut away. ‘Trojan Horse,’ he went on. ‘No parades for me, boy. Now I piss in a pot for the dye makers, and I sleep on the street. But I could still piss on you, you arrogant turd!’

Andromache swiftly stepped between the man and the angry soldier. Unpinning a golden brooch encrusted with gems from the shoulder of her gown, she pressed it into the man’s ruined hand. ‘Accept this gift, soldier, from Hektor’s wife,’ she said, ‘in tribute to your courage.’

He stared down at the glowing gold, and she saw there were tears in his eyes. ‘I am Pardones,’ he said. ‘Remember me to your husband.’

Then he turned away, and stumbled into the darkness.

The sun was blazing low on the horizon as the Xanthos sailed into the great Bay of Troy. Not a breath of wind blew across the water, and only the sound of the oars dipping and rising broke the sunset silence.

In the distance the city gleamed as if cast from burning gold. The last of the sunlight shone upon its gilded rooftops and bannered towers, casting glittering reflected shards of light from the spear-points and helms of the sentries upon the battlements.

Gershom the Egypteian smiled as he gazed again upon the city. It was indeed impressive, but as he looked at the awestruck expressions of the crew nearest to him he wondered how they would react should they ever see the wonders of Thebes, the city of a hundred gates, or the towering white pyramids, or the Great Lion. Troy was breathtaking, but it mirrored the people who had built it. The city had not been constructed with thought to beauty, nor aligned with the stars to please the gods who dwelt there. It was, first and foremost, a fortress, solid and strong, with high walls and gates of oak and bronze. The majesty of Troy was almost accidental, Gershom thought, a blending of impressive masonry and brilliant sunsets.

There were few other ships in the bay. Four fishing boats had spread their nets, and three new war galleys were being put through manoeuvres close to the southern shore. Gershom watched them for a while. The rowers were inexperienced, oars clashing at times as the galleys were halted, or spun, or urged to ramming speed. So many ships had been sunk these last few seasons, and hundreds of experienced sailors drowned or killed in sea battles. Now novices would take to the sea and die in their hundreds.

The Xanthos sailed on, reaching the King’s Beach just as the sun dipped below the horizon. Oniacus called out orders to the rowers. Immediately the two banks of oars on the port side lifted clear of the water, while those on the starboard side dipped and pulled. The stern of the Xanthos swung smoothly towards the beach. ‘And … NOW!’ yelled Oniacus. All the oars struck the water simultaneously. The hull of the Xanthos ground into the sand, then came to rest. Oars were swiftly shipped.

Then the deck hatches were opened. Gershom walked over and helped the crew unload the cargo. More than a thousand cuirasses were passed up and dropped over the side to the sand. The armour worn by the Trojan Horse was well crafted, discs of bronze overlaid like fish scales on breastplates of leather, and – unlike the bodies of the proud men who had worn it – far too valuable to be left behind on the battlefields of Thraki.

The armour was loaded on to carts, then carried back up through the lower town and into the city. Finally the deck hatches were closed. Oniacus moved past Gershom, heading to the prow. The men of the skeleton crew settled down on the raised aft deck, blankets over their shoulders against the chill of the evening, while their comrades made their way up to the town, beneath the walls of the golden city.

Gershom saw Helikaon, cradling in his arms his sleeping son Dex, greeted by the huge Trojan prince Antiphones. Gershom turned away and strolled to the prow. Oniacus was leaning against the rail and staring out across the bay at the new war galleys. His handsome young face was set and angry, and there was violence in his eyes.

‘Is there anything I can have sent down to you?’ asked Gershom. ‘Wine, perhaps?’

Oniacus shook his head. ‘Wine helps you to forget, they say. I don’t want to forget. And I don’t want to talk, either.’

‘Then don’t talk,’ said Gershom softly. ‘Two friends should be able to stand together in silence without awkwardness.’

The silence did not last long, nor did Gershom expect it to. It was not that Oniacus was a gregarious man, but the grief welling up in him could not be restrained. He began by talking of his two sons, what fine boys they had been. Gershom said nothing; it was not necessary. Oniacus was not really talking to him, but instead speaking to the night, to the shades of his boys, to the gods who were not there to protect them and their mother when the Mykene fell upon Dardanos with bright swords. Sadness was followed by rage, and rage by tears. Finally there was silence again. Gershom put his arm round Oniacus’ shoulder.

Oniacus sighed. ‘I am not ashamed of tears,’ he said.

‘Nor should you be, my friend. It is said that the gates of paradise can only be opened by the tears of those left behind. I do not know whether that be true. It should be, I think.’

Oniacus looked at him closely. ‘You do believe we live on, and that there … there will be some reward for those innocents whose lives were … were stolen from them?’

‘Of course,’ Gershom lied. ‘How could it be other?’

Oniacus nodded. ‘I believe that. A place of happiness. No terrors or fears, no cowards or killers. I believe that,’ he said again.

They stood together for a while watching the galleys upon the still waters. ‘The balance is wrong,’ said Gershom, pointing to the nearest vessel. ‘See it veer?’

‘Too much strength on the port side oars. They need to switch some of the rowers,’ Oniacus told him. The anguish could still be seen in his eyes, but now he was focused on the galley. ‘Pushing the oarsmen too hard,’ he said. ‘All they’ll get is sprained shoulders and shattered confidence.’ He looked at Gershom, and forced a smile. ‘Time for you to get ashore. The many delights of Troy are waiting, and you do not want to be standing here discussing the training of sailors. Do not concern yourself about me. I shall not slash open my throat, I promise you.’

‘I know that,’ replied Gershom. ‘I will see you tomorrow.’ With that he swung away. Oniacus called out to him, and he turned.

‘Thank you, my friend,’ said Oniacus.

Gershom walked to the aft deck, gathered his cloak and swung it to his shoulders. Then he climbed over the deck rail and lowered himself to the sand.

He strolled across the beach towards the path to the lower town. At the wide wooden bridge spanning the fortification ditch he saw two sentries in armour of burnished bronze, long spears in their hands. Across the bridge a crowd had gathered round some of the sailors from the Xanthos. One of the sentries smiled at Gershom. He was a young man, but his face and arms bore the scars of combat.

‘News of your victories reached us two days ago,’ he said. ‘It was welcome as sunshine after snow.’ People clustered round the crew, patting them on the back and calling out praises and blessings. Gershom eased himself round the edge of the crowd.

A man suddenly clapped his hand on the Egypteian’s shoulder. ‘Here is another of them!’ he shouted happily.

As more men turned towards Gershom he shook his head. ‘No, no,’ he told them, raising his hands. ‘I am merely a traveller.’

Losing interest immediately, they turned their attention once more to the other sailors. Gershom pressed on. A dark-haired girl stepped from the shadows into the moonlight and linked her arm in his. Gershom glanced down into her face. She was pretty, with pale eyes, either blue or grey. It was too dark to tell. He could see the girl was young, though. Her white ankle-length tunic was close-fitting, her small breasts barely stretching the fabric.

Taking her hand, he lifted it from his arm. ‘I am in no mood for sport,’ he told her gruffly. ‘And if I were it would be with a woman, not a child.’

The girl laughed. ‘If you were in the mood you could not afford me – not even as a prince of Egypte.’

Gershom paused then, his eyes raking her slim form, seeking any sign of a hidden weapon. His identity had been kept secret – or so he had thought. If this young whore knew of him, how many more had heard? Men who would seek the reward still on his head? He glanced around nervously, half expecting to see Egypteian assassins dart from the shadows.

‘Do I frighten you?’ the girl asked him.

‘Go and find someone else to annoy,’ he told her, walking on. The girl ran after him. Gershom felt his irritation rise.

‘I saw you in the sea,’ she said. ‘Great waves crashing over you. You were very strong.’

Gershom paused again, his curiosity aroused. ‘All right, you know who I am. Who sent you, child, and for what purpose?’

‘Xidoros sent me …’ Suddenly she cocked her head. ‘Yes, yes,’ she said, talking to the darkness, ‘but that is just pedantic.’ She frowned and seemed to be listening. Then she threw up her arm. ‘Oh, go away!’ she snapped. Turning back to Gershom she said: ‘He says he didn’t send me, that he merely said we should speak.’

Gershom swore softly. Back in Thebes there was a house with high walls where the moon-touched were kept for four years. In that time diviners and healers, astrologers and magicians would be called upon to heal them, or drive out the demons that robbed them of sanity. Surgeons would drill holes into their skulls; healers would feed them strange herbs and potions. If at the end of four years they were still not cured, it was taken as a sign that the gods were calling for them. They were then strangled. Gershom had heard of no such houses of caring in barbarous Troy. Which was why sad lunatics like this child were allowed to wander the streets.

‘Where do you live?’ he asked the girl. ‘I will see you safely home.’

She looked up at him, and her face was suddenly sad. ‘There is a mist inside your head,’ she told him. ‘It is swirling and thick, and it stops you from seeing. You stumble around like a blind man.’ She shrugged. ‘But then there are times when I long to be blind myself. Just to listen to people and hear only the words they speak, and not the sly whisperings inside their heads.’ She smiled again. ‘Come, I will walk you home.’

‘You know where I am going?’

‘Yes, I know. You are going to the Beautiful Isle with me, and then you will be called to the desert, and there will be voices in the fire, and fire in the heavens, and the fire will melt away the mist in your head, and you will know all that I know, and see more than I will ever see.’

‘Very intriguing,’ said Gershom, ‘but I meant do you know where I am going now?’

‘Oh! Yes, I do. The House of Stone Horses.’

‘Well, that is true enough. Now, where do you live?’

She gave a soft laugh. ‘My guards are looking for me, so I must go. But I will see you tomorrow at Hektor’s palace.’ With that she hitched up her white tunic and darted away.

Gershom thought of chasing her, and handing her over to the city watch. Some of the areas of the lower town were known to be dangerous, and a moon-struck child like this one could find herself in peril. But even as the thought occurred he saw her vanish into a dark alley, and out of his sight.

With a shake of his head the big Egypteian walked on towards the palace of Helikaon.




III

The amber goddess

EARLY MORNING SUNSHINE bathed the streets of Troy as Helikaon left the House of Stone Horses and strolled through the town. The business of the day was beginning: merchants were setting up their stalls in the marketplaces; servants and slaves were carrying bundles of cloth, or produce wrapped in dry reeds. The varied sounds of the city washed over Helikaon as he walked: hammers beating upon metal from the Street of Armourers, the braying of donkeys, the clucking of hens, the yelping of dogs, and the cries of the gather-men, competing to draw crowds to their stalls.

It felt strange to be back in Troy. The war seemed far away now, the death of Halysia a dark nightmare, unreal and bizarre.

He had awoken this morning to a soft, warm body beside him. In the instant before full consciousness asserted itself he had thought to open his eyes and gaze down at Halysia. Instead it was Dex, his thumb in his mouth, his head resting on his father’s shoulder. Helikaon had stroked the fair hair back from the boy’s brow. Dex’s eyes had opened, then the child had fallen asleep again.

Easing himself from the bed Helikaon had risen and dressed. He chose a white tunic, embroidered with gold thread, and a wide belt embossed with gold leaf. He felt uncomfortable in such finery, but it was fitting for his meeting with Priam. Lastly he took a scabbarded dagger, and tucked it into his belt. It was unlikely that assassins would be abroad on the streets of Troy, but not impossible.

In happier days Helikaon had walked these streets in the company of Hektor or his brothers Antiphones or Agathon. Those had been the days of innocence, when the future had promised wonders. It was here on these streets, ten years ago, that he and Hektor had argued about the merits and drawbacks of marrying for love alone.

‘Why would you want to?’ Hektor had asked. ‘All actions of a prince must strengthen the realm. Therefore a wife should bring a handsome dowry, land, or promises of alliance with her father’s kingdom. A prince can find love wherever he wishes thereafter.’

‘I do not agree,’ Helikaon had replied on that far-off day. ‘Odysseus loves his wife, and is happy. You should see them together, Hektor. You would change your views in a heartbeat. Odysseus says that life without Penelope would be like a land without sunshine. I want a wife who brings me happiness like that.’

‘I hope you find her, my friend,’ Hektor had said.

And he had. He had found the woman of his dreams. How ironic then, he thought, that it should have been Hektor who had married her.

He paused to examine some Egypteian jewellery on display, and was immediately accosted by an elderly merchant, a slender, dark-skinned man with henna-dyed hair and beard.

‘You won’t find better, sir. Not anywhere in the city.’ The man lifted a heavy brooch of amber, decorated with gold wire. ‘Sixteen silver rings, sir. A real bargain.’

‘In Egypte last season,’ Helikaon commented, ‘sixteen silver rings would buy a sack of these baubles.’

‘Perhaps, sir,’ replied the man, his dark eyes narrowing. ‘But, since there is now no trade with Egypte, who knows what price amber is fetching today?’

‘Wise words,’ Helikaon agreed, casting his gaze round the marketplace. ‘There are fewer stalls than I recall from my last visit.’

‘A few have left,’ said the merchant. ‘More will follow, I think. My brother packed up his wares as soon as the fortification ditch was dug. Too early, I said. But he always was timid. Now they say there’s going to be a wall to protect the lower town. If that’s true I’ll follow my brother.’

‘An interesting point,’ observed Helikaon, with a smile. ‘You will stay only as long as the lower town is badly defended?’

The merchant chuckled. ‘Priam is a good king. Has to be said, though, that he’s careful with his wealth. If he has now approved the expense of a wall round the lower town it will only be because he cannot stop the Mykene coming to this land. Well, I have walked through the ruins of towns plundered by the Mykene. I’ll not wait to see such sights again.’

Helikaon nodded. ‘I see the logic in your words, but surely still more merchants will quit the city if Priam builds no wall to defend them?’

‘Yes. Who’d be a king, eh?’

On the stall Helikaon’s eye was taken by an amber pendant, upon which an artist had incised the figure of the goddess Artemis, her bow extended, the string drawn back. It reminded him of Andromache, and of how she had stood on the balcony of Priam’s megaron, calmly shooting arrows down into the Mykene attackers. Lifting the pendant he examined it more closely. It was finely carved.

‘You are a wonderful judge of jewellery, sir,’ said the merchant, immediately slipping back into his sales patter, ‘for you have chosen the pride of my collection.’ He was about to go on when Helikaon interrupted him.

‘Before you speak let me say I am in no mood to haggle today. So, this is what we will do. You will name one price. If I like the price I will pay it instantly. If not I will drop this bauble back to the stall and walk on. Now … name the price.’

The old merchant licked his lips, then rubbed at his chin. As he did so he stepped out from behind the stall, appearing deep in thought. Helikaon stood quietly as the merchant observed him. ‘Twenty silver rings,’ said the man, at last.

‘I agree,’ Helikaon told him, with a smile. ‘You are a clever man. What is your name?’

‘Tobios.’

‘A Hittite?’

The merchant shrugged. ‘I suppose that would depend upon who asked. The land in which I was born is fiercely
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