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INTRODUCTION

Troy, 1180 BCE

Aesop the Greek storyteller said: There is no believing a liar, even when he speaks the truth.
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I live in an invisible city. The city of Troy. Once, the finest city in the world. It’s not there now. It’s gone. The wind blows across the plains and covers the stones with sand and dust.
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‘How can this be?’ you ask. ‘How could a mighty city turn to a crumbling ruin in my lifetime?’
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I will tell you, if you will listen. Troy would still be there now if they had listened to me back then. The trouble was, I told lies.

But I’m not lying now.

You believe me, don’t you? I am Acheron the Liar. The last Trojan. And this is my story. Listen and learn…


CHAPTER 1

My mother used to tell me stories.

“I’ll not forget the day you were born,” she’d say. “The day our brave Prince Paris came to Troy. He stood upon the palace steps and spoke.”


[image: ]



Then Mother would stand and raise her chin. Her eyes would gaze into the distance and she became our prince. “People Trojan, greet you I with deep joy, godly thanks give us for journey safely homeward be today in shiply sail.”
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“Why does he speak like that?” I’d ask.

Mother would shake her head. “Our Paris is good with a sword. Hopeless with words. He tangles them up like wet washing on a windy day.”
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And then she’d tell me how Prince Paris showed the Trojans his new wife, Queen Helen. “Lovelier than a great steak pie,” she’d sigh.
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When you are starving every day, then nothing is lovelier than a great steak pie. We were lucky to get a little rat meat in our watery soup.

The trouble was, Prince Paris had stolen Queen Helen from the Greeks. And no sooner had he landed back in Troy than the Greeks arrived…
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“We want her back!” her husband, Menelaus, said. “We’ll stay right here, outside your walls, until you starve to death.”

“Not a chancely hopeful thing, think I,” Prince Paris laughed. “We overstuffy with foodlets!”
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“And that happened the day you were born,” my mother said. “Ten hungry years later, and still we battle on.”
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In the palace, Prince Paris found ways to feed the people. Troy was a huge city with many little gates to sneak food in. A deep well in the market place made sure that we had water.
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The best food went to Paris and Helen, and the next best to the fighting men who stood guard on Troy’s massive walls.

The next best went to the people working in the palace. The rest of us were left to live on scraps – or any rats that we could catch.
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But soon even the rats were as thin as the east wind that blew across the plains of Troy.
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And that was why I learned to be a storyteller.

Every Friday, they had a feast at the palace. They ate proper pies with tender goat or dog meat and gorgeous greasy gravy. Poets sang stories of the heroes and were paid with a pie.
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I learned to write poems and sing them to Paris and Helen. Long story poems that went on for half a feast.
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Of course, the tales I told were lies. I made Paris and the Trojan heroes sound like gods because that’s what they wanted to hear. I made the Greeks appear as weak as the seaweed on the shores where their ships rested.

So I am a liar. If you were hungry, then you’d lie, too.


CHAPTER 2

That Friday evening was the last evening Troy would ever see. It was the evening I met the stranger. I met him on the road to the palace. He was an old man with a grey beard and a dusty robe. He slipped from the shadow of a side street and stopped me. He pointed at the tortoise shell I carried. “You have a lyre,” he said. “You must be a poet.”
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“I am. I’m going to sing for Paris and Helen at the palace.”

“Then I’ll come along with you,” he said. “You can show me the way.”

“Everyone knows where the palace is,” I said.
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“I am a stranger,” he told me.

I walked a few paces over the paved road, and then stopped. “There are no strangers in Troy. The city has been locked for ten years to keep out the Greeks. How did you get in?”

“There are ways,” he said softly. “Lead on. Perhaps you can help me get inside the palace. I need to speak to Paris.”

“Why should I help you?”

“I’ll give you all the food you ever dreamed of… and more,” he promised.

I said I’d lie to help him. If you were hungry then you’d lie, too. I didn’t know I’d betray my city, did I?

We walked on through the moonlit streets to the palace. The wind from the plains seemed to shake the moon and pushed us up the hill. The guards knew me well and let me through. “Who’s this?” they asked and pointed at the man.

“My dad,” I lied. My dad had died fighting in the first few weeks of the war. I’d never known him. I always thought he’d be like this kind-eyed, grey-haired old man.
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The palace hall was bustling with servants and guards, magicians and jugglers, dancers and musicians. I knew them all.
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Torches flamed and crackled along the walls. A trumpet blasted out a tuneless fanfare*.
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“Ooops! Sorry – a few wrong notes in there!” the trumpeter grinned. “I proudly present my Lord Paris and his Lady Helen!”

The people clapped politely and Paris entered. He was followed by the sly-eyed, sour-mouthed Helen. (That’s what my mother says now.)
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Paris raised a hand. “Commencify us the juggly and the musi-magic singerly songerly entertainables!”

The stranger muttered in my ear, “What is he saying?”

“Don’t know,” I shrugged. “It’s all Greek to me.”
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We watched the dancers snake and sway, and a magician who made a duck appear from Helen’s hat.

Then it was my turn. But as I stepped forward with my lyre, the stranger pushed me aside. He bowed before Paris.

“Whattalie wantable?” Paris asked.

“News,” the stranger said. “I bring great news!”



* I’m a singer. I hate bad music. Sorry, but it has to be said: the trumpeter should have been shot with a poisoned arrow.


CHAPTER 3

“My name,” the stranger said, “is Sinon, and I come from the Greek camp.”
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Helen jumped to her feet. “A Greek? In Troy? Kill him, guards! Kill him!”
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There was a swish of swords as the guards marched forwards but Sinon raised a hand. “I hate the Greeks!” he cried. “They are cowards on the battlefield. Mighty Paris here is greater than ten Greek warriors!”
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“It’s truthly rightable,” Paris said.

“What I came to tell you,” Sinon went on, “is that the Greeks are running away.”

“Away?” Helen said and her sly eyes squinted at the old man.

“Back to Greece. They say they have been here too long. That they have more important things to do. Other wars to fight. They have sailed off in their ships and left behind a mighty wooden statue to remember their heroes!”
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“They have no heroes,” Helen sneered.

“Not herolic like Paris princelet!” Paris laughed.

“Their statue will stand on the windy plain of Troy for all the world to see,” Sinon said softly. “Every ship that passes will see it and remember the Greek heroes.”

“Statue?” Helen asked. “What is this statue? A statue of some hated hero like Achilles?”
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“Paris princelet arrowed Achilleres in the heel-o and deaded him dead with tippy point poison*!” Paris cried.

“It is the statue of a horse,” Sinon said. “You can see it from the city walls. Maybe it is a gift from the Greeks to noble Paris. It will stand there and
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