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Στους Έλληνες, αρχαίους και σύγχρονους.

To the people of Greece, ancient and modern.





Home is the sailor, home from sea, 
 And the hunter home from the hill.

Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘Requiem’
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Ithaca


When you start on your way to Ithaca,

pray that the journey be long,

rich in adventure, rich in discovery.

Do not fear the Cyclops, the Laestrygonians

or the anger of Poseidon. You’ll not encounter them

on your way if your thoughts remain high,

if a rare emotion possesses you body and soul.

You will not encounter the Cyclops,

the Laestrygonians or savage Poseidon

if you do not carry them in your own soul,

if your soul does not set them before you.

Pray that the journey be a long one,

that there be countless summer mornings

when, with what pleasure, what joy,

you drift into harbours never before seen;

that you make port in Phoenician markets

and purchase their lovely goods:

coral and mother of pearl, ebony and amber,

and every kind of delightful perfume.

Acquire all the voluptuous perfumes that you can,

then sail to Egypt’s many towns

to learn and learn from their scholars.

Always keep Ithaca fixed in your mind.

Arrival there is your destination.

Yet do not hurry the journey at all:

better that it lasts for many years

and you arrive an old man on the island,

rich from all that you have gained on the way,

not counting on Ithaca for riches.

For Ithaca gave you the splendid voyage:

without her you would never have embarked.

She has nothing more to give you now.

And though you find her poor, she has not misled you;

you having grown so wise, so experienced from your travels,

by then you will have learned what Ithacas mean.

C. P. Cavafy
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Introduction

Welcome to Odyssey. This is the fourth book in my series retelling the Greek myths. In order to understand and enjoy Odyssey there is no need, I assure you, to have read the previous three – Mythos, Heroes and Troy. Naturally, I hope that you might turn to them, or have already done so, but the story of the Odyssey stands alone, in every sense.

Having said which, it is perhaps worth a walk round the course before the race begins, to familiarize ourselves with the world we have entered. This might be best achieved by thinking of the three ‘Ages’ that correspond to the first three books of the sequence.

The Age of the Gods

The birth and rise of the gods forms the first part of the book Mythos. After violent acts of overthrow, twelve major divine entities settle themselves upon Mount Olympus to rule the world and its domains. Their king is Zeus, the Sky Father. You can see a list of the main gods with a brief description of their natures and responsibilities in the Cast of Characters at the back of the book.

To begin with, the realm below is populated only by animals, monsters, nymphs and assorted minor deities. In time, however, Zeus and his friend, the Titan Prometheus, create us, humankind, and before long we spread around the world.

Zeus and most of the other Olympians cannot help but busy themselves in our affairs, often punishing what they see as uppity mortal hubris, and just as often involving themselves at the most carnal level with those humans they find comely and attractive.

The Age of Heroes

Many of the children born to one mortal and one immortal parent rise to heroic demigod status – Perseus, Heracles, Theseus and Jason, for example. These are the subject of Heroes – courageous and often complicated figures especially celebrated for their quests and duels with the monsters that intimidate and threaten humankind. Through their victories over these creatures, the world becomes safer and stabler for humans. The first signs of cities, harbours, trade and agriculture appear in the world.

As the years pass and human civilization develops further, its relationship with the immortals begins subtly to change. Humans are obedient in praying and sacrificing to the gods, but more and more of their time and interest is devoted to their own concerns. The gods still interfere on occasion, but become more wary (or weary?) of interbreeding and interfering. Humankind seems more interested in itself, in setting and achieving its own goals.

The Age of Man

The Trojan War, though instigated by divine actions and regularly subject to divine intervention and intrusion, is largely fought, suffered and endured by ordinary men and women. Some of its leading characters have divine blood in their lineage – Achilles, Helen, Odysseus and Aeneas, for example – and certain of the gods assuredly have a passionate interest in the conflict, but, in essence, the Trojan War is a mortal enterprise.

And now it is over, and the Greek fleet and its kings, princes and commanders are anxious to return home.

This is the point where Odyssey begins. It is a profoundly human story, but there are gods and monsters enough to be encountered still. After Zeus, the three goddesses Hera, Aphrodite and Athena feature most heavily in this story, along with the messenger god Hermes. There is a reason for their close involvement, a reason that derives from the episode that triggered the whole Trojan War and its aftermath. Let’s (re)acquaint ourselves with that story …

The Judgement of Paris

One momentous day on Mount Ida, outside the city of Troy, Hermes brought a young shepherd named Paris before the three goddesses, Hera, Athena and Aphrodite. Paris was called upon to award a golden apple to the one he judged the most beautiful. He chose Aphrodite, the goddess of love, who had promised him the reward of Helen, the most beautiful of all mortal women. The other two goddesses disappeared in a puff of smoke and acrimony.

Aphrodite kept her word, helping Paris to bring Helen from her home in Sparta all the way across the sea to Troy.

Humiliated, dishonoured and enraged, Helen’s husband Menelaus and his brother Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, raised a colossal invasion force from all over the mainland and islands of Greece with the aim of winning back Helen and their slighted honour. The fleet of Achaeans, Danaans, Hellenes, Argives – easier to call them ‘Greeks’, although there was no such country as Greece then – sailed east to Troy, to which they laid siege for ten brutal, bloody years.

Aphrodite naturally sided with Troy, as did her lover the war god Ares and the archer god twins Artemis and Apollo. Having been as they saw it spurned by Paris, Athena and Hera took up the cause of the Greeks. Zeus, distressed by the whole affair, attempted some kind of neutrality.

The Wooden Horse

The ten-year deadlock was broken by the most cunning and quickest witted of the senior Greek warriors, Odysseus of Ithaca (later known by his Roman name of ‘Ulysses’), who contrived an extraordinary plan.

One morning, the Trojans looked out from their ramparts to see that every ship and tent of the Greek expeditionary force had disappeared. Outside, on the plain of Ilium, the only thing observable was a huge wooden horse. The jubilant Trojans, convinced that victory was theirs and that the Greeks had fled, leaving this artefact behind as a gift, pulled the contrivance into the city. At night, a squadron of Greek soldiers climbed out of a concealed trapdoor in its belly and opened the gates to let in the main body of their army. The population of Troy was put to the sword and the city set ablaze.

The war was over. For the Trojans, home was destroyed. For the Greeks, home beckoned.




Storms
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The Gods Look Down

It is common to portray us mortals as the children of the gods, but in reality it is the gods who are children. Like children, the gods have no patience. Like children, they erupt into tantrums when their desires are thwarted; and when they discover that those desires are not what they wanted after all, they stamp their feet and scream in fury. No rage is wilder and more unendurable for mortals or immortals than that which is self-directed.

Watching the smoke rise from the ruined city of Troy and hearing the last weepings of the slaughtered and their survivors, ATHENA found herself haunted by a feeling of dread. Everything she had worked for had come to pass. The impertinent PARIS, who had presumed to judge her beauty inferior to the cheap appeal of APHRODITE, had paid for his insolence, dying in agony outside the walls of his adopted city. HELEN, the prize Aphrodite had helped Paris steal, would soon be on her way back to Sparta in the company of her lawful husband, King MENELAUS. A great wrong had been righted. The victory of the Achaean forces over the defending Trojans was absolute.

As great, golden Troy burned into ruin and rubble, Athena felt no surge of triumph. She watched its citizens being raped, enslaved and hacked to pieces in a frenzied orgy of killing such as the world had never seen. What she felt – she could not call it shame; surely no Olympian could feel shame – was a blend of horror and disappointment that was new to her. Was it possible that mortals were beginning to infect the gods with the perverse self-indulgence of inner feelings? It was for the gods to inspire humankind into imitations of divinity, not for humans to shrink the gods into flawed images of themselves.

With the fall of Troy something else had fallen, but Athena was not able to say quite what it was. She had a sense that nothing in the mortal or the immortal realms could ever be the same again.

She watched the victorious Greeks pulling their carts of treasure and herding their slaves towards the great fleet so long harboured on the Trojan shore.

A thick silence hung over the world; Athena was consumed by the conviction that there had been a shift in the balance of things, that the world of gods and men had undergone an alteration.

Her Greeks had proved unworthy of their victory and all that she had done to bring it about. It was unreasonable of her; it was childish of her; but she blamed them for arriving at the very point to which she had led them. Happily, she found – as we all contrive to find – a fitter target for her anger than herself.

One legitimate cause for rage had been the abominable crime of AJAX, King of Locris. ‘Ajax the Lesser’, some men called him, to distinguish him from Telamonian Ajax, ‘Ajax the Mighty’. That Ajax had died honourably by his own hand before the war’s end,fn1 but this Ajax had proved himself lesser indeed. On a night of unspeakable barbarities and innumerable crimes against all canons of honour, Locrian Ajax had exceeded the worst in depraved brutality and blasphemy. On the very floor of a temple dedicated to Athena, he had dragged the Trojan princess CASSANDRA from the altar to which she clung for refuge.

The act was committed without mortal witnesses, but Athena could not let matters rest. Sanctuary was sanctuary. She whispered details of the desecration to AGAMEMNON’s seer, the prophet CALCHAS, and he relayed it to the princes and chieftains of the alliance, adding that Ajax had raped Cassandra.

Of all the Greeks Athena favoured, she loved none more than ODYSSEUS of Ithaca. It pleased her that the moment he heard Calchas’s description of the crime, he called for the rapist to be stoned.

Ajax fled to a temple to seek refuge, and this cowardly act only inflamed Athena’s indignation. The gross impiety, the shattering insolence of a man who had committed such sacrilege in one temple daring to beg for sanctuary in another: this could not go unpunished. And yet the Greeks – despite the demands of Odysseus and another of Athena’s favourites, DIOMEDES of Argos – refused to cross the threshold of this temple for fear of offending the minor god to whom it was dedicated.fn2

Agamemnon was preparing for the voyage home to Mycenae, loading his ships with the pick of ransacked Trojan booty, as was his due as supreme commander of the invading forces. Amongst his human treasure was the same violated Cassandra, whom he had taken from Ajax. Her fate now was to be carried off captive to Agamemnon’s palace, where she would serve as one of his concubines.fn3 When she was too old for sexual use, she could live out her life in the kitchens.

A daughter of King PRIAM and Queen HECUBA, and therefore a sister to HECTOR and Paris, Cassandra had dedicated her life to service as a priestess in the temple of APOLLO. She was not long into that role when the god Apollo himself fell for her beauty. He offered her the gift of prophecy, which she gratefully accepted. When he moved forward to exact what he considered a just reward for this gift, she repelled him, shocked that he could imagine he had earned the right to her body. In his turn stung and humiliated, Apollo could not take back his gift – no god can – but he could blight it. He spat in her mouth. Thenceforward, no one would ever believe her prophecies, eternally accurate as they would always be.

The terrible cruelty of Apollo’s curse had perhaps been most apparent on the fateful morning that Odysseus’s wooden horse had appeared outside the walls of Troy. The vast besieging army of the Greeks and its vessels anchored at the shore had disappeared. The Trojans celebrated jubilantly and prepared to bring the horse into their city. Cassandra had begged them to have nothing to do with what she rightly saw as a trap. She foretold that only death, destruction and defeat could come from the horse. But of course, she had not been heard.

Since then, she had seen her family all but wiped out and her city reduced to rubble. And now she was in shackles aboard a ship that would carry her to a life of sexual servitude. Strangely, however, she did not complain about this terrible fate. Indeed, she laughed and sang out in appalling detail the story of what would happen to her and to Agamemnon when they arrived back in Mycenae.

All along the beachhead, the ships of the victorious Greeks and their allies were being loaded up with the last of the plunder from the fallen city. Vultures and jackals do not abandon a carcass until every shred of flesh has been picked from its bones. In Athena’s eyes, the Greeks, with their arrogant air of worthiness in victory, were worse than vultures and jackals.

There were exceptions. NESTOR, the aged King of Pylos, had already departed, taking very little treasure with him. The fleets of IDOMENEUS of Crete and Diomedes of Argos were sailing south and westwards to their homes, too. It seemed that, for them, their waiting wives, families and kingdoms were worth more than gold plates and beautiful slaves.

None was more impatient for home than Odysseus of Ithaca. Athena watched him board his flagship. The fleet he commanded comprised twelve ships, each crewed by more than forty Ithacans. In calm waters, they could bend to the oar if need be, but naturally they hoped for good winds to blow them home. Once proper prayers and sacrifices had been cast up, they too would leave the cursed shoreline on which they had been beached for ten long years.

Odysseus, mastermind of the stratagem that finally won the war, had been awarded the great prize of Troy’s queen, Hecuba. A doubtful trophy she was turning out to be. The moment he went aboard, she launched herself at him like a wild animal. He pushed her away as calmly as he could, but she would not stop screaming out the list of horrors that had befallen her. Her sons Hector, Paris, Deiphobus, Troilus, and even her youngest, Polydorus – all dead. Her daughters defiled. Her beloved husband, Priam, the greatest and wisest king the world had known, decapitated before her very eyes by ACHILLES’ murderous son, NEOPTOLEMUS. Hecuba howled out her furious catalogue of despair and grief, culminating in a recitation of the awful fate that befell her grandson ASTYANAX, the only child of the great Prince Hector. Neoptolemus and his men had snatched Astyanax from the arms of his mother, ANDROMACHE, and, laughing, hurled the infant down onto the rocks below the city walls.fn4 Now Andromache was chained up in Neoptolemus’s Myrmidonfn5 flagship, doomed, like Cassandra, to a life of sexual servitude. Hecuba swore before the gods that while she had a voice in her throat, she would never cease to curse the Greeks for these and their other nameless and abominable crimes.

Odysseus liked to think of himself as a patient man, but this demented grandmother shrieking and spitting in his face was more than he could bear. Hecuba was one prize of war he could do without. He lifted her up, swung her over the side of the ship and let her down onto the sand. She snarled and screamed there in the shadow of the ship’s prow until, to Odysseus’s straining eyes, she seemed to turn into the wild dog she so resembled in sound and savagery.fn6

Desperate for home as the Greeks were, they were not so foolish as to neglect the gods. Grateful sacrifices for their victory and survival were offered, but Athena and the other Olympians found these obeisances to be token, hasty, perfunctory … lacking in conviction.

This insolence was compounded by Neoptolemus’s next act of savagery. He informed the Greeks that his father, Achilles, had appeared to him in a dream to demand the sacrifice of the Trojan princess Polyxena, Hecuba and Priam’s youngest daughter. Achilles had been much attracted to Polyxena when he had encountered her in the company of her young brother Troilus, whom he had killed.fn7 Even though Achilles was now dead, he considered himself betrothed, and his shade demanded Polyxena. So claimed his son, Neoptolemus. The cult of Achilles’ glory, combined with a real fear of the merciless violence of which Neoptolemus and his Myrmidon army were capable, proved too strong for the Greeks to resist. The sacrifice was permitted. Neoptolemus led Polyxena to the tomb of Achilles, where he slit her throat. She put up no resistance, declaring that she would rather die a virgin than live a slave. Agamemnon, revolted by the whole affair and perhaps reminded of his part in the sacrifice of his daughter IPHIGENIA,fn8 kept to his ship. With the war won, his authority as commander-in-chief was notably diminished, and he knew it. Odysseus, Diomedes, the great Ajax and many others were better loved and had made greater reputations for themselves. It was time for the exhausted general to return to Mycenae and reward himself with the gentle pleasures, so deeply missed, of hearth and home. His flagship silently slipped anchor and led the Mycenaean fleet away from the beachhead. There was no ceremony, and almost nobody noticed.

In Athena’s eyes, there had been neither grace nor worth in the Greek victory. And now, when she saw the profane Ajax flee the temple in which he had been cowering and reach the safety of his Locrian ships unchallenged, her kindling displeasure flared into a burning fury. She watched the rapist scuttle across the sand and clamber up the mooring ropes of his flagship to safety. Not a single Greek, from the highest to the lowest, had courage or honour enough to intervene. This was more than the goddess could endure.

There existed powers older and greater than she, greater even than Father ZEUS, Bringer of Storms and King of the Gods. The cosmic laws of Time, Fate, Necessity, Justice and Retribution were inescapable and unstoppable.fn9 They could no more be resisted or denied than the laws that guide rivers to the sea or cause a stone dropped from the hand always to fall downwards, never upwards or sideways.

Zeus’s brother POSEIDON might be able to shake the solid earth into city-destroying quakes and whip the oceans into waves higher than hills; HEPHAESTUS might make mountains burst with fire and flame; Zeus might fill the sky with thunder-booming clouds and scorch the world with cracks of lightning, but such displays were less than the whirling of gnats when set against those terrible forces of Time, Fate, Necessity, Justice and Retribution. Before these implacable executors of the deep will of the cosmos, all Titans, gods, men, women and worlds were as fluff and chaff in the wind.

These powers had no face or figure, no personality, presence or place that could be prayed to or placated. But there came certain times when the signs of their working could be most clearly felt. This, now, Athena felt sure, was such a time.

Zeus, whose chief emotion was relief that the war was over, knew well that the Trojan-loving gods – Aphrodite, ARES and Apollo chief amongst them – would be petitioning him to make life as difficult as possible for the Greek ships as they returned home, but for his daughter Athena to grasp his knees and beg for the fleet to be sunk was quite unexpected.

‘For ten years, you have knelt before me, urging for a Greek victory by any means, and now you want them destroyed?’

Zeus’s wife HERA and his brother Poseidon, who like Athena had both always favoured the Greeks, clamoured their agreement. The Greek ships must be tossed and flung into confusion and the worst of them, Ajax, wrecked and drowned. Impiety must be paid for.

‘Very well, very well.’ Zeus passed the back of his hand across his brow. ‘You may start up your storms and scatter the Greeks. But know this …’

‘… and I will need a storm too,’ said Hera.

‘I’ve told you, you may have it.’

‘Another one. A different one.’

Zeus shook his head. ‘You see, this is my point. I’m not putting up with another ten years of you all coming in here and begging for my intervention against this side or that. I’m done with it all. The mortals can make shift as best they can.’

‘I am certain that you do not wish to displease me, husband.’

That look had come into Hera’s eye, the look before which the great sky god always wilted.fn10

‘But why an extra storm?’

‘Poseidon will blow to confusion the Greeks travelling westwards to their homes. But it is necessary that he send a tempest against another ship, a Trojan ship that even now slinks southwards.’

‘Trojan? What Trojan? Which Trojan? Who Trojan? There are none left, surely?’

‘Prince AENEAS.’

‘But for heaven’s sake, I can’t consent to his destruction. He is a son of Aphrodite.’fn11

‘I am not demanding his destruction, only the wreckage of his ship and the complete frustration of his plans.’

‘But why? Aeneas is a devout and decent man. I’ve heard nothing to his discredit. I know you dislike Trojans, but they are defeated. Surely you …’

‘I require it.’

‘No. No, I really am going to have to put my foot down here. Athena, you may have your storm. Ajax’s blasphemy deserves no less. But I’m sorry, dear wife, in this instance I will be firm. This desire to humble Aeneas, already a humble man, strikes us as petty and ignoble. He may pass. Our will is spoken.’

A roll of thunder accompanied this last declaration.

Spots of colour appeared on Hera’s cheeks, but she bowed her head. When she and Zeus found themselves alone, she would let him have the benefit of her thoughts on this public humiliation, but she was not minded to compound it now by making a scene before the other Olympians. She knew that it was useless to argue when he moved grandly into the first person plural and intoned phrases like ‘our will’.

The Fleets

Agamemnon’s flagship led a mighty fleet, befitting the splendour and importance of Mycenae, the largest and most powerful of all the Greek kingdoms. In fact, Agamemnon preferred to call it an empire.fn12 By all the gods in heaven, was he glad to be going home. The army under his command had done what it had set out to do. It had rescued the honour of the house of ATREUS and the reputation of the Hellenes. The indomitable, impregnable Troy had fallen. Helen had been restored to Menelaus. All under the generalship of Agamemnon, King of Men. On his aristeia, his day of glory, he had slaughtered more Trojans than any other warrior. None could doubt his prowess as both commander in the tent and warrior in the field. Yet somehow Agamemnon always felt that the awe, wonder and worship accorded to Achilles, Odysseus, Diomedes, Ajax, Patroclus, Nestor and Teucer had never quite been accorded him. Achilles … well, of course. None came close to Achilles, the nonesuch, the golden nonpareil. That was to be expected. But even Menelaus was held in greater respect and affection by the men in the ranks. Agamemnon loved his brother dearly, but it was, after all, Menelaus whose loose hold on his wife had caused the whole damned disaster to unfold in the first place.

As for the gods! Every single one of those heroes had been aided by an Olympian during the course of the war – every single one except Agamemnon. On the other side, Ares, Aphrodite and Apollo assisted Paris, Hector and the Trojans at every opportunity too. Why was he, Agamemnon, so despised and overlooked?

The burdens of command. No one loves a general. Blamed for every disaster but denied credit for every victory. From the very beginning, Agamemnon had to make decisions that would have torn a lesser man in two. To sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia, or lose the war. To succumb to the humiliating demands of Achilles, or lose him from the field. To take the risk of implementing Odysseus’s scheme to leave a great horse on the plain of Ilium for the Trojans to discover, or follow the safe course of turning down so reckless and untried a stratagem. In the end, he trusted the guileful devil. Plenty warned him against it, but he went with his instinct. No one remembered that now. Agamemnon was not one of the heroes who hid in the belly of the horse; he was the dullard waiting in his ship around the bay with reinforcements. No glory there.

Well, well. He knew self-pity to be an abject failing. All over now.

Soon the dust and stench of war would be out of his nostrils, and he would be home and in the arms of his wife, CLYTEMNESTRA. She was not completely her sister Helen’s equal when it came to sheer physical beauty. Of course, no one was; that was the cause of all the trouble. But Clytemnestra came closer than any other woman he had ever seen. What was more, she had a style and poise about her, an elegance and authority that acted on him like a fierce potion and that Helen, for all her natural grace and loveliness, could not quite match.

He would see his children. ELECTRA must be seventeen or eighteen years old by now, the age Iphigenia was when she …

ORESTES would be just twelve or thirteen, and little CHRYSOTHEMIS barely ten. When Agamemnon left for the war, she had been growing inside Clytemnestra, and Orestes had just begun ordering his playmates around. Had Clytemnestra seen to their education, he wondered? Were they able to sing and recite poetry? Could Orestes ride a horse and swing a sword? And Electra, what of her? He pictured a prince of Corinth or Attica sighing beneath her window.

Let his armour rust. He would devote his life to his family. How much better to be a father of three than a ruler of thousands.

Meanwhile, they were ready to sail, but what was that noise? The Princess Cassandra. Night and day she wailed, forecasting all kinds of nonsense. Her sobs and screams merged with the shrieks of the seabirds overhead as his captain cast off and Agamemnon bade goodbye to the hated shoreline at last.

The twelve ships of Odysseus’s Ithacan fleet had the wind against them when they left Troy. Blown northwards, they made landfall on the Thracian coast, outside the city of Ismarus, the capital of the Cicones.fn13 The citizens there were no match for the war-hardened Ithacans, who slaughtered the men and took the pick of the town’s women and treasure to their ships.

Ten years of brutal fighting had all but banished mercy and compassion from Odysseus, but when his men, baying for blood, brought before him the local prince, MARON, a priest of Apollo, Odysseus felt himself sickened. He turned to his second in command and brother-in-law, EURYLOCHUS,fn14 who – with a group of twelve men, all brandishing swords – had pushed the prince before him.

‘Damn it, are we men, or are we beasts? Before long, we will be drinking blood and feasting on flesh like the Harpies. It is possible to enjoy yourselves without slaughter and rape. This is a virtuous man. Let go of him.’

Eurylochus and the men put up their swords and backed away, leaving Odysseus with the prince, who fell to the ground and grasped him around the knees.

‘You are a good man, sir, a merciful man.’

Odysseus swatted the compliment away as if it had been a mosquito. ‘Don’t think it. I am a tired one, that is more to the point. Tired of killing, tired of travel, ready for home. I’m a careful man too. I have seen what happens when men disrespect temples and their priests.’

Maron smiled. ‘It is not an insult to call a man “good”, you know. But we will have it your way. You spoke of drinking blood. Perhaps I may express my gratitude to you by offering you something better to drink?’

Maron clapped his hands and gave commands to fetch a servant who presently came forward with two goblets of wine. Odysseus took one and drank it down. He gasped with pleasure.

‘DIONYSUS himself could not drink a better vintage than this! I thank you.’

‘I shall send twelve large flagons down to your ship,’ said Maron, ‘but with a warning. This wine is strong – fantastically concentrated. The cup you just drank was twenty parts water. That is the least you must dilute it by. Anything stronger and a single sip will make you feel as if HERACLES himself had clubbed you on the head.’

They drank two more cups of the wine, correctly mixed, and parted on terms of mutual respect. Odysseus returned to his ship and called for Eurylochus.

‘Order the men back to their ships. I want us underway before dawn.’

‘Don’t think the men would like that, my lord. Not while there’s still loot and fun to be had on land.’

It wasn’t a question of whether Odysseus liked Eurylochus or loathed him. The man had fought through the ten years of battle as bravely as any. No one knew the men and their moods better. Besides, Eurylochus was married to Odysseus’s young sister Ctimene, which granted him the privilege of frankness and informality when speaking in the presence of his royal brother-in-law. As to Odysseus’s family back home, there had been no news from Ithaca of his father, King LAERTES, or his mother ANTICLEA, or his wife PENELOPE and son TELEMACHUS …

Such thoughts rekindled his urgency. ‘I don’t care what the men would or would not like. Enough loot has been divided between the twelve ships, and we must catch the next tide.’

In the eyes of many, Odysseus was already something close to a legend. His creative cunning had won the war. Stories of his wit and guile had spread around the world. But the man could shoot an arrow and cast a spear too. He could wrestle and run. He could squat down by the fire and feast with the common soldier as easily as he could – so the whisper went – commune with Athena herself.

But leadership survives on the keenest edge of the sharpest sword. It is always, somewhere deep down, by consent that rulers rule. Grudging approval, silent acquiescence, conditional agreement. The great rulers are those who know how far their authority may be pushed. Eurylochus made it clear – with a great many ‘my lord’s; each, as was his manner, in the heaviest of quotation marks – that the men would not take kindly to an early order to leave Ismarus. No, not kindly at all.

Odysseus had yielded.

‘We will be last home,’ he had muttered. ‘The wind is perfect now.’

But over the next two days, the men continued to ransack, murder and pillage. On the third night, they slaughtered dozens of oxen and sheep and feasted triumphantly on the shore. They did not know that a few survivors of the Cicones from Ismarus had crept out of the city and over the hills to rouse their neighbours. Neighbours who now thundered down in chariots to exact their revenge.

Odysseus left his ship to join in a battle which was bloody and humiliating. Seventy Ithacans lost their lives. Their bodies had been left stripped and open to the buzzards and dogs, deprived of holy burial and the praise songs that were their due. Sailing away from the coast, Odysseus sent word along the ships that the names of each of the dead should be called out, together with prayers for their souls.

‘A bad business, sire,’ Eurylochus remarked. ‘But maybe good will come of it.’

‘Good? What good?’

‘Well, the experience might teach the men that we touch land only for water and provisions and stay no longer than is needed for that. Clear run now, eh, my lord?’

‘Clear? Does that look clear to you?’

Eurylochus glanced back and swore. The horizon behind him had turned black.

The silence between Helen and Menelaus was strung out taut and tight between them like the rigging of the ship that bore them home.

Menelaus had rescued his wife from a monstrous abduction. Paris, son of King Priam, had stolen her away from Sparta and installed her in Troy as his own wife. This abominable act was a gash in the order of things from which rivers of blood had flowed. Tens of thousands of lives had been lost as the Trojans fought to keep her, and the Greeks to win her back. How many widows? How many fatherless children? How many grieving parents? Only the Fates could keep count.

The story told and sung loudly all over the world was of a beautiful queen snatched against her will from her loving husband and children. But rumour murmured to scandal, and scandal whispered to gossip, and gossip winked to the world wondering just how much forcible abducting had really been required for Helen to accompany Paris to Troy? Paris was a most handsome prince. More than handsome. He flowered from the same royal Trojan tree as GANYMEDE and Tithonus, reckoned the loveliest of youths ever to have been seen in the world. The immortals themselves had been unable to resist their beauty.fn15 And another question arose too: surely a woman of such known resource could have found a time in all those long, terrible years of war to escape the walls of Troy and cross to the Greek lines? Any woman of will could have done it. The bribing of a few maids and guards was all it would have taken.

When Menelaus had finally broken into Helen’s bedchamber after the walls of Troy were breached, had she rushed into his arms with wild cries of joy, or had there been a diffidence, a stiff awkwardness between them?

For certain, there was a stiff enough awkwardness now as she kept to one end of the Spartan flagship, he to the other.

They met in the middle for meals. She smiled as sweetly as she knew how. He bowed and pulled her chair back to seat her as if he were not her king, husband and lover, but no more than an embarrassed page or steward.

This day, their third at sea, long out of sight of the Trojan shore, Menelaus resolved to have it out with her.

‘Some dates to sweeten the mutton?’

This first conversational sally was met with a shake of the head and a mouthed ‘thank you’ that made no sound.

By heaven, she is as lovely now as the day I first saw her, thought Menelaus.

‘The wind favours us. Home soon.’

The silence swelled.

‘If you are not hungry, perhaps we can take a turn about the deck. I would so much like to talk to you.’

She rose, still silent, and followed him up.

He gripped the rail hard and spoke more to the salt spray than to her.

‘Helen,’ he said. ‘I had hoped you … I thought you would be pleased at least to be with me … to be in my company. That your rescue would be everything you had prayed for … Instead, I feel …’

‘Oh no! No … of course I am pleased. Of course I am happy. So happy to be going home with … with you, my husband. But you must know what kindness I was shown by King Priam, Queen Hecuba, Prince Hector, Princess Andromache and many others. Not once did they make me feel …’

‘And he? Paris?’ Menelaus could barely speak the cursed name.

‘He … no. He was not so kind. I was a prize he soon tired of. But Menelaus! What is that?’

The change in the tone of Helen’s voice was startling. She was staring over Menelaus’s shoulder. He looked up.

The horizon behind him had turned black.

Agamemnon walked the deck alongside his prophet Calchas.

‘When we find home harbour in Mycenae, my lord, it will be important to make offerings to both Poseidon and Zeus the moment you land. From then on, all will be peace and prosperity for the house of Atreus. So it is ordained.’

From below came the sound of Cassandra’s voice, hoarse with effort.

‘He knows nothing, dead king. Only murder awaits you. Your death and mine.’

‘That’s good to hear, Calchas,’ said Agamemnon. ‘And what of our voyage?’

‘A clear run home, sire.’

‘Hm,’ said Agamemnon. ‘If that is the case, why should the sky behind you be turning black?’

Between the ships of Odysseus and the ships of Menelaus lay the forty Locrian vessels of Ajax’s fleet. Odysseus had denounced him and demanded his stoning. The ranks of the Greek army had cursed him for provoking the anger of the gods. But his countrymen, the Locrians who had sailed to Troy with him and stayed by his side for ten years of fighting, they adored him.fn16 Ajax was brave, good-humoured, considerate, companionable. He was one of them. He ate and drank with his men, shared the prizes of war with them and knew them all by name. They were proud of his record of valour, his prowess with the spear and his fleetness of foot, second only to that of golden Achilles. But the madness that had overtaken him in the temple of Athena caused great unease. Over years and years, some varieties of wine, no one quite knew how or why, fermented within the wood, the pressure within the barrel growing and growing until it must burst out in a violent fountain. The war over, Ajax had fizzed and exploded like one of those barrels.

His men did not believe that he had raped Cassandra, however. They saw this as a monstrous lie told by Agamemnon’s mouthpiece, the false prophet Calchas. A lie that gave Agamemnon a pretext for seizing Cassandra for himself. After Queen Hecuba, who had turned quite mad, Cassandra was the greatest royal prize of all.

Nonetheless, Ajax was now leaning against the sternpost, sucking oysters from their shells without a care.

‘My lord, my lord!’

Ajax cocked his head as Phainos, his second in command, hurried towards him.

‘Something wrong?’

‘Look! Look!’

Ajax turned. A dark and heavy band was approaching the ship. Not in the sea, but up in the sky. With it came a noise, an unspeakable shrieking.

‘Birds, my lord! Birds!’

Wave after wave of seabirds were flying towards them. So low that Phainos flung himself down on the deck as they screamed and flapped over the ship. Thousands and thousands passed over. The thump and thrum of their beating wings was deep, like the booming of a distant storm.

Ajax pulled Phainos to his feet. ‘They are fleeing that,’ he said, pointing. The horizon behind him had turned black.

Eurylochus signalled to the other eleven ships of the Ithacan fleet to turn about. The storm would outrun them of course, but it would be undignified to hang about like a mouse frozen by an uprearing snake and wait for it to consume them.

‘Tell the men to ship their oars. We’ll let the surge carry us. Pointless to fight it!’ Agamemnon yelled the instructions into his boatswain’s cupped ear. It was hard to know if his commands could be heard over the screams of the wind. Or the screams of Cassandra.

‘The storm is nothing. We will survive the storm. The waters of the wide sea are harmless. Beware the warm waters of home.’

Menelaus and his captain watched as the vessels of their fleet formed up line astern.fn17

‘Just came out of nowhere, sire. Only the gods can whip up storms so fast. This is Poseidon himself.’

‘And we know why,’ said Menelaus. ‘Curse Ajax, curse him.’

Ajax shook his head and laughed. ‘No, not Poseidon. I pray and sacrifice to him with a devotion no other mortal can match. Poseidon loves me. He would never do this.’

‘Poseidon or not, my lord, that is one monster of a storm.’

‘Set the slaves to their oars. Spread sails and make in the same direction those birds were flying. They know where the nearest land is.’

The Isle of the Winds

Meanwhile, far to the west, a rather flustered King AEOLUS found himself in the presence of an unexpected visitor.

Dispensing with the pretence of a mortal disguise, such as had lately become the fashion amongst the gods when visiting humankind, Hera had flown to Aeolia in her favourite transport, a chariot of gold and silver drawn by peacocks. She stepped from it in full Olympian purple, attended by her fourteen nymphs, seven on each side.

Walking backwards and bowing, Aeolus expressed his gratitude at so signal an honour, wondered if wine would be agreeable to her divine majesty, promised that the halls of his palace were to be her home for as long as she required and …

‘Quite quite, very proper. But you need not look so concerned. We have not come to empty your larders and cellars; you may have no fear. It is the service of your four servants that I require.’

The four servants to which she referred were Boreas, Notus, Eurus and Zephyrus – the winds of the North, South, East and West.

Son of Hippotes,fn18 the mortal Aeolus had been entrusted by Zeus himself with the guardianship of these winds. In return, his home, the floating island of Aeolia, was a paradise of vines and fruit trees, and his large family a blessed and happy clan.fn19

‘What can the Queen of Heaven want with my winds?’

‘There is a Trojan prince by the name of Aeneas.’

Hera did not enjoy having to speak plainly to the other gods, let alone to a mere mortal, but she swallowed her pride. Zeus’s refusal to assist her with a storm directed at Aeneas had outraged her. She would, at first, have been satisfied with the ruination of the Trojan prince’s plans; but now, in her fury, she could settle only for his complete destruction. She was motivated in this by more than her hatred of all things of and from Troy. That animus was powerful enough and would endure until the very last of that cursed race perished from the earth.fn20 But the death of Aeneas would ensure the future of her favourite human settlement, the city of Carthage.fn21 The people of this North African city were dear to her heart, as Hera was sure King Aeolus understood. She kept her chariot and shield there. The greatest temple in Africa was dedicated to her.

Hera took her patronage over Carthage very seriously.fn22 One day, she would see it rise above all other cities of the world as the grandest, richest and most powerful empire of them all. ARTEMIS had Ephesus, Athena her Athens, Zeus his Olympia, Aphrodite her Cyprus. Hera would outdo them all with her Carthage. The Punic Empire would rule the world and her name would be glorified with it.

‘But why should … Forgive me, divine queen, perhaps I am being dense … But what has this Prince Aeneas to do with the destiny of Carthage?’

‘An oracle has foretold that the descendants of Aeneas the Trojan will one day destroy my city. This I cannot allow. For reasons that need not concern you, my hus … that is to say, my brother Poseidon declines to send a storm against Aeneas’s ship. So I now require you to release your winds to spin it and smash it onto the rocks and rid history of the possibility of Aeneas and his seed causing future disaster. The life of one man and his crew against the future of an entire civilization. I am sure you understand.’

‘Well … of course. But if Lord Poseidon is unwilling, I would find it difficult … We do not like to act out of step with one another, you understand?’

Hera missed nothing. Throughout their short conversation, she had noticed Aeolus’s gaze flicking to the nymph closest to her left side.

‘DEIOPEA, my child …’ Hera beckoned to the girl, who bowed her head and stepped forward. Aeolus gasped at the beauty of her face and figure.

Hera put a hand to the girl’s hot cheek. ‘I have been trying to think of a household into which dear Deiopea might happily fit. Your own wife – I’m afraid I can’t remember her name – is dead some five or six years since, I believe?’

‘Ten years, my lady.’

‘Ten? How swiftly the years pass. Your children bring you pleasure, no doubt, but a great king should have a great queen, a companion, friend and lover. How happy I am to have hit upon the thought of Deiopea as a fit consort for my friend, my obliging friend, Aeolus.’

Under black skies, a tempest of shattering violence tore into the fleets of Menelaus, Odysseus, Agamemnon and Ajax. The moment it reached them, the sails, rigging and booms of their vessels were blown apart, the masts and stays snapped and crashed, and canvas whipped and wrapped itself over everything, cracking, clapping, slapping and smothering. The helpless ships pitched as high as temples before crashing down with a spank of keel on water that shivered every plank. The men inside bent to their oars and prayed.

Menelaus’s fleet lost two ships – all treasure gone, half the men swept away too. As to where they were … Poseidon had stirred his trident with such force that the sea around them eddied into a giant whirlpool. Whether the final fling of the tempest had cast them south, north, east or west, Menelaus could not tell. The violence of the storm had thrown Helen into his arms, however, and for that he was grateful.

His brother Agamemnon lost one supply ship, but was soon on course for Mycenae.

‘Headed for home and happiness!’ sighed Agamemnon.

‘Headed for blood and betrayal!’ cried Cassandra.

Nine of Odysseus’s Ithacan ships would need repairs, but no lives had been lost. The sails of all in rags, he commanded his men to their oars until land was sighted.fn23

It had given Athena no pleasure to see her favourite, Odysseus, so battered, but it enraged her that Ajax and his fleet had made successfully to the lee of a rocky island where, sheltered from the howls of the tempest, he dared to stand astride his foredeck and laugh up at the sky.

Athena cried out to Poseidon, whom she knew had always favoured Ajax. ‘Listen to this man, listen to him!’

Ajax was bellowing into the wind in crazed triumph. ‘I know it was you who sent this storm, Athena, but Poseidon god of the sea protects me and always will. No puffing, spitting squall of yours can harm Ajax.’

The gods detest mortal presumption of any kind, but the presumption that dares to boast a special relationship between human and god is a blasphemy not to be endured. Poseidon thrust his trident towards the island. The storm that had been hurling itself against the windward shore now spun around the island and slammed into Ajax, smashing him against the rocks. So much for Ajax.fn24

Further out to sea, another tempest boiled. Aeolus, obedient to the wishes of Hera and anxious to win the prize of her beautiful Deiopea, had sent shrieking winds to toss and torment the twenty ships carrying Aeneas and his Trojans.
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