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About the Book

Three thousand years ago a war took place that gave birth to legends – to Achilles, the greatest of the Greeks, and Hector, prince of Troy. It was a war that shook the very foundations of the world. But what if there was more to this epic conflict? What if there was another, hidden tale of the Trojan War?

Now is the time for the women of Troy to tell their story.

Thrillingly imagined and startlingly original, For the Most Beautiful reveals the true story of Troy for the first time. Krisayis, daughter of the Trojans’ high priest, and Briseis, princess of Pedasus, fight to determine the fate of a city and its people in this ancient time of mischievous gods and mythic heroes.

In this novel full of passion and revenge, loyalty and betrayal, bravery and sacrifice, Emily Hauser breathes exhilarating new life into one of the greatest legends of all – in a tale that has waited millennia to be told.
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Prologue

High summer on the slopes of Mount Ida. Sweat trickling down his forehead, flies buzzing around his herd with their incessant thrumming, the stench of the goats thick in his nostrils mixed with the salt of the sea air from the north. He pushes the hair back from his brow and looks up to the sky. The sun, Apulunas’ chariot, is at the height of its course.

The middle of the day.

He moves to the shade of an olive tree, his dog following at his heels. The cool darkness beneath the shimmering leaves envelops him and eases the heat on the back of his neck as he picks up a loaf of bread wrapped in stiff linen and his leather pouch, filled with wine. Though he is a prince born of the line of the kings of Troy, he has tended the goats on Mount Ida since he was a boy. The king hopes to show his people that his sons are not afraid to work the land which provides Troy with its famous wealth; yet Paris has always preferred the soft whisper of women’s robes swishing through the painted corridors of the palace to the hollow clang of the goats’ bells. He unties the thong around the neck and lets a few drops fall to the parched earth as a libation, an offering to the gods who make and destroy all things. The wine hisses on the ground and disappears, soaked into the thirsty soil.

His dog begins to growl behind him.

‘What is it, Methepon?’

He turns. The dog’s hackles are raised, his snout quivering. He bends to grasp Methepon’s leather collar, but the dog snarls and barks, sending saliva flying.

‘What—?’

There is a sound of movement, a rustling as of leaves upon the wind. Methepon is growling and barking ever more insistently, long teeth bared, eyes fixed ahead.

Paris looks up.

Three women are standing in the sunlight just beyond the shade of the olive tree. How they came to be there he does not know; neither, in this moment, does he care – for they are women of breathtaking beauty, with rich hair falling over their shoulders in waves, soft, shining skin, and robes of the finest gauze that brush against their slim waists and thighs. He feels the tension in his muscles relax. What in the names of all the gods is Methepon so afraid of? And then he smiles, thinking of his brother Hector, whose wife Andromache is as plain as the Trojan fields in winter. There are some men, true, who would fear to be before three such beauties.

But if there is one thing he, Paris, of all the princes of Troy, knows above all others, it is women.

One of them beckons to him, smiling. He bends down to pull at Methepon’s collar again, but the dog is still snarling fiercely, paws dug into the dirt. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

Methepon lies down on the ground, whining, refusing to move.

Paris frowns. ‘Very well,’ he says, shrugging his shoulders and picking up his pouch of wine. ‘Stay here, then.’ He strides out of the shade towards where the women stand. ‘I apologize,’ he says, bowing deeply. ‘My dog is not normally so—’

‘Mortal.’

The voice rings in his ears. It seems to come from within his own head. He stops where he is and stares at the women, and they smile back at him, eyes glinting. There is a hardness to them, now that he is closer – as if they were sculpted of marble or stone with a sharpened chisel, not soft and made of flesh. He swallows. ‘Who – what – who are you?’ he says, trying to ignore the renewed growling and snarling of his dog behind him.

‘Goddesses,’ comes the reply. ‘The three great goddesses: the ones you pour wine for. Goddesses of Ida.’

‘Goddesses?’ he says. ‘Goddesses of Troy?’

He thinks of Arinniti – his favourite goddess – the one he worships with rose petals and pomegranates, whose statue he keeps in a shrine in his chamber. Era, queen of the gods, the august patron to whom his mother Hecuba lays a fresh-woven robe each night as an offering. Atana, the goddess of war and wisdom, whose high temple graces the upper city of Troy and whom the priestesses worship with almost as much reverence as Apulunas himself.

‘You cannot be,’ he says. ‘It is blasphemy to say so. The gods appear only to their chosen priests within Troy.’

The women smile, and the air shimmers slightly. ‘Look again.’

He looks up. He sees Era with her crown of golden oak leaves and the sceptre in her hand, her bearing infused with easy command, and even through his fear he sees in her the deep allure of a woman who knows that the world is hers for the taking. Atana has a burning intelligence in her grey-green eyes, and as he turns to her he feels the urge to plumb the secrets of the earth with her, to fly to the tops of the mountains to steal eggs from the eagles’ nests and dive into the depths of the oceans. And the third … The third has skin paler than ivory brushed by roses in full bloom, shining hair that falls in waves to the curving swell of her breasts and a mouth as red as apples at the height of summer.

‘What do you want of me?’ he asks, his voice shaking.

The last of the three smiles, a smile that promises everything – and he knows, from the rush of desire that channels through his veins, that she truly is Arinniti, his Arinniti, to whom he prays each morning and each night. She extends a hand. In it is an apple, an apple of gold, glimmering in the sunlight, some words he cannot read etched into the surface.

‘Choose,’ she says, reaching out towards him. ‘Choose to which of us the apple most belongs.’

He stares at her. ‘You are goddesses,’ he says. ‘How can I choose?’

Arinniti smiles again, revealing white teeth. ‘Because we have chosen you.’

He hesitates, then stretches forward a trembling hand. She drops the apple into it.

He brings it closer to his face, gazing at the sheen of its skin, the impossible perfection of its surface.

And then he sees the inscription etched into its flesh.

ΤΗΙ ΚΑΛΛΙΣΤΗΙ.

‘For the most beautiful,’ he whispers.

The goddesses are staring at him, their faces hungry, their eyes dark and wild.

‘If you choose me,’ Atana says, in a low voice, ‘I will give you victory. You will win every battle you choose to fight. Everyone will come to you to beg you for the secret of your fame. Kings and gods will look up to you. You will fail at nothing.’

She draws a hand through the air, and at once his vision is obscured with golden light. Cities form before him – cities besieged by warriors whose brazen armour glints in the sun, stretched across the plain beneath the cities’ walls in a sea of sparkling weapons, led by a prince with his own fine features and curling hair. He sees palaces toppled, their golden ramparts dissolving like sand, and ahead of him, an empire stretching as far as the eye can see – innumerable cities, countless lands, all his for the taking …

The apparition vanishes as quickly as it came.

He blinks, turns to the ox-eyed beauty with the oak wreath. ‘Choose me,’ Era breathes, ‘and you will become king of the world. You will have power beyond your wildest dreams. You will sit on thrones and carry jewel-clustered sceptres. The sky itself will bow down to touch the earth at your command. Who needs to win a war, when you can force the peoples of the earth to do your bidding?’

His vision changes. Now he sees gold-clad kings kneeling at his feet, a jewelled sceptre in his hand and a crown upon his head. He watches as the kings raise their sceptres to him as their ruler, and hundreds upon thousands of warriors and slaves bow to him, acknowledging his power …

He cannot see Arinniti through the vision spread before him, but he knows she is speaking from the sound of her voice – something like the froth of ocean foam caressing the shore.

‘I offer beauty,’ she says, and, for a third time, the golden image shifts. He is looking now into the eyes of a woman – a woman so beautiful that he feels as if the breath has been drawn from his body at the very sight of her. Her hair is soft, like fine-spun silk, her eyes deep as liquid honey, her skin the colour of virgin oil, her breasts round and firm as pale-skinned apples, just visible through the long gold-spun veil she wears draped sheer over her naked skin. He hears a soft groan of desire, and knows it has come from his own lips.

Arinniti laughs – sensual, confident. ‘My gift,’ she says, ‘is nothing less than the most beautiful woman in the world.’

He reaches his fingers forwards, trembling, the tips brushing the woman’s veil, but as he does so, the vision disappears.

He hesitates, gazing at the goddesses, the image of the woman filling his mind.

He cannot know that a war hangs upon his choice, the tale of which will be told for a thousand years and more. He cannot know that heroes whose names will echo through the ages will fight and live and love and die because of the words he will say now. All he knows is that Arinniti is looking at him, and as he gazes back into her face, her eyes are blue, like the clear shallows of the sea, and her breath is like roses in summer upon his face.

‘Arinniti,’ he breathes.

Her lips curl into a smile.

‘Helen is yours,’ she says, and her fingers close around the apple he is holding out to her.

There is a scream of rage from Atana and Era. A pillar of flame rises up around the three goddesses, casting their skin into shadows and turning their eyes a burning orange, their hair flying around their faces in the fire. The air around him grows hot, unbearably hot, as if it would melt, and the goddesses’ forms shimmer before him, dissolving into the yawning chasm of chaos. He falls to the ground, his eyes aching, his palms covered with sweat. A sharp breeze whips across his forehead.

He looks up.

The goddesses are gone. All is peaceful once more. The sound of goat bells echoes across the mountainside, interspersed with the occasional rustle of leaves as a lizard skitters across the rocks, and the cries of the eagles circling overhead. The city of Troy is just visible on the horizon, its sturdy walls and upper city rising above the mud-brick houses of the town, and, beyond it, the plain, the meandering rivers lined by tamarisk trees, and the shimmering sea.

He stands up, shaking.

He is hardly sure that it happened. A mirage of the summer heat, he thinks. He wipes his sweating forehead with his arm. But if it did … If it is true …

His thoughts move back to the golden woman, the vision still shimmering before his senses. Helen … The name whispers in his mind, like a faint breath of wind in summer.

He smiles in spite of himself.

Helen … The most beautiful woman in the world.

Hermes, god of trickery and thieving, turns away from where he has been watching, hidden from Paris and the goddesses behind the thick trunk of the olive tree. He shakes his head. What a fool Paris was not to run away as soon as he heard what the goddesses wanted him to do. And Helen will create a problem, he thinks. She already has a kingdom in Greece over which to rule, and a husband, wedded and bedded – did the goddesses not think of that? If Paris is to receive his prize, it will mean war: a war that will rage across the world from the walled cities of the Greeks to the gold-filled treasuries of Troy …

Hermes pauses. A slow grin spreads across his face.

Of course the goddesses had thought of everything. Of course they had known what would happen.

That must have been why they had wanted to come.

He begins to pace up and down, his thoughts whirling as he puts the pieces together. They must have known that Paris would choose Helen. They must have realized that Paris would choose to seize her from her husband, Menelaus, and that Menelaus, in turn, would summon the Greek armies to avenge his loss in the greatest battle the world has ever seen. Why else would they have bothered with a paltry piece of golden fruit? Why else would Zeus have told him to bring them here, to Paris, an idiot if ever there was one? What god ever cared about an apple compared to the chance to start a war?

He cocks his head, his excitement rising, like the foaming crest of a wave before the shore. He can almost hear the sharpening of the weapons – the delightful scraping of bronze on stone that means the mortals are at it again. Definitely time for a war, he thinks. It’s getting far too pastoral around here. A little blood to stain the plain, a few heroes fighting and dying, a couple of cities burnt, the columns of soot and ash curling up to heaven, like the smoke of a sacrifice …

He glances at Paris, who is sitting on the mountain slope, his head in his hands and his mind full of Helen. Hermes grins. Helen will not cause the war, he thinks. It will be the gods, as it always is, who do that. It will be the pride of the lords of Greece when they fight over a beautiful woman. It will be the greed of a prince who steals her to have her beauty for his own.

But Helen won’t be the only beautiful woman in this war.

Hermes turns to gaze out over the green and black Trojan plain, the battlement-crowned towns of Lyrnessus, Pedasus and Larisa dotting the pale blue line of the coast all the way to Troy.

The contest for the most beautiful has only just begun.
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Before the War
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Χρυσηíς
Krisayis, Troy

The Hour of Prayer

The First Day of the Month of Roses, 1250 BC

‘Three – four – five …’

We scattered. Like a flock of pure white birds frightened by a barking dog, we skittered away from Troilus, flapping, chattering, fluttering with the thrill of the chase.

‘Twenty-seven – twenty-eight – twenty-nine …’

Feet clattering against the cobblestones, hearts pounding against our ribs.

‘Fifty-two – fifty-three – fifty-four …’

Down a flight of stairs. Past a garden surrounded by a high wall, the ripe fig trees bursting with fruit, a grape vine climbing the wall. Pluck a grape, feel the juice on your chin, run on. Round a corner, across a courtyard. Avoid the old man selling fish and the group of women carrying water on their heads in large clay pots.

‘Cassandra – come on …’ I laughed and took her hand – after all, she was not as fast a runner as I, and she did not know where I wanted to hide. I felt her fingers close around mine, and we kept running, whispering and breathless, as excited as if we were children once more and not almost women grown.

‘Krisayis …’ Cassandra panted. ‘Krisayis, where are we going?’

I took a turn to the right into a long, narrow street, its name scratched into the cornerstone of one of the houses. A large stone slab was planted in the paving-stones beneath, roughly hewn from Mount Ida where the gods lived, its very crevices numinous with the presence of the divine. These slabs were scattered throughout the city, one for every sanctuary, and several for the gates in the walls and King Priam’s palaces: markers, if you knew where they led, as well as guardians – the eyes of the gods upon our city.

Cassandra’s eyebrows creased in sudden recognition. ‘We’re going to the temple of Apulunas!’ she exclaimed. ‘But you know your father forbade you to set foot in the precinct until—’

‘Hush,’ I said, my voice thrilling with excitement. ‘We’re almost there. It must be near here … somewhere here …’

I skirted around the edge of a small shrine with a bronze brazier set before it, streaming cloying incense into the air, and nodded to the two slave girls who were cleaning the steps. I had never been to Apulunas’ temple before, but had I not seen it a thousand times from the tower in the walls? It was the largest in Troy, for Apulunas was the protector of our city and the greatest of the prophecy-giving gods. It was certain to be close by. I grasped Cassandra’s hand and took a turn to the left.

And there it was. At the end of the alley, blocked off on either side by two tall mud-brick houses, the sloping wall of the precinct of Apulunas: five layers of enormous limestone blocks, each block almost half the height of a man, and laid on top of each other in uneven rows to the height of two grown men. Unlike the city walls, where the blocks of polished limestone fitted seamlessly together, the gaps here at their rough-hewn corners were so large that I could see between them into the sanctuary itself and make out the columns of the temple set against the sky behind.

‘We are going to the temple!’ Cassandra exclaimed, as I started towards it. The street was empty, the windows of the houses covered with woven rugs to keep out the heat of the day, a stray cat curled up here and there on a front step. ‘Your father, Krisayis – we shall be in so much trouble …’

But I had already reached the wall, and was testing the gaps between the stones. They were large enough to fit my hands and feet with ease. I pulled myself up, fingers gripping the rough-chipped surface of the stone between the blocks as easily as if I were climbing the rungs of a ladder.

‘You can’t mean to climb it!’

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘It’s the only way. We wouldn’t be able to get past the guards at the main gate, would we? Come on, Cassandra – it’s not that bad, and Troilus will never find us. We might even win the game this time! Look …’

I stepped up a layer of blocks, found purchase in the cracks between the stones with my foot, then reached up with one hand to pull myself higher, like the lizards I had seen climbing the palace walls on a hot summer’s day. ‘You see? It’s easy!’

But Cassandra did not reply.

‘Cassandra?’ I asked, twisting around to look down at her.

She was facing away from the wall, standing still and staring.

‘Cassandra, are you all right?’

And then I froze.

Three feral dogs the size of wolves had appeared at the other end of the alley, a hundred paces behind us, and were advancing down the narrow street, their sharp teeth bared, hackles raised. They moved stealthily, jaws curled in a low snarl, revealing sharp, pointed fangs, their wild, dark eyes fixed on us as if they would hunt and savage us as easily as hares caught in a thicket.

‘Quick! Climb up!’

Cassandra did not need telling twice. Whirling around, her blue eyes wide with fear, she snatched up her skirt and started to pull herself up the wall. I was moving fast – there were only two more large stone blocks between me and the sky … One more …

I looked back, my heart racing. The dogs had started to run and they were gathering speed, teeth bared, snarling, spittle flying behind them. They were fifty paces away now and the distance was closing, and Cassandra was still within their reach …

Cassandra was breathing hard with mixed terror and exhaustion as she pulled herself higher. I stepped down a layer to help her and reached out my hand to pull her up. ‘Come on, Cassandra! You have to keep climbing! Only one more – one more—’

And then we had reached the top of the wall, and the dogs were beneath us, snapping and leaping, jaws barely missing our heels as we scrabbled up and on to the broad rough stones that capped it.

‘Oh, Krisayis!’ Cassandra breathed, as she pulled herself up next to me, her words ragged and uneven as she gasped for breath. ‘That was – so – close!’

I nodded, my heart hammering with fear and excitement. ‘I know.’ I looked down at the dogs, snarling and jumping only a few feet beneath us, white teeth bared, and shivered slightly; then I turned, lowered myself over the far side of the wall and climbed down, dropping on to the grass of the sanctuary.

‘We didn’t get hurt, though, did we?’ I said, as Cassandra started down after me.

‘No,’ Cassandra said, ‘but—’ She faltered, looking over her shoulder at the ten-foot drop.

‘Here,’ I said, moving forwards. I held out my hand to help her jump to the ground.

We gazed around us as we got our breath back, taking in our surroundings.

The temple was set above us on a slight hill, a tall, imposing structure of dark stone with bronze doors fronted by painted columns and set above an open courtyard, with a flight of steep steps. Around it were clustered several smaller buildings – a white-plastered dwelling, perhaps the home of the priest and priestesses, a wooden storehouse set against the wall and a workshop from which a faint smell of sand and dust drifted towards us. A single stone-flagged path wound up the hill towards the buildings, lined on either side by twisted old oaks and the sacred stone slabs of the gods, scattering the precinct like relics.

‘What now?’ Cassandra asked. ‘Can we not go back to the palace, Krisayis?’

I felt a twinge of guilt at the pleading note in her voice. I knew that Cassandra did not like to leave the palace grounds and that she disliked disobedience even more; she was happiest when she was in the palace, surrounded by her brothers, in her familiar element. But then, I thought, I simply could not let this pass me by. It might be the only chance I had to find out about the life my father was determined to force me into before he succeeded in his plans, and all was lost.

I brushed my long hair off my face, gathered my courage and started off across the precinct with determination. ‘We are going to the temple of Apulunas.’

 

Βρισηíς
Briseis, Pedasus

The Hour of the Evening Meal

The First Day of the Month of Roses, 1250 BC

I was standing in the palace herb garden, surrounded by fragrant lavender in the shade of a pomegranate tree, waiting, tall and proud as a princess should be. But my heart was quivering in my chest, like a small, frightened bird.

He has to want to marry me, I thought, standing there, trying not to show my desperation. He has to. I must fulfil my duty before it is too late. I have to be chosen. I have to show to my family that I can still be a good daughter and a good wife and, if the gods will it, a mother of princes.

Above all, above everything, he has to want me.

I flicked back a stray lock of dark hair from my forehead, as my mother always told me to do, and tilted my slim figure slightly to one side, just like the statues I had seen of Arinniti, goddess of love. I could hardly remember a time when they had not told me I was beautiful. Indeed, my old nurse, Deiope, had sworn from when I was a child that I should make a great match and a great marriage. With my long, dark hair, pale skin and delicate features, she had often said I looked like the living embodiment of the women whose brightly coloured portraits decorated the palace walls, their black hair braided down their backs, their skirts tied tight around slim waists. If it had not been for the prophecy, no one would have been anxious at all.

But, because of the prophecy, nothing was certain any more.

I readied myself, drew myself up tall, like a queen, and tried to hide my quaking heart, which felt as if it had dropped all the way from my mouth to my slippered feet.

The small oak-wood gate of the garden creaked and I turned. It was my mother, the Queen of Pedasus, a woman known as much for the firmness of her hand in ruling our city as for her beauty. ‘Now, Briseis,’ she said, without preamble, as she always spoke and especially to me. She walked towards me down the stone-lined path, straight-backed and stern, her flounced skirt brushing the herbs at the path’s edge and sending the soft scent of lavender and thyme into the evening air. ‘It is my expectation that you do your best.’

I looked down at my hands, trying to be humble. ‘I do try,’ I said meekly. ‘I did not ask for the prophecy. I did not want—’

‘Briseis, please,’ my mother said, folding her hands in front of her in her most regal stance and gazing sternly at me. ‘Not this again. We each deal with the fate the gods have dealt us. You will be silent and let your beauty speak for itself. Perhaps this time, at last, the gods will bless us with good fortune.’

I touched my forefinger quietly to my thumb, sending a silent prayer to the goddess Luck that this might be so, then cast my eyes to the ground and tried to trust in my beauty and the gods.

There were sounds of footsteps on stone beyond the garden gate. I took a deep breath. My suitor was approaching – and, if he chose me, he would have the power to change my life for ever.

 

Χρυσηíς
Krisayis, Troy

The Hour of Evening

The First Day of the Month of Roses, 1250 BC

‘Your father … High Priest Polydamas … he will be so angry … if he knows you are here,’ Cassandra panted beside me, as we climbed up to the temple of Apulunas. A slave dressed in a plain white tunic was brushing the steps with a broom, and he frowned at us as we passed.

I swallowed. ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But I simply have to see what it is like for myself. I have to know. I have to know what it is to be a priestess, what my father is trying to give my life to when I reach my sixteenth year.’

Cassandra was still breathing heavily with the climb and did not reply. The steps were steep and each of them very high, as if they had been worked by the monstrous Cyclopes themselves.

I gazed up at the sky behind the buildings: turning pink now and shot through with gold as, drawn by the horses of Apulunas in his golden chariot, the sun started to dip down towards the mythical Garden of the Hesperides in the far west. ‘Oh, if only I were divine, like Apulunas,’ I burst out. ‘Then I should be immortal, and no one could tell me what to do, least of all my father. I could just knock him over with my thumb, like this.’ I illustrated, flicking the tip of my forefinger against the soft pad of my thumb. ‘He would never be able to force me to become a priestess.’

I sighed as the dream of immortality vanished before my eyes, and all that was left in front of me was the temple, its bronze doors glinting in the sunlight.

‘There must be more I can do with my life than lay it on the altars of the gods,’ I continued. ‘Just because I am a woman, and the daughter of the priest, my father thinks—’ I shook my head. ‘I do not see why he cannot understand that I—’

‘Indeed,’ a disapproving, all-too-familiar voice interrupted me. ‘I do not understand. And you, daughter, are disobeying my command.’

We had reached the top of the steps. Standing in the gloomy shadows of the portico beside one of the blue-painted columns was the last person in the world I wished to see: a tall, stooping, grey-bearded man with a shrewd look on his face, wearing a priest’s long white robes, which carried with them the scent of incense from the temple. He was nothing like me, with my curling hair and honey-brown eyes, but however much I wished at that moment it were not true, he was my father.

‘Good evening, my lord,’ I said.

I did not need him to speak to know he was angry: the set line of his mouth and the single grim line across his forehead told me that. His dark eyes flicked to Cassandra. ‘Princess,’ he said, with clipped politeness, bowing deeply towards her so that his long robes brushed the ground, and his laurel wreath – the badge of honour of the High Priest of Apulunas, protector of Troy – tipped forwards slightly on his thinning grey hair. Then he turned back to me. ‘What,’ he asked slowly, in a voice of forced calm, ‘in the names of all the gods of Ida do you think you are doing here?’

I looked up at him. ‘I thought—’

‘You thought nothing,’ he interrupted me forcefully. ‘I have told you again and again that you are not to enter the precinct of the Great God Apulunas before your sixteenth year. The rites forbid it. The customs of the god prohibit it. And yet, after all I have done for you, after all I have worked for, you choose to disobey me and the dictates of the Great God, whom I have promised you will serve for the rest of your life.’

I tried to bite my lip, to stay silent as a daughter should. I could not. ‘But, Father,’ I said slowly, trying to make him see sense, ‘if you would only listen to what I am trying to tell you! I revere the gods as much as anybody, but – I do not wish to be a priestess!’

He looked as if he would interrupt, but I continued all the same: ‘Who could lock themselves willingly into the temple when there is a whole world outside? The gods are to be found in daylight, not in darkness – isn’t that what the prophet Huwashi himself said? I wish to live my life, Father! I want to laugh with my friends, to dance in the palace at night and spend my days helping the people of Troy, like the king and princes do! I promise you, if my mother were here she would have—’

‘That is enough, I tell you!’ my father thundered, cutting me off, his dark eyes sparking with rage. ‘I have heard enough! Is this all that fills your foolish head, Krisayis? Princes and dances and palaces? There is more to life, daughter, than mere court foolery and gold! And, if your mother were here, she would tell you the same as I: that it is the duty of a priest to listen only to the voices of the immortal gods, not the tattling speech of foolish women. You shall accept the destiny I have granted you and be grateful for it!’

I could feel tears of frustration welling at the corners of my eyes and immediately I blinked them away, hard. I would not let him see that he had made me weep.

But then Cassandra spoke: ‘High Priest Polydamas,’ she said, her bird-like voice quavering a little – my father was a hard man when he was in a rage. ‘It was not her fault, my lord. We were playing with my brother Troilus. We were merely trying to find a place to hide when some wild dogs chased us. We ran here and – well – we had nowhere else to go. Krisayis did not mean for it to happen. She was protecting me. We had no choice.’

Cassandra felt for my hand and squeezed it, tight.

I felt my heart swell in gratitude, and squeezed hers in return.

My father paused, his thin chest heaving, looking us both up and down with the air of a man who had been winded halfway through a running contest. It was clear that, even in his rage, he would not contradict a princess, a member of the House of Priam.

‘Is this true, Krisayis?’ he asked me at last, his teeth gritted, as if he begrudged every word.

I nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, Father,’ I said. ‘We were only playing hide and seek and then the dogs came.’ I stopped myself saying any more. We were outside the temple of a god after all, and I knew that the gods could hear a lie louder than a stone dropped in a still pool. At least I could say in all honesty that this much was true.

He stared at me as if he, too, like the gods, could discern the truth from a lie. ‘Oh, very well,’ he said eventually, holding up his hands in surrender, though I could tell from his face that he did not want to believe me. ‘Very well, then. But you are not to enter the temple,’ he said, stepping in front of me as I tried to peer around him.

I caught a glimpse of a couple of white-robed women and a dark hall behind one of the doors, an altar sending a spiral of smoke from the sacrifice towards the ceiling, before his robes whipped before my face and blocked them from view.

‘You must both return to the palace before night falls – and most especially you, Princess,’ my father said, inclining his head towards Cassandra. ‘King Priam and Queen Hecuba would not want you wandering the streets of Troy at night. I shall send Eusebius with you to ensure you reach the palace safely.’ He clicked his long fingers and, as if from nowhere, a eunuch with dark-lined eyes and curled hair appeared by his side, carrying a torch and with a long, shining bronze dagger at his waist. ‘Eusebius,’ he said to the eunuch, ‘I am entrusting the Princess Cassandra and her companion to your care. Return them to the palace and ensure they come to no harm.’

The eunuch nodded and placed his right hand on the hilt of his dagger by way of an answer.

Cassandra and I gathered up our skirts and turned to leave.

But then my father placed one bony hand on my shoulder. ‘Wait, daughter. I would have a word with you before you go.’

I felt uneasy. What new reprimands would my father think up for me? Was it not enough that he was doing his best to lock me away in a priestess’s robes for the rest of my life? I turned to face him, making a show of my reluctance.

He firmed his grip on my shoulder and steered me around the corner of the portico, where Cassandra could not hear us. ‘Daughter,’ he said, after a small pause. ‘I do not wish to quarrel with you.’

I looked up at him. ‘No more do I with you. It is not I who keeps trying to force people to be other than they are.’

My father took a deep breath, then, apparently, decided to ignore me. ‘I am glad that you are enjoying your position in the palace as companion to the princess,’ he continued evenly. ‘You were fortunate that she chose you when we were summoned here from Larisa. It is a source of great comfort to me that you are content and well cared for in the palace.’

I stared at him. ‘But, if that is so, then why can I not simply—’

He held up a hand, and I spluttered into silence. ‘I have not finished. I said that I am glad you are content, and that you and the princes and princesses are close to each other, as friends and companions should be. And yet,’ he looked down at me, his face stern, ‘I must tell you that I have heard your name mentioned by the temple-goers over the past few weeks, more than once, with regards to the Prince Troilus. I only hope, daughter, for your sake, that the rumours are not true, for half of them are more scandalous than I dare to repeat.’

‘I do not know what you have heard,’ I said, ‘and if you will not tell me, then how can I deny it?’

His eyes sparked and he looked as if he would shout at me, but he mastered himself with some difficulty and said, ‘Krisayis, this is no laughing matter. You must remember that you are merely the daughter of a priest. You must not let your position as Princess Cassandra’s companion fool you! A priestess of the Great God—’

‘But I am not a priestess of Apulunas yet!’ I said, and I almost stamped my foot in frustration. ‘There are still two months left until I reach my sixteenth year!’

My father took my wrists in his hands and shook me. ‘Daughter, listen to me!’ He lowered his voice. ‘It is essential that you guard your reputation. It is essential that you live up to the purity of the gods, whose chastity is beyond compare. You will never,’ he continued firmly, as I tried to interrupt him, ‘be anything more than a priest’s daughter. Nor should you wish to be. And there can be no higher honour than to serve our gods as I do – as you will do. Do you understand me?’

I was looking at my hands. I would not suggest by even a flicker of my eyes that I agreed.

He gave a sigh. ‘I shall not warn you again, daughter,’ he said, and there was a finality to his tone. ‘There is nothing – nothing – more important than this.’

He did not allow me to reply but gripped me by the arm and led me as if I were a brute ox at the plough back to Cassandra, who was watching us curiously.

I shook my head to tell her I did not wish to talk about it now. ‘Shall we go?’ I said to the guard and, without looking back at my father, I ran down the steps and away from Apulunas’ temple.

 

Βρισηíς
Briseis, Pedasus

The Hour of the Setting Sun

The First Day of the Month of Roses, 1250 BC

‘Prince Mynes, son of King Ardys and Queen Hesione, rulers of the city of Lyrnessus and beloved by the gods,’ the herald announced.

I bowed my head, trying not to let my fingers shake as I clasped them before me.

Beside me, my mother did the same. A retinue of at least six ambassadors and a herald was entering the herb garden through the gate. They were followed by my father, my eldest brother, Rhenor, and beside him, apparently deep in conversation with the king, a young man with a golden diadem sitting on his head of boyish, curled brown hair, and laughing brown eyes.

I looked quickly at my mother, but her face was serene, her expression calm. She was clearly not taken aback by the appearance of the prince. And yet I could not help my lips parting in surprise as I glanced at him. All of my other suitors – the long line of men who had contended for my hand only to flee, their hearts failing them when they had heard the words of the prophecy and fearing war with my father’s formidable armies – had been kings. Men in their prime, not boys. I had expected a man for a husband, a king who ruled his territory with the wisdom of age and the strength of a seasoned warrior. A man who wanted a beautiful young bride at his side to demonstrate his power. Instead, here was a young prince, the beard on his chin still light and downy, barely older than I.

‘He is – he is young,’ I commented, under my breath, to my mother, as my father and the prince walked up the stone path towards us.

‘He is strong,’ she corrected me calmly. ‘And, if the gods will it, you shall have many years together.’

‘I was expecting a king,’ I whispered, my eyes cast down to my feet.

My mother looked at the prince as he approached, her royal smile now fixed upon her face, her head slightly inclined in a perfect image of nobility. ‘He shall be a king,’ she replied, her lips barely parting as she swept her eyes to the ground.

I nodded. Of course she was right. He would be powerful, I reminded myself. Many kings died young, and left their thrones to their sons. Perhaps this young prince would soon come into his own. I collected myself and inclined my head, smiling like my mother, knowing that I must act the part of a future queen. I was a princess with everything at stake. I could not think to dictate the terms of my marriage, when any marriage, to any man, was the most I could hope for.

‘We are here,’ the herald announced, his voice carrying through the small herb garden, ‘to discuss the betrothal of Princess Briseis of Pedasus to Prince Mynes of Lyrnessus. Before we begin the formal proceedings, however, I must tell you that the King and Queen of Lyrnessus have requested clarification on the matter of a certain prophecy.’

My heart sank. So we had arrived at it already. I fixed my eyes on my feet, trying to ignore the thudding of my heart.

‘King Ardys and Queen Hesione require a full declaration of the prophecy, its terms, and the conditions of its annulment,’ the herald continued smoothly, in the nasal tones of a palace official. ‘They stipulate that they will be willing to consider an agreement on the marriage contract only should their ambassadors,’ he gestured to the white-bearded men beside him, ‘agree that the prophecy is no longer valid.’

I felt a cold dread as my father’s herald stepped forwards and cleared his throat to speak. I had seen this happen so many times.

I closed my eyes in fear, my fingers clasped once more in the sign of the goddess Luck.

‘Let this be the statement of the prophecy of the storm god Zayu, given to his servant the priestess of the said god on the thirteenth day of the Month of New Wine, in the fifteenth year of Princess Briseis’ birth,’ my father’s herald recited in a dry, sharp voice, like chipped stone.

I knew the words so well I could almost say them from memory.

The herald cleared his throat. ‘The prophecy reads, “He who seeks Briseis’ bed shall then her brothers three behead.”’

There was the usual moment of ringing silence as the words of the prophecy hung on the air. I felt numb with fear as I always did when I heard those words. I wanted, as I always wanted, to forget my formal stance, to run over to them and tell my suitor and his ambassadors that it was not true. Why would the gods have set such a sentence on my head? I wanted to say. What have I ever done, in my short life, to wrong them?

But then my father’s herald continued, and I was forced to listen on, in silence, as I always did, as my sentence was passed by others.

‘For five years Princess Briseis was kept in her father’s palace without suitors or admirers of any kind, in the fear that the prophecy might indeed prove true, and that her suitor should kill her three brothers and my king’s sole heirs. But then, six months ago, on the twenty-fifth day of the Month of New Wine, and in the twentieth year of Princess Briseis’ birth, King Bias returned to the sanctuary of the storm god Zayu. King Bias was told that the gods have decreed the prophecy holds no more. That is, that the prophecy is now no longer true and that Princess Briseis may marry without consequence.’

My breathing was coming very fast and shallow. I risked a glance at my father, but he was looking at the herald, and my eyes came to rest instead on Prince Mynes.

Our eyes met.

He was a handsome young man on closer inspection: olive-skinned, strong, smiling, the ease of his bearing and the honesty of his smile making up for what he lacked in years and stature. I could imagine being married to such a man. He was not what I had thought he would be, but I could imagine being by his side, and being happy.

But then I caught myself. It was for this very reason that I should neither look nor hope.

I could not give myself away so easily when the gift might still be scorned, as it had been countless times before. I looked away quickly, a slight heat in my cheeks.

The ambassadors of Lyrnessus were conferring in a small group, their white-haired heads bowed and foreheads creased in a uniform frown. My father and elder brother were conversing in low tones. My mother, by my side, was a paragon of wooden formality, her eyes veiled, her expression unreadable.

I saw Prince Mynes join the ambassadors, speaking to them in a low voice and, occasionally, glancing towards me.

At last, one of the ambassadors, the eldest to judge by his straggling white beard and rheumy eyes, turned slowly to face my father. ‘We have come to our decision,’ he said, his voice thin and quavering.

I held my breath, my eyes fixed on
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