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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Homer’s Iliad is one brilliantly weird book.

      Think of your favorite stories—the books, movies, and television series you return to again and again. Whatever their genre, they share one crucial element: they come complete with a beginning, middle, and end. Homer’s Iliad comes with only a middle. It opens ten years into a war, offering almost no explanation of what caused the conflict, who was involved, or what happened during those first nine years. From page one, we’re dropped into very deep waters.

      Then, some one-hundred-and-fifty-thousand words later—if you’ve managed to stay afloat—Homer ends with the war unfinished and the fate of nearly all his lead characters unresolved. The first time I reached the closing lines, I rushed to my local bookstore, certain The Iliad: Part Two must be waiting on the shelf.

      It was not.

      How did Homer get away with creating a masterpiece with no beginning or ending? Simple: his original audience, around 700 BCE, already knew the full story of the Trojan War. Bards had been singing these tales for centuries. Their joy came from hearing a brilliant retelling of events they already understood.

      We modern readers don’t have that advantage. We arrive without the backstory, the context, or any clear sense of what happens next.

      The Full Disclosure Iliad supplies those missing pieces.

      This book tells the whole story—Homer’s Iliad alongside the prequels, sequels, and alternative traditions preserved in the wider Trojan War cycle. The familiar elements are here—the face that launched a thousand ships, the fatally flawed heel, the horse that changed history. But so are the deeper threads that have shaped artists and storytellers for three millennia.

      Following each chapter, you’ll find “Jeff’s Notes,” where I address the historical questions, explain the choices I made when ancient sources conflict or fall silent, and fully disclose any threads I had to invent to complete the tapestry.

      I’ve lived with this story for twenty-five years—first on the live performance stage, then through podcasts heard more than a million times. Audiences have taught me the same lesson Homer’s bards understood long ago: keep the plot moving, balance action with emotion, and, above all, entertain.

      Whether you’re new to Homer’s tale or revisiting it for the tenth time, I promise you this: no spoilers before they happen, and a story told straight through to the end.

      I invite you to come along. Prepare to laugh, to cry, to marvel, to rage—and, more than a few times, to have your heart completely broken.

      Happy reading.

      
        
        Jeff
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            THE APPLE OF DISCORD

          

        

      

    

    
      “This prophecy could spell doom for every god on Olympus!” Zeus thundered, desperately seeking the attention of his fellow gods.

      “I’m sorry, which particular prophecy is it this time?” Apollo yawned, barely bothering to feign interest. “Even I can’t keep up with them all, and prophecy’s my specialty, for gods’ sake. Remind us again, Zeus. Something to do with a son, and a sea nymph named Thetis?”

      “Exactly,” Zeus pressed on. “The prophecy says that the first-born son of Thetis will grow up vastly more powerful than that boy’s father. Meaning that if any one of us gods sleeps with Thetis, the child of that union could end up overthrowing his own dad. Now, I don’t know about the rest of you,” Zeus glowered, “but I for one have no intention of losing my sweet spot in creation to the uppity son of a sea nymph.”

      What Zeus did not say—his fellow gods all knew—was that Zeus himself had been just such an uppity son. Vast ages earlier, Zeus had become king of the gods by overthrowing his father, a god named Cronus. As for Cronus—another uppity son—he had come to power by overthrowing his father. Sons violently displacing fathers was a long-standing tradition among deities.

      That tradition stops now! Zeus assured himself. Unlike my forebears, I intend to remain king of the gods forever. To his companion gods, Zeus posed the strategic question. “How do we stop the Thetis prophecy from coming to pass? More specifically, how do we stop some amorous god from impregnating her?”

      “We could all just promise not to touch her,” Hephaestus proposed.

      “Not a chance,” Poseidon replied. “That Thetis is one sweet-looking nymph. I’d hardly trust myself to keep such a promise. As for my brother here—” Poseidon indicated Zeus, “—who are we kidding!”

      “What about putting the onus on Thetis?” Zeus suggested. “We could make her swear an oath of eternal chastity.”

      “She might swear it in good faith,” Apollo counseled, “but soon enough, she’d break it. It is simply not in a nymph’s nature to be chaste.”

      “It’s a shame we can’t just kill her,” mused Ares, the God of War.

      But that was impossible. Nymphs, like all divine beings, were immortal. For the next while, the conversation went in circles, leading nowhere.

      Finally, Zeus’ precocious son Hermes took charge. “Permit me to summarize, gentlemen. If we cannot change the prophecy, if we cannot govern ourselves, and if nymphs are by nature insatiable, then there really is just one option left. We must marry Thetis off to some human. That way, the first-born son of Thetis will have a mere mortal for a father. No matter how powerful the boy turns out to be, he will certainly pose no threat to a god.”

      Zeus beamed, delighted at the proposal. The other gods nodded. Hermes, as usual, had solved the problem.

      “Well, what are you waiting for, lad?” Zeus turned to his son. “Strap on those magic sandals of yours, get down to earth, and find me a groom. Meanwhile, I’ll give the goddesses a heads-up. Looks like Mount Olympus will be hosting a wedding tomorrow.”
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        * * *

      

      His groom-hunting mission completed almost as quickly as it had started, Hermes lounged on the cushiest of silk cushions, back in Zeus’ great hall, giving him the full report.

      “That sums it up, father. So far as humans go, King Peleus is one of the best. The man’s intelligent, good-looking, and an accomplished warrior. A mortal woman would melt at the prospect of marrying him. From a strictly prophetic perspective, Peleus is perfect for our needs. Just another short-lived and entirely irrelevant human. No son of his could ever threaten a god.”

      “Did you tell this Peleus fellow that he’ll be marrying a sea nymph tomorrow?” Zeus queried.

      Hermes grinned. “I could have father, but thought you’d enjoy telling him yourself. Might as well make an occasion of it; not every human is blessed by an in-person visit from the king of the gods. You’ll find King Peleus’ palace in Phthia, in northern Greece. You really can’t miss the place. It’s the only significant structure for miles around. Most of the region is nothing but trees.”

      Zeus chuckled. “I’ll manage the directions, son. Thank you. With any luck, this wedding tomorrow just might save all our necks—especially mine.”
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        * * *

      

      “You are asking me to marry a what?” King Peleus risked a question to the god towering over him.

      “She is not a what, she is a sea nymph,” Zeus answered. “Her name is Thetis. And I am not asking you anything, human. I am commanding you. You will marry Thetis, and together you will make a baby. I, Zeus, King of the Gods, have spoken. Do you understand?”

      Peleus did not understand. Never before had he been visited by a divine being, let alone a king of the gods. As for sea nymphs—what were they? Some sort of human-fish thing? And if that were the case, how could he possibly do as Zeus commanded and make a baby with her?

      But King Peleus was no fool. The god in front of me is fast losing patience. Best I continue to grovel, agree to whatever he commands, then figure out the mechanics of sea nymphs later. I have some fishermen friends—perhaps they can tell me.

      He doubled down on his groveling. “Yes, mighty Zeus. I understand completely and will do precisely as you command. Thank you for your eternal patience, and please forgive my hopeless human ignorance.”

      Risking another upward glance, Peleus calculated. The self-abasement seemed to be working. Zeus appeared almost relieved. Might even the immortal gods have things to worry about? Peleus speculated. Before today, I would have not thought it possible.

      “So, it is settled,” Zeus concluded. “Tomorrow you will marry the sea nymph Thetis, then waste no time in getting her pregnant. That part is imperative, Peleus. You must produce a son. As for your wedding, I’ll host it in my great hall on Mount Olympus. You’ll need to start climbing soon. Olympus can be a bit of a hike. And congratulations to you. A sea nymph for a bride—quite the honor for any mortal. And Thetis? An absolute stunner! I’d take her myself, were it not for some … complications. Anyway,” the libidinous god sighed, lamenting what might have been, “until tomorrow.”

      Transforming into an eagle, the king of the gods took flight.

      As for Peleus? Once his mind quit reeling, he summoned his manservant. “I’ll be needing a pack loaded with bread, cheese, and a flagon of wine.” He paused, considering the miserable trek ahead. “And you better toss in an extra pair of sandals.”
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        * * *

      

      By all accounts, the wedding started out wonderfully. All twelve Olympian gods attended, alongside a hall full of demi-gods, semi-gods, satyrs, and nymphs.

      Peleus arrived late, his second pair of sandals torn to shreds, his wedding day tunic a sweat-stained rag. Risking a brief reconnoiter—I’m a human, in the home of the gods!—Peleus took in the miracle of Zeus’ great hall. So bright, so airy, so impossibly—Peleus grasped for the word—clean. All the kings’ halls back in Greece, even the most opulent, inevitably reeked of wet dog, human sweat, and stale wood smoke, their soot-caked stone walls frigid in winter, dank and dripping in the summer heat. I could get used to this great hall, all this brightness and fresh air.

      “Nice place isn’t it?” a cheery voice interrupted.

      Peleus turned to see Hermes, Olympus’ most hospitable god.

      Hermes graced his guest with a smile. “Welcome, Peleus. Bit of a rough hike, Olympus.” He appraised the groom’s wardrobe. “Permit me to help you with that.”

      With a wave of the god’s hand, the human’s exhaustion vanished. A second wave, and Peleus positively glowed—nearly as bright as a god.

      Peleus beamed, feeling more vital than he had in years. “This is … wonderful!”

      “Now, just a warning,” Hermes cautioned. “The makeover will last only so long as you’re here on Olympus. Back on earth, the effect will wear off. But now on to those rags you are wearing.”

      Hermes snapped his fingers, and Peleus stood sporting an expertly woven, flawlessly fitted robe.

      “Yes, the threadwork is genuine gold,” Hermes laughed. “Better still, unlike the makeover, this particular robe will not lose its luster back on earth. Consider it my wedding gift.”

      “Thank you.” Peleus half genuflected, half bowed, unsure how to address such a disarmingly friendly deity. But I am at ease, Peleus noticed, and feeling a bit more confident. Perhaps being husband to a sea nymph won’t be so terrible after all?

      Hermes rightly appraised the worry in his guest’s eyes and gestured. “Well, there she is, Peleus. Your bride-to-be.”

      Peleus stole a glance across the great hall and gasped. “That’s a sea nymph? I thought she would be some sort of a human-fish creature. But she is … she is …”

      “Radiant.” Hermes suggested. “Or luminescent, perhaps. There is a shimmering about sea nymphs, like creatures from the deep that generate their own light. Handy, I suppose, if you make your home underwater. Of course, that outfit she’s wearing today more than complements the effect.”

      For her wedding day, the bride was garbed in a body-clinging chiton, its delicate sea-green silk complementing the Mediterranean blue of her sleeveless overdress. Shimmering silver-strapped sandals and the glint of pearls and silver threaded through her lustrous flowing hair completed the ensemble.

      “There’s a liquefaction about her,” Peleus marveled. “Like she’s in constant, delicate motion, even when she’s standing still.”

      Physically, Thetis could have passed for a lithe and lovely woman of about seventeen years—a pleasing contrast to the human-fish creature Peleus had been dreading.

      “You’re a fortunate man, Peleus,” Hermes enthused. “Thetis is lovely. And because she is immortal, she will stay lovely forever.”

      Grinning, Peleus smiled and waved across the hall at Thetis. Thetis—deep in conversation with Zeus—looked up, took in the groom’s hopeful gesture, and scowled, a fury in her eyes that would have curdled fresh milk.
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        * * *

      

      “Please, Father Zeus,” Thetis pleaded. “What have I done to deserve such humiliation? Marrying a mortal! If I could, I would die of shame.”

      Secretly, Zeus sympathized with Thetis. Zeus’ imposed marriage was subjecting the sea nymph to unbearable humiliation. Human beings were pathetic, weak, helpless, hopeless, and shockingly short-lived. At best, they might suffice for an afternoon’s pleasant diversion—most Olympians partook of that particular pleasure—but no self-respecting deity ever aspired to marry a mortal.

      Marriage, though, is what Zeus had commanded. Not just sleep with Peleus and bear him a son, but stick around afterward for the parenting. No wonder she complained.

      “You are quite right, poor girl,” Zeus finally conceded. “Of all the creatures on earth, none are so wretched as humans. But this union is imperative, and now I have spoken.”

      Thus ended the conversation as far as Zeus was concerned. But Thetis? She had other plans.
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        * * *

      

      Save for the protesting bride—and now the badly confused groom—everyone else at their wedding was having a wonderful time. Ambrosia passed from table to table in endlessly heaping platters, and the nectar flowed freely. The king of the gods reveled in it all. A prophecy that only yesterday had threatened his very future now seemed a distant and neatly solved problem.

      “Pour me more nectar!” Zeus commanded. “And raise a mug, everyone. To me! Mighty Zeus. Eternal Father of Gods and Men!”

      The mugs rose, the guests cheered, and Apollo’s golden lyre rang out.

      Then … disaster.

      First, a cold and creeping dread. Next, a crashing of fists on the doors of the great hall. Something dangerous, demanding entry. Peleus, veteran of a hundred military campaigns, struggled not to scream. Zeus, quaking, lost grip of his drinking mug. Nectar splashed over the head table’s guests, like blood. Zeus did not even notice.

      The king of the gods, terrified. Peleus marveled. Like some fresh-faced boy, staring down his first spear charge. How is that even possible?

      “What is that thing, banging on the door?” he dared to whisper.

      “The Goddess of Discord,” Zeus whispered back. “We call her Eris, or Strife. You will have encountered her before, Peleus, though on earth she stays invisible. Up here on Olympus, all of us can see her. When she comes through that door, you will, too.”

      “Well, I certainly do not want to see her. You must not permit her inside!”

      Zeus was too anxious to notice the human’s impertinence. “I cannot stop her, Peleus. Eris is a force more ancient and powerful than even us gods. None of us knows where she came from, or even why she does what she does. But this much I do know: If I order the door barred, Eris will come crashing through it anyway.”

      “What exactly is it that she does?” Peleus inquired.

      Zeus shuddered, recalling an eternity’s worth of discord. “What she does, Peleus, is bring hate, jealousy, bitterness, strife—always with violence, frequently with death. Her specialty is crashing joyous occasions and making them miserable. Weddings, parties, peace treaties—any place folks are getting along—she shows up and ruins it all. I am sorry, Peleus. Hardly an auspicious start to your married life.”

      Impatient with waiting, the Goddess of Discord materialized directly through the great hall’s door. Wasting no time on niceties, she glided up to Zeus.

      “This is for you, mighty god.” Eris handed a small gift to Zeus. “Take it.”

      Zeus tried to refuse, but compelled by some power he could not resist, he reached out and accepted the gift. “Thank you, goddess,” he heard his own voice saying.

      Then Eris vanished, congratulating herself as she drifted away. Rage, jealousy, bitterness, strife—the seeds are now planted. Soon all creation will reap my bitter harvest—an epic’s worth of horror … and death.
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        * * *

      

      Inside his great hall, Zeus considered the object resting in his hand—an apple forged entirely of gold. “From the Goddess of Discord,” he mused, “it seems a decidedly innocuous gift. If anything, it is rather pretty.” He noticed words, etched into the apple’s golden skin.

      “What does it say, Father Zeus?” a demi-god shouted from the back of the hall.

      “Do you mind holding it higher?” a satyr requested.

      “What are you supposed to do with it?” a forest nymph queried.

      And Zeus made a mistake—a mistake that shook Olympus to its core and resonated through three thousand years of human history. Holding the apple high, he read out the words sufficiently loud for every guest in the great hall to hear.

      “‘For the Most Beautiful,’ it says. So, I’m supposed to regift the apple to some woman in the room?”

      “Husband, dearest!” Zeus’ wife, Hera, flung forward her hand, ready to receive the golden fruit. “How absolutely romantic of you. I will display the golden apple on our bedroom mantlepiece—a reminder, always, of the constancy of your love.”

      Then Athena, the Goddess of Wisdom spoke up. “Oh no. I am the woman to be thanking you, father. What a truly heartfelt gift—to me, your favorite daughter!”

      Silkily, Aphrodite, the Goddess of Lust and Sexual Passion, broke in. “Come now, Hera and Athena—who are you deluding? The words say, ‘For the Most Beautiful.’ This gift is intended for me. Do any of you male gods dispute that fact?” Aphrodite’s eyes smoldered into every god in Olympus’ great hall.

      Most melted like warm ambrosia. Not Zeus. Lust in his eyes, he smoldered right back.

      Aphrodite giggled. “You know who the apple belongs to, don’t you, Zeus? And once you give it to me, I will find something interesting to give back to you.”

      Great golden lightning! Zeus realized. She’s actually offering me a quid pro quo. After eons of me begging, and her laughingly turning me down. And am I seriously going to say no? What sort of fool am I?

      Zeus paused.

      But a husband’s got to do what a husband’s got to do. Zeus recovered himself. The apple has to go to Hera.

      Zeus didn’t much care for his wife. While Hera, with a passion, despised Zeus. Her main issue? Her husband’s serial philandering. “Worse still, most of the time you don’t even pretend to be faithful,” Hera constantly fumed. “Have you any idea how humiliating it is for me—the Goddess of Marriage—to witness all creation littered with your bastard spawn?”

      She was not exaggerating. Her husband—God of the Insatiable Thunderbolt—delighted in spreading his immaculate seed across heaven and hearth, proclaiming it his deific duty “to populate all that empty space.”

      As for Zeus’ gripes with Hera? Aside from her near pathological delight in undermining all his schemes, there was her penchant for hunting down and killing Zeus’ extra-marital conquests, alongside any offspring they produced. “And that,” Zeus complained, “is simply not fair.”

      Despite it all, Zeus knew he would be handing the apple to Hera. Though neither Athena nor Aphrodite will show any grace about it, Zeus sighed. His daughter Athena was fiercely proud, and not accustomed to losing at anything: She will make me pay. As for Aphrodite, her now-withering glare told him everything: That was my one opportunity, and I blew it.

      For the briefest moment, Zeus considered slicing the golden apple into thirds—recalling a tale he had once heard. But that would only leave him hated by three goddesses instead of two. Whatever he chose, he lost.

      On the cusp of defeat, inspiration struck.

      “Hermes!” Zeus whispered. “Get over here, son. In close. Let’s take this problem off Olympus altogether. I’ll proclaim a beauty contest, with the winning goddess getting the apple. But then foist the judging off on some human. What do you think, Hermes? Could it work?”

      Hermes considered. “It’s actually rather brilliant, Dad—and neatly removes your own neck from the noose! Though it does place some poor mortal’s neck there instead.”

      “The greater good, son. The greater good.” Zeus giggled, basking in his improbable escape.

      “Well, I suppose I better be off then, father.” Hermes headed for the door.

      “Where to, son?” Zeus protested. “Do you not want to witness the ladies’ reaction when I tell them my plan. An insignificant mortal, weighing in on their immaculate beauty. They’ll go berserk!”

      “And you’ll enjoy every screaming moment of it, Dad.” Hermes knew Zeus well. “But when you are done stirring the pot, you will require that human judge. I will return, father, as soon as I find you one.”
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        * * *

      

      Rising to his full imperious height—and firing off thunderbolts for effect—Zeus addressed the guests in his great hall.

      “Hear my words, all of you. I, King of the Gods, proclaim a beauty contest. Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite will pose, and a human judge will decide.” He paused, glaring down on the goddesses, his pyrotechnics daring any protest. “As for the two of you who lose, do not come complaining to me. If you are inconsolable—if your defeat proves too humiliating to bear—then kill the judge, slaughter his family, reduce his city to smoldering ruin. Just keep your discord off Olympus and leave me out of it. And now, if you will excuse me ladies,” Zeus sunnily smiled, “I have a beauty contest to plan.”

      Smirk on his face, golden apple in hand, the king of the gods sauntered to the door, singing his self-congratulations as he went.

      A dire prophecy and a dangerous apple! That’s two disasters dodged in just one day, you clever god. Now, finally, time for some peace and quiet around this place.
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            JEFF’S NOTES FOR CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      THOSE AWFUL OLYMPIAN GODS

      We might as well get this out of the way right now. The gods of this story are not very nice, and—with the exception of Hermes—mostly complete moral monsters. And that’s not just my own view: scholars of the classics have called them, among other things, “super human in power, but sub-human in morality”; “petty, quarrelsome, and often cruel”; and “childish, petulant, and vain.” But we better get used to them. Already in Chapter 1, the gods are foisting their Olympian problems onto blameless and unsuspecting humans. As the story unfolds, more such outrages will follow.

      So, who, or what, were the Olympians? For starters, they were anthropomorphic. Most of the time they manifested in human form—though bigger, stronger, and vastly better looking than we mortal folks. The Olympians could readily morph, disguising themselves as humans, as animals, or even as forces of nature—as in Zeus: the Thunder God. Mostly they shared our human emotions, though with vastly more arrogance and considerably less empathy and compassion. They were neither moral nor good by any human understanding of such terms.

      Most bards claim that all gods were immortal—they could never be killed. But—Zeus’ greatest fear—a god could be overthrown and rendered powerless. For example, Zeus did not kill his father, Cronus, he simply imprisoned him in the depths of the underworld. And vast eons earlier, Cronus transformed his overthrown father into the benign and powerless sky.

      All bards agree that the Olympians were neither omnipotent nor omnipresent. There were forces in the universe more powerful than even Zeus (we have already met Eris); and when an Olympian’s back was turned (perhaps while napping, or out of town on holiday), even we humans could get up to all sorts of mischief with the gods unawares. Could the Olympians see into the future—or change the future? That depends on which bard you ask. Remember, the sources of this story evolved over one thousand years. We’ll be living with more than a little inconsistency as our tale unfolds.

      Finally, the twelve Olympians were a shockingly dysfunctional family. Most Olympians were brothers and sisters, or the children of those brothers and sisters. Hera, for example, was Zeus’ sister. Ick. They quarreled, plotted, and conspired constantly. And more than a few times, they genuinely tried to murder each other.

      THE GOLDEN APPLE’S AMBIGUOUS INSCRIPTION

      In the standard telling of the story, the inscription on the apple translates as: “For the Fairest” or “For the Most Beautiful.” But here’s the clever bit: the original Greek word could just as easily mean “For the Best” or “For the Most Excellent.”

      The apple’s ambiguous wording was no accident—Eris knew exactly how to maximize Olympian discord. Hera, queen of the gods, could reasonably claim that she deserved the apple. Athena could counter with her case, for superior wisdom. While Aphrodite could offer up her undeniable beauty and sexuality.

      Ultimately, once Hermes locates a human willing to judge the contest, the decision might very well come down to that man’s understanding of what “best” or “most excellent” actually means.

      Note that the apple story likely circulated in oral tradition long before appearing in its most complete ancient form in the lost epic Cypria (7th century BCE). Homer’s passing reference to the story in the Iliad (Book 24) suggests that his audience already knew the story well.

      A MOSTLY HUMAN STORY

      The Trojan War epic opens in the realm of the gods, with Eris delivering the plot-precipitating discord that every good story requires. From Chapter 2 onwards, our tale spends most of its time on earth. The Olympians do stick around (and continue to behave abominably), but The Full Disclosure Iliad mostly concerns the loves, hatreds, moral dilemmas, and geopolitical machinations of regular human beings. This is a decidedly human story, occasionally flavored by mythological events.

      PROPHECY

      Eons before marrying Hera, Zeus was married to the goddess Metis. Metis was witty, wise, and remarkably clever—proving emphatically that opposites do attract. One day Zeus heard a prophecy: “Any son born of Metis will grow up more powerful than that boy’s father.” And no, you are not imagining things. It’s essentially the same prophecy Zeus later learns about Thetis. Zeus, taking no chances, murdered the pregnant Metis—or at least tried to—by swallowing her whole. So much for that prophecy ever coming to pass! Zeus congratulated himself, confident that both mother and baby were dead.

      But Metis survived the swallowing, then settled into a comfortable corner of Zeus’ gut. From there, she managed to deliver an intelligent and precocious baby. Years later, and bored of living in daddy’s tummy, the now-adult baby managed to escape.

      How? Well, one day, Zeus woke up with a particularly nasty headache.

      “There’s a ringing in my ears,” he complained to his fellow gods. “For all the world, it sounds like the clashing of bronze armor.”

      Zeus tried everything—earplugs, numbing the pain with nectar, even beseeching his musician son Apollo to “play your lyre, really, really loud.” Nothing worked. Finally, on the desperate premise that—the sound is coming from someplace inside my head—Zeus seized an ax and hacked off the top of his skull. With any luck, I can fish around inside and locate the source of the noise. When Zeus fished around, instead of extracting a headache, he pulled out a bronze-armored woman.

      “Hey, Dad,” the woman announced, setting aside her clashing shield and spear. “I am your daughter Athena, the Goddess of Wisdom.”

      A daughter! Zeus exhaled.

      True, prophecy was a sketchy business, replete with loopholes, hidden qualifiers, deliberately obtuse language, and a whole lot of fine print. Even the gods could get a prophecy wrong.

       But a daughter, and not a son. Zeus exhaled again. And the Goddess of Wisdom to boot! This is the very best of possible outcomes.

      Some bards aren’t content with leaving the story at that. They go further, arguing that the “birth of Athena” story is allegorical. “With the Goddess of Wisdom springing live from Zeus’ skull,” they reason, “the King of the Gods was left empty-headed. Whatever intelligence Zeus once might have had, now resided exclusively in the brains of his daughter.”

      Events to follow will make a compelling case for that thesis.
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      “So, one share for ten,” King Laomedon of Troy summarized. “For every ten gold bars you pay to a vendor, one additional bar goes to my taxes. Are we agreed?”

      King Laomedon sat in his anteroom—his favorite place in the palace. Granted, the adjoining throne room was vastly more imposing, with its silver and burnished gold, its menacing bronze-armed guards, and its even more dangerous royal ministers. But Laomedon preferred the absolute privacy of his anteroom. For it was here, with no eyes watching, that King Laomedon of Troy indulged in his favorite passion: sticking it to the desperate merchants and traders of the world while making a stinking fortune for himself.

      “But you already tax the vendors one share for ten,” the traders complained. “So now we traders are being taxed twice!”

      “That hardly seems my problem,” Laomedon answered blithely. “And should you not appreciate Troy’s terms of trade, take your business elsewhere. Row your ships through the straits and strike your bargains farther north, if you think the voyage worth the risk. But know this—” the king’s easy tone vanished, “—should pirates attack your ships on the journey home, or should you misjudge the weather and get caught in the Boreas storms, do not seek refuge in Troy’s harbor. Troy’s harbor is for Troy’s business partners alone—not for greedy merchants who insult my quite reasonable terms.”

      Laomedon paused, giving time for his threat to sink in.

      “So, one share for ten?” His easy tone returned.

      “Very well,” the Greek delegates conceded. “One share for ten.”

      “Then I bid you good day, gentlemen,” Laomedon concluded the audience. “And while you are doing business in Troy, do be sure to enjoy my city’s hospitality. Our dining establishments are superb, we offer temples to all the gods—local and foreign—and our brothels provide the best services in the Aegean, whatever your Greek inclinations might be.”
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        * * *

      

      Outside the palace, none of the Greek delegates were in the mood to sample Troy’s hospitality. Just last trading season, Laomedon had been content with one share for twelve. A veteran member of the delegation remembered the years of one share for fifteen. But each year, Laomedon’s squeeze grew tighter. Not that there was a thing they could do about it.

      “He’s one mercenary son of a bitch,” the traders agreed. “He’s got all our balls in a vise, and he damn well knows it!”
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        * * *

      

      From inside his anteroom, the “mercenary son of a bitch” indulged in a moment of self-congratulation. He gazed down on his teeming city and its magnificent harbor—his pride and joy. Under his father’s kingship, the harbor had been a modest affair, barely sufficient for the city’s own needs. Laomedon had changed that.

      First, he had dredged and expanded the Trojan Bay, vastly increasing the number of ships it could shelter. Next, he had created a wealth of onshore amenities for all those visiting ships. And finally, he had taxed everything! Not just the exchanges between buyers and sellers, but also every sacrifice burned in Troy’s temples, every ale gulped down in its taverns, and every quick tumble enjoyed in its brothels.

      And afterward, Laomedon recalled with pride, once Troy’s harbor proved indispensable to the world, I doubled my taxes again. And though they grumble, the foreign traders continue to pay.

      A discreet knock on the door interrupted his musings.

      “The next suppliant is waiting, my king,” a minister announced. “Shall I usher him in?”

      “Who is this one?” Laomedon asked. “Another angry merchant, no doubt?”

      “No, my king,” the minister replied. “He gave no name, nor a home country. ‘Just call me the Builder,’ he says. I would not have permitted him audience, save that I think you will find him amusing. He claims that Troy is in grave peril and that he alone can save your city. But he offered no specifics and insists on speaking to you alone. If you prefer, mighty king, I can deny him audience, then have him flogged and sent packing?”

      Laomedon laughed. “Hardly! That is the best suppliant pitch I have heard in ages! My city in grave peril, and he the only man who can save it? Doubtless once he has my ear, he’ll turn into a trader seeking lower rates. But I admire the man’s gumption. Show him in. Let him speak. If he wastes my time, then you can flog him.”

      Laomedon’s minister smiled, bowed, and opened the anteroom door. The stranger calling himself “the Builder” strode in.

      Taking his time, Laomedon appraised the man standing silent in front of him. A humble tradesman’s tunic. But finely woven, flawlessly cut, and scrupulously clean. This is a man who cares about quality and in getting the little details right. Seeking to confirm his first impression, Laomedon scanned the stranger’s hands. An imprecise man—an impostor—might garb himself in a quality tunic, then neglect to clean beneath his own fingernails. Not this man, Laomedon concluded.

      Satisfied, he commanded the Builder, “Speak, stranger.”

      “Congratulations, King Laomedon.” The Builder wasted no time on the fawning and groveling of uncertain men. “I have been watching your city prosper and grow. Already you have accomplished great things.”

      Inwardly, Laomedon beamed. He was proud of what he had achieved. Outwardly, he cut to the chase. “To your point, stranger. You call yourself the Builder. You claim my city is in peril and that only you can save it. Explain yourself!”

      “As you command, mighty king,” the Builder smiled. “Moments ago, I encountered a delegation of Greek traders, fresh from their negotiations with you. To report they were furious would be an understatement. Their curses concerning your royal self were particularly vile. But their rage got me thinking. Your taxes have made Troy rich, but they have also made Troy hated. Now suppose that next trading season those same furious traders row into your harbor not with gold, but with spears. Have you considered how your city will respond? With your second-rate army, or your third-rate fleet? Or are you counting on Troy’s allies coming to your rescue—those same allies you equally bleed dry with taxes? Perhaps they will come, mighty king, but with their spears pointed at you too.”

      The Builder paused, permitting his analysis to sink in.

      “I cannot foresee when it will happen,” he resumed, “but I do promise this: Continue on your city’s present course, and Troy will be a smoldering ruin years before any son of yours ascends the royal throne.”

      Sweat soaked through Laomedon’s immaculate silk robes. For a moment he struggled to breathe.

      My city a smoldering ruin? But why? Why would any nation invade Troy? My city is simply a neutral broker, useful to all. Of course, my taxes are high. But not nearly so high as the price of war. Even the angriest of foreign traders must understand that. But what if this Builder fellow is right? My army is small, and save for some trading vessels, Troy has no navy. Worse, what if the Builder speaks prophecy? There is an ominous certainty to his words.

      “Help me.” The plea came unbidden from Laomedon’s lips. “What must I do?”

      The Builder smiled indulgently. “You hire me, mighty king, to build your city walls. And not just any walls. I will build your city the mightiest walls that history has ever seen. Walls to protect your palace and citadel, of course, but equally the shops, homes, and public places of all of your subjects. Then with those walls complete, mighty king, you can raise your taxes high as Olympus itself. No nation will challenge you. My walls will make you invincible!”

      “How long to build them?” Laomedon blurted out. “When can you start? What will they cost?”

       “I can begin tomorrow,” the Builder answered. “The project will take precisely one year. Concerning my fee—on the day of completion you will give me half your city’s gold.”

      “Deal!” 

      “Deal.” The Builder shook the king’s offered hand. “One year from today I will return for my payment. In the meantime, gods go with you, sir.”

      Smiling, the Builder strode from the room.

      Laomedon brushed off the rest of the day’s petitioners. Why bother with the haggling, when one short year from now I can stick it to the lot of them, with no negotiations at all?
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, the Builder set to work. Laomedon took little interest. He had a city to govern. Sometimes, though, looking through the window of his anteroom, he marveled at the Builder’s progress. One day, he saw a windswept parcel of Trojan plain, the next, an entire new section of wall, expertly crafted—the gargantuan stones hewn square as the Builder’s tunic, the joining mortise polished and neat as his fingernails.

      It is rather remarkable.

      What Laomedon failed to comprehend was the impossibility of the Builder’s achievement. Walls the scale and sophistication of Troy’s were the work of a century, not a year. But Laomedon witnessed the unnatural achievement with no wonder at all. What most impressed him, in fact, was the Builder’s frugality.

      He seems to be completing the project entirely without help. What an admirable savings in labor costs!
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        * * *

      

      One year later—precisely as promised—the Builder visited Laomedon’s anteroom.

      “Your walls, mighty king, are complete. And if you will permit me a moment to boast, I am rather proud of my workmanship. Would you care to join me on an inspection tour?”

      “No need, Builder. Just give me your word that the walls are good as you promised.”

      “I stand by our contract,” the Builder answered. “The walls of your city will never be destroyed by an enemy force. And now that my end of the bargain is complete, you will kindly deliver to me half your city’s gold. I will wait for it outside your city’s new gates.”

      Laomedon beamed. Half his city’s gold was a bargain for the value those walls would bring. Best of all, he had figured out how to cheat the Builder.

      Laomedon delivered half of Troy’s gold, just as promised. But then he subtracted taxes—building taxes, inspection taxes, even an “undocumented foreign worker” tax. Ultimately, from the heaps of gold ingots delivered, the Builder was left with nothing at all.

      “Are you sure this is how you wish to proceed?” the Builder inquired. “I strongly urge you to reconsider.”

      “But this is how I always proceed,” Laomedon hooted. “How do you think I came by my gold in the first place? Now a good day to you, Builder.” Laomedon sashayed his way back into the city. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Up on Mount Olympus, Zeus could not stop laughing.

      “All of us were watching you, brother, and on behalf of Olympus, thank you for that wonderful entertainment! When Laomedon refused to pay, the look on your face was priceless. You—the mighty Poseidon, God of the Sea—trapped in the form of a humble tradesman, and powerless to strike the cheater dead!”

      Poseidon scowled. So, now my bully of a brother laughs and brushes off my year’s worth of labor as some hilarious family joke. Next, he’ll be stepping into his protective brother role and offering to smite Laomedon dead. Asshole.

      Poseidon spoke. “The year was considerably less entertaining from my perspective, brother. But can you believe the cheek of that Trojan king? I was not exaggerating about those walls. They never will be destroyed by an enemy force. Despite that, he still cheated me!”

      “Humans are fools, brother,” Zeus took a stab at sagacity. “They blame us gods for their problems, when they mostly bring their troubles onto themselves. But now, shall I strike Laomedon dead with a thunderbolt? Or would you prefer the honors yourself—a drowning, a sea monster, an earthquake perhaps? Whatever you choose, the fool must pay. Nobody offends my brother and gets away with it!”

      “Thank you, brother.” Poseidon bit down on a thousand retorts. “But I will take care of the smiting. And, unlike you, I prefer my revenge served cold. Leave the Trojan king alone. For a while let him enjoy my walls. When the time is ripe for vengeance, I will call on your thunderbolts.”
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        * * *

      

      Safe behind his god-built walls, Laomedon ratcheted taxes, tariffs, and service fees even higher. The traders of the world protested, but continued to pay. What choice did they have?

      Then Laomedon got himself killed, with no Olympian help at all. A monster kidnapped one of his daughters. Always the miser, Laomedon first commissioned cut-rate heroes to try to kill the monster. When those heroes all died, Laomedon grudgingly brought in a professional—the famous Heracles, who did not come cheap.

      “I will kill the monster and rescue your daughter,” Heracles stated, “for the price of Troy’s finest two horses.”

       Unsurprised at the ask—Troy was famous for its horses—Laomedon agreed.

      But when Heracles came to collect—one monster killed and one princess rescued—Laomedon cheated Heracles. “I assure you, Heracles, these are Troy’s best two horses,” Laomedon indicated the pair of glue factory candidates bridled beside him. “Those other horses, the ones that you speak of? They are currently under lease to an Assyrian trader and technically no longer mine.”

      “Are you sure this is how you wish to proceed?” Heracles inquired. “I urge you to reconsider.”

      “But this is how I always proceed,” Laomedon hooted.

      Heracles sighed. He was a professional, with a reputation to maintain. He could hardly allow himself to be cheated—word would get out. First, he hacked off Laomedon’s head. Next—when delivering a business message, make it emphatic—he butchered every member of Laomedon’s family. Only a five-year-old boy escaped. Troy proclaimed that child their city’s new king. His name was Priam.

      Of necessity, a council of regents governed Troy for years, until Priam claimed the kingship for himself.

      “I will rule as my father before me,” he publicly proclaimed. Though with considerably more integrity in my financial transactions, he grimly reminded himself.

      Under King Priam, Troy thrived. Nations did sometimes attack his city, reasoning that “even war is a bargain, in comparison to Troy’s taxes.” But whenever invaders arrived on the beaches of Troy, the Trojan tactic was invariably the same—hunker down behind the impenetrable walls, and wait. The tactic never failed, and over time the Builder’s promise to Laomedon took on an air of immutability:

      “The walls of Troy will never be destroyed by an enemy force.”

      Troy’s children learned the promise young, and Troy’s generals came to bank on it.
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        * * *

      

      One night, years into King Priam’s reign, everything changed. Priam’s wife, a woman named Hecuba, woke up screaming.

      “It is burning me! The torch! It burns me!”

      Guards rushed into the royal bedroom, swords drawn. A moment of chaos. Then calm.

      “Just a nightmare, sir,” the night sentry briefed his commanding officer. “But what a nightmare! My wife sometimes has terrors, but nothing like this! Whatever dark spirit visited the queen, I’ll thank the gods it stays clear of my home.”

      Inside the bedroom, Hecuba finally quit shaking—the royal physician having administered an elixir for her nerves.

      Priam, strong wine in his mug, queried his wife. “What was it, Hecuba? What did you see? I remember your words—‘It is burning me’—then something about a torch. But who was holding the torch? Think, Hecuba, before the nightmare fades. What did you see?”

      Priam would have preferred to be soothing his wife, not interrogating her. But dreams and nightmares were messages from the gods, sometimes proclaiming wonderful news, but more often warning of darkness to come.

      Hecuba forced down the last of the physician’s vile elixir, then propped herself up on a pillow. “In truth, husband, aside from the sensation of burning, and the vaguest sense of a torch, everything else is a blur. But if the nightmare was a message from the gods, doubtless they will send it again—though I cannot say I relish the thought. And possibly the gods were not involved at all. With luck, the nightmare was just some overly seasoned fish I had for dinner.“

      Priam laughed, hugging his wife.

      “Wise words, dearest Hecuba. Let us pray for bad fish.”
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        * * *

      

      The following night, the nightmare returned.

      “What did you see?” Priam asked. “Your screams were louder this time. Surely you remember some of it?”

      Hecuba surveyed the royal bedroom, now teeming with retainers. Soldiers, of course, but also ladies-in-waiting, attendants for her husband, a gaggle of priests, and three royal physicians.

      “I remember nothing,” Hecuba replied brusquely. “In fact, now I am quite certain. My distress was caused by something I ate. Later today I will visit the royal kitchens. Some fool of a cook is overly spicing my meals.”

      With studied calm, Hecuba turned to the roomful of retainers. “You may leave now. All of you,” her tone non-negotiable. “I thank you for your concern, but since the cause is now determined, I would much like to sleep.”

      Dubious, the retainers retreated from the room.

      Only then did Hecuba break down. “Husband,” she whispered. “It was terrifying—vastly worse than the night before. And I remember every moment of it. It begins with me astride the birthing chair, already deep into labor.”

      The talk of labor did not surprise Priam. His wife was due to give birth any day and was well-acquainted with the trials of childbirth. Already, she had delivered a host of daughters and a son, Hector. Now the couple prayed for a boy—a little brother for their first son.

      “So … your nightmare begins in labor,” Priam prompted. “Then what?”

      “For a while, nothing unusual. Then the midwife tells me to push hard. But when I try, the boy in my womb changes—from an infant into a flaming, fiery torch.” Hecuba shuddered, sweat saturating her nightrobe. “And then the torch begins roasting my flesh—from the inside out. I scream. I struggle. I push for all I’m worth. But the torch will not leave my body. As for the pain—the pain is unspeakable.”

      Priam listened, appraising his wife. In sympathy, of course—he had never seen her so shaken. But also in admiration. In the face of absolute terror, Troy’s queen had kept her composure, holding tight to her secret, while chasing the retainers away.

      She has bought us time, Priam exhaled. Now we can learn the nightmare’s meaning in secret and together decide what to do—before all of Troy weighs in. Thank the gods for such a sensible queen.

      Sitting next to Hecuba, he suggested a plan. “I will summon the city’s High Priest. He’s an intelligent man and skilled at interpreting dreams. Once we know what the gods are telling us, we can decide how to act.”

      Hecuba proposed an improvement. “While you are doing that, husband, I will quietly consult a second priest—a man not beholden to your High Priest. Then we will have two interpretations. And if one of the priests is concealing something from us, we will know right away.”

      By noon the next day, they met back in the royal bedroom. They had their two interpretations. The messages of the two priests were identical: “The nightmare is clearly a warning. The child the Queen carries is a torch—a torch to burn Troy to dust. You must extinguish the torch now, while still just a spark. Later, it will be too late.” Neither priest had dared offer a suggestion on how the torch might be extinguished, only insisting that if the infant lived, he would someday cause Troy to burn.

      Priam looked at Hecuba, leaving the question unspoken. Quietly, she nodded. There was no debating what to do. Priam was Troy’s king. One hundred and fifty thousand Trojans entrusted their lives to his care. Against that balance sheet, there truly was no choice—mathematical or moral.

      Hecuba broke the silence. “Children die in delivery every day. There isn’t a family in this city who hasn’t experienced at least one infant death—be it their own, a sister’s, or a friend’s. You will tell the people that our child died during delivery, then decree a period of public mourning. The city will grieve, then move on. Only you and I will carry the truth. But husband—can you, will you—look after the…?”

      “I will make the arrangements.” Priam spared his wife saying the words. “Have no concerns about that.”

      “And afterward,” Hecuba whispered, “do not tell me how it was done. That knowledge I cannot bear.”

      Wiping tears from his face, Priam exited the room.
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        * * *

      

      Priam knew a slave—a man named Agelaus—who did odd jobs in the countryside, sometimes shepherding, sometimes helping the huntsmen. But for silver in his pocket, Agelaus would take on less savory work. Priam had used him before. He summoned him now.

      “What I require, Agelaus, must be done in absolute secrecy. Any day now, I will call you to the royal quarters. You must come at once. When you arrive, I will hand you a covered basket with a baby inside. Have a horse ready. Carry the baby out of the city and into the wilds of Mount Ida. Find a lonely place—a place where only shepherds go. Then kill the child. Afterward, bring me proof you have done it. If you do this Agelaus—and you keep your mouth shut afterward—one year from now I will grant you your freedom.”

      Nodding once, Agelaus turned away.

      Priam exhaled. Killing babies was a perilous business. Sometimes it offended the gods, though other times the gods took no notice at all.

      If only the Olympians weren’t so dangerously fickle. First, they’ll send a nightmare, screaming, “Kill the baby!” But afterward, should I do it, then it’ll be, “You murdered a baby!” They’ll rain down vengeance on my head. So let Agelaus take the risk—I’ll keep my own hands clean.
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        * * *

      

      Two nights later, Agelaus ferried Priam’s covered basket into the wilds of Mount Ida. Once there, he reconsidered.

      A perilous business, killing a baby. And why risk angering the gods? Especially since Priam will be none the wiser. I will simply abandon the boy. Let the gods save him, if they choose. Otherwise, hunger or wolves will dispatch him soon enough. Either way—I’ll keep my own hands clean.

      Placing the basket beneath Mount Ida’s cooling pines—I do hope the gods might save the lad—Agelaus turned his horse back to Troy. At the city’s outskirts he recalled Priam’s demand for “proof.” Befriending a dog, Agelaus cut out its tongue.

      Priam’s a king. Chances are, he’s never butchered meat in his life. When I get to the palace, I’ll present him the bloody dog tongue. I doubt he’ll inspect it too closely.

      Agelaus was right. Priam glanced once at the tongue, puked up his dinner, and staggered away.

      Later that evening, he informed Hecuba: “It is done.” The couple exhaled. Soon, they would grieve their personal loss, but for now—crisis averted. The torch was extinguished. Troy would not burn.

      The next morning a handsomely bribed midwife announced the sad news: “Sadly, the royal baby died during delivery.” Troy went into mourning, then life moved on. In a month, the incident had faded from public memory. In a year, no one remembered it at all.

      But Troy’s fate would not be so easily extinguished. On the slopes of Mount Ida, a shepherd happened along and discovered the boy.

      “I will bring you home and raise you as my own,” the shepherd declared. “When you are old enough, I will teach you the fine art of shepherding. Then when I die, you will inherit my fifteen sheep. Now, what shall I give you for a name?”

      The shepherd considered.

      “Paris!” he decided. “The world will call you Paris.”
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        * * *

      

      For seventeen summers Paris thrived, becoming achingly handsome and nearly impossible not to like. In his eighteenth year, when his adoptive father died, Paris inherited everything—the fifteen sheep, the single-room shepherd’s hut, a tattered cloak, two drinking mugs, and a bed.

      Not a lot, Paris conceded, but more than enough to be happy.

      The cloak cut the worst of Mount Ida’s biting winds, and with two drinking mugs, Paris could more readily play host to his drinking buddies.

      The bed he kept particularly busy.

      What was it his fellow shepherds jested about him? Ah, yes, Paris recalled their words: “A Zeus-like appetite for the ladies. And a Zeus-like thunderbolt to match.”

      Of course, those same shepherds equally proclaimed Paris to be cowardly, clueless, and shockingly self-absorbed.

      But that’s just their jealousy talking, Paris decided. Their beds aren’t nearly so busy as mine! And why should I care what other folks think? With sheep to look after each day—and shepherdesses every night—what more could a young man ask for?

      One sunny afternoon, Paris got his answer. Her name was Oenone. She stepped out from the dark forest, proposing a quick tumble on the sun-dappled pasture. Paris happily obliged. Following the tumble, Oenone introduced herself.

      “I am an immortal forest nymph. And I was wondering … might I stick around for a while? Perhaps you could show me your cottage?”

      Paris agreed. More tumbles followed, and all was well—until the strangest thing happened. Oenone grew attached to the human. And while nymphs are not inclined to monogamy, Oenone the forest nymph fell hard for Paris. Later that summer they got married. A modest guest list—some nymph friends of Oenone, and a handful of Paris’ drinking buddies. Afterward, they settled down. Oenone proposed Paris continue with shepherding while she tended to the cottage.

      “You might consider expanding the flock,” Oenone gently prompted her husband. “And before babies come along, we will have to renovate the cottage.”

      But those were future worries. For the present, Paris and Oenone were happy, their life on Mount Ida pretty much perfect.

      Then everything changed. Up in Mount Olympus, the Goddess of Discord crashed a wedding.
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            JEFF’S NOTES FOR CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      LAOMEDON

      You’ve got to concede some sympathy for King Laomedon. His entrepreneurial instincts were spot-on brilliant, and his business practices no more reprehensible than those of most of humanity’s entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, and captains of industry. His only mistake was in getting mixed up with gods.

      TROY’S WALLS

      In theory, the brothers Zeus and Poseidon were equals. But Zeus was more powerful and a perennial bully, and every few centuries he liked to prove it. The specifics leading to Poseidon being forced into building Troy’s walls are vague, save that on one occasion when Zeus was bullying, Poseidon dared to push back. Enraged, Zeus cast his brother down to earth in the form of a humble human mason, condemned to build Troy’s walls. Some accounts of the tale have Apollo helping out with the project.

      TROY’S FORTUITOUS LOCATION

      The ancient city of Troy, whose ruins still stand today, is situated on the northwestern coast of Asia Minor, at the entrance to the Dardanelles Strait — the narrow channel connecting the Aegean Sea to the Black Sea. In the Bronze Age, any ship traveling between the Mediterranean world and the Black Sea had no choice but to pass through this bottleneck, making the strait vital to trade, commerce, and communications between Europe and Asia Minor.

      A seasonal wind blows in the Dardanelles Strait. Named after the God of the North Wind, the Boreas is fierce, can spring up suddenly, and sometimes rages for months at a time. Unlike present-day sailing vessels, Bronze Age ships were incapable of tacking into the wind, thus rendering them powerless against the Boreas winds. When those winds started to blow, the only recourse for a ship was to row hard for shelter then hunker down and wait. Because Troy’s harbor provided the safest, most hospitable shelter, the city invariably became the epicenter of Dardanelles shipping. That’s how Bronze Age Troy made its fortune—on taxes, tariffs, and trade.

      BRONZE

      In Laomedon’s time, the most significant goods shipped through the Dardanelles Strait were the two metals needed to make bronze: copper and tin. Copper was mined in the region north of the Black Sea, packed onto ships, then ferried through the Dardanelles and into the Mediterranean. There it was alloyed with tin — the rarer of the two ingredients, sourced from more distant lands — to produce bronze. Of the two metals, tin was actually the harder to come by; copper had sources scattered around the Mediterranean, most notably the island of Cyprus, but tin had to travel overland and by sea from far more remote origins. Whoever controlled the Dardanelles controlled access to both, and therefore to bronze itself.

      The Bronze Age relied almost exclusively on this alloy — for weapons of war and for plowshares of peace. Just as fossil fuels are to contemporary geopolitics, so was bronze to the Bronze Age. At the time of the Trojan War, a new “super metal” was on the cusp of displacing bronze, but the Mediterranean Iron Age was still a century or more away.

      HERACLES

      Most of us know the Greek hero Heracles by his Roman name: Hercules. Heracles was a child of one of Zeus’ serial infidelities, this one with a mortal woman named Alcmene. Life got off to a rough start for baby Heracles, with Hera dropping poison serpents into the little lad’s crib. Heracles dispatched the serpents with his bare hands.

      Hera waited patiently for years, until Heracles was a family man. Then she drove Heracles mad, causing him to murder his wife and children. Seeking penance for his crime, Heracles consulted an oracle. The oracle prescribed twelve nearly impossible labors. Heracles accomplished them all. Along the way, he took one night off to kill a monster, rescue a princess, and butcher most of the Trojan royal family. On another night off, Heracles fulfilled the special request of King Thespius of Thespiae—by getting all fifty of the king’s daughters pregnant.

      “A man can never have too many grandsons,” the delighted king explained.

      Late in life, Heracles went mad once more, this time killing his best friend. Ultimately, Heracles killed himself. More on that particular story in a Jeff’s Notes to follow.

      Improbably, out of the preceding mess, the Walt Disney Corporation managed Hercules (1997)—ninety minutes of good, clean, family-friendly fun. Cuddle up and watch the movie with your kids—then never speak to them of Heracles again.

      CONFLICTING PLOT LINES

      Many versions of the story explain that the monster responsible for kidnapping Laomedon’s daughter was the sea-monster Cetus, sent by Poseidon to punish Laomedon for cheating on his wall-construction contract. And that Heracles not just killed Laomedon but also managed to breach Troy’s “god-built” walls. Both of these “facts” are discordant with significant plot elements later in the story, so I excluded them from my telling.

      PRIAM’S KINGLY DUTY

      The people of Troy believed it was their king’s duty to sire a vast stable of heirs. That way, if something ill-fated happened to the heir apparent—a debilitating illness, a malady of the mind, a violent early death—the city would have a stable full of “spares.” Taking his duty to heart, Priam fathered, in Homer’s words, “fifty sons and countless daughters.” Perhaps Priam’s fifty sons could have worked out something amicable with King Thespius’ fifty daughters, and cut out Heracles’ professional services completely. Hecuba held pride of place as Priam’s first wife, and the succession to Troy’s throne ran through her and Priam’s sons. As our story opens, a boy named Hector is Troy’s heir apparent.

      THE TROUBLE WITH NIGHTMARES

      The Olympian gods routinely sent messages to humans via dreams, nightmares, thunderclaps and lightning, bird flight, oracles, and the dissected entrails of sacrificed animals. The problem for humans came in deciphering those messages. Were the phenomena truly a message from Olympus? And if so, what was it that Olympus was attempting to say? Interpreting an Olympian message correctly might prove fortuitous. Getting it wrong could spell disaster.
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      “Well, that’s done for another day,” Peleus grunted, rolling off his wife. Pulling on his tunic, he stepped out of Thetis’ room in the ladies’ quarters and headed to the kitchens. The cook would have left something out for his breakfast. “Perhaps some cold fish,” Peleus muttered, “in honor of my sea nymph wife.”

      Peleus sighed. Sex with an eternally gorgeous woman—and a nymph, of all things—had proven a crushing disappointment.

      Thetis had done the crushing early—on the couple’s wedding night, in fact. “Zeus might command me to sleep with you human,” she had informed Peleus, “and to breed your disgusting spawn, but Zeus cannot order me to enjoy it. And do not presume I will be providing any pleasure for you.”

      That had been one long, miserable month ago. Each morning since had been the same. Thetis, naked and icy cold, face buried in a pillow, simply lay there—while unfortunate Peleus did what Zeus had commanded. The King of the Gods’ edict still echoed in Peleus’ ears:

      “Get that sea nymph wife of yours pregnant, and make sure it’s a boy!”

      Making matters worse, the Messenger God Hermes kept dropping in on the bedroom.

      “Have you got her pregnant yet? What is taking you so long? My father grows impatient, Peleus.”

      Miserable months later, Peleus’ labors finally bore fruit.

      “I am pregnant,” Thetis announced. “It will be a boy. So, no more morning visits from you.”

      Despite his wife’s icy delivery, Peleus was thrilled. To begin with, Zeus would be happy. And for any human, a happy Olympian was a safe Olympian. But more wonderful still, Peleus would have a son. “A young man,” Peleus enthused, “to inherit my kingdom and carry on my family name.”

      As for Thetis, the now-pregnant nymph was in for a shocking insult. Like all the gods, sea nymphs sometimes got pregnant. But a divine being’s pregnancy differed profoundly from that of a mortal woman. A sea nymph could conceive in the morning, then deliver the baby by late afternoon. No morning sickness, no nine months of misery, no pushing, screaming, tearing—not even any stretch marks afterward. By the next day, in fact, the annoying pregnancy would be over and the immortal mother good to go!

      That is what Thetis had expected from her pregnancy, anyway—until the first day she couldn’t hold her breakfast down. Afterward, it was one outrage after another for nine miserable months. Fate had determined to bless Thetis with the full-on “joys of pregnancy” human experience.

      “Why do human women endure it?” The sea nymph began cursing early in trimester one, then continued cussing, puking, back-aching, and wildly mood-swinging—until the labor pains began. An ancient midwife guided the nymph through the pushing while Peleus holed up in the men’s quarters of the palace. This was the Bronze Age. No self-respecting man even considered taking part in the feminine mysteries of birth. For Peleus and his peers, conception was the only interesting part of the process.

      Meanwhile, Peleus worried. What if my child is stillborn? Or deformed? Or worse yet, a girl? What will become of my kingdom then?

      The midwife’s arrival ended his agonies. “My lord,” she cheered, “you have a son. A perfectly flawless baby boy. Come. Your wife is ready to present him to you.”

      Walking on sunshine, Peleus waltzed into the birthing room—and into horror.

      In Thetis’ arms was a dead baby boy.

      Peleus and the midwife stared in disbelief. There wasn’t so much as a scratch on the child.

      For a long while Peleus stood speechless. Then he remembered Thetis. What must she be feeling? Her own child … dead? He reached out to comfort her, but she pushed him away.

      Peleus struggled to understand. I know she has no feelings for me. But for her own child? But perhaps immortal beings grieve differently? I will wait, and give Thetis time.

       But time changed nothing. Not once did Thetis even acknowledge the loss.

      Not long after the birth, Hermes returned.

      “Zeus sent me. Months ago, you informed me that Thetis was pregnant. So where, Zeus asks, is the little boy?”

      “The boy died,” Peleus answered, “just moments after he was born.”

      Hermes paused, considering the news. “That must sadden you, human. But you must try again. Zeus commands it.”

      Having no other option, the couple grimly resumed their morning routine.

      Months later, Thetis again declared herself pregnant.

      “It will be another boy,” she informed Peleus.

      Just like the first pregnancy, the baby boy arrived healthy and happy in every respect. But when Peleus stepped into the birthing room, his son was already dead.

      And so became the pattern for the next five years. A healthy son delivered—then a healthy son dead. Only the midwife changed. Following the second dead baby, Peleus sent her packing and brought in somebody new. But when baby number three died, the whispering began: “Thetis’ babies are cursed.” No midwife would come anywhere near Peleus’ estate. For pregnancies four through six, Peleus employed the local swineherd’s daughter, instructing her to “do your best.”

      Through it all, Zeus never wavered: “Thetis must produce a boy, and Peleus must be that boy’s father.”
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      Then came pregnancy number seven. When Peleus announced this pregnancy to Hermes, the Messenger God posed a question.

      “Are you entirely sure, human, that those sons of yours are dying of natural causes? Just something you might want to consider.”

      Peleus protested. “What are you implying, Hermes? That Thetis might be killing her own babies? Unthinkable.”

      But what if the Messenger God is right?

      Unable to shake the god’s words, Peleus built a spy-hole in the birthing room wall. And when Thetis went into labor, he witnessed the truth. When the midwife was out of the room, Thetis plunged her son headfirst in a bucket of sea water.

      Peleus crashed into the birthing room just in time.

      “Why? Why are you doing it?” he raged at his wife.

      Defiant, Thetis answered, “Zeus might have forced me to marry you, human, and to accept your loathsome mortal seed, but even the king of the gods will not compel me to mother your sons. That much I resolved on our wedding day. And this child I will murder too,” Thetis hissed, “the moment your back is turned.”

      Peleus gripped his sword, imagining his wife hacked and bleeding on the birthing room floor.

      But what good will that do? The bitch is immortal. I could hack at her all day, and still, she would not die. Then afterward? Zeus would command us back into bed together, to make another boy.

      Meanwhile, son number seven was howling—not from the near drowning, but from hunger.

      And that compounds the crisis. All along I had assumed Thetis would be doing the feeding. But now, if she refuses her breast, the little lad will be starved to death days before I can summon a wet nurse.

      Marshaling his rage, Peleus turned to his wife. “Listen, Thetis. No matter how many babies you murder, Zeus will not relent. He will force us to try again. Meanwhile, this baby is hungry. So, what about this for a bargain? You feed the baby—just for a few days—until a wet nurse arrives. After that, you can return to the sea forever. I will raise the boy without you.”

      Thetis considered. The prospect of breastfeeding revolted her. But Peleus was right. Zeus would not relent—not until a boy child lived. And now? Peleus was offering her freedom, and escape to the sea.

      “Agreed,” she sighed. “Hand me the child.” Suppressing a powerful urge to vomit, Thetis lifted the hungry, howling thing to her breast.

      But when the baby began to suckle—a miracle! Thetis, the infanticidal sea nymph, fell hard in love with her human child. And she resolved—after drowning her first six babes in water—to smother this child in maternal love.

      “Please,” she begged Peleus. “Permit me to stay at your palace. After all, I am the boy’s mother. He needs me!”

      Peleus did not believe her for an instant. But he did permit Thetis to stay—though not once did he leave her alone with the boy. And when Peleus slept—always in the nursery—his most trusted guards stood watch over the child.

      Eight days later, the wet nurse arrived. Thetis summarily dismissed her. “I am the boy’s mother. I will feed him.”

      Gradually, in baby steps of trust, Peleus stopped worrying and accepted the truth. Far from plotting infanticide, his wife seemed intent on employing every power at her command in keeping their child alive.
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      A year went by. The boy thrived, and even Peleus and Thetis were getting along.

      “It is time for a party,” Peleus declared. “A name-day party for our one-year-old son.”

      And what a party! Peleus invited half of Greece, then laid out a spread that would have done Olympus proud! Most of Greece’s kings came, genuinely happy for Peleus’ return to good fortune. Thetis’ friends came too. A school of party-hearty sea nymphs swam up from the Aegean. A host of goddesses flew down from Olympus. Late in the evening, Peleus hoisted his drinking mug and called his guests to attention.

      “A toast to my son! May he grow up more glorious and powerful than even his old man! To my son, to my heir, to … Achilles!”

      “To Achilles!” the kings bellowed. “Three cheers for the son of mighty Peleus!”

      “To Achilles!” the sea nymphs giggled. “May he grow up as handsome as his father!”

      “To Achilles …?” the goddesses queried—then rushed to a private corner of the banquet hall.

      “The prophecy?” one goddess whispered.

      “Could he be that Achilles?” a second goddess speculated.

      And the frenzy of gossip began. The Olympian ladies were deep into the nectar, and their whispers carried across the hall.

      Thetis confronted them. “I heard my son’s name. Tell me.”

      The soberest goddess attempted equivocation. “Nothing to worry you, Thetis. We were just commenting on your son’s quite unusual name. Achilles! Such a refreshing choice, after all the Jasons and Heracles floating about these days.”

      Another goddess attempted distraction. “Might I offer you some fresh ambrosia, Thetis? We flew it in from Olympus—as a treat for the humans—though they do not seem to be liking it much. There is quite a lot left over. Here, let us both have a slice.”

      Thetis brushed her away. “Quit with your stalling. I heard the word prophecy, and I heard the name of my son. Now tell me—what do you know?”

      And so the goddesses told her. A year earlier a new prophecy had arrived on Olympus. That in itself wasn’t noteworthy. Prophecies were the lifeblood of the place.

      “But this evening,” the goddesses continued, “when we heard the name Achilles, we remembered having heard that name in the prophecy.”

      “But what did the prophecy say?” Thetis interrupted.

      “Well, it was vague and cryptic—in the usual prophetic way,” another goddess answered. “But the gist of it went something like this: A hero named Achilles will be born, with two possible fates. He will lead a long, unremarkable life, then die in old age. Or, he will lead a life of glory and fame, then die violently, and young.

      “The prophecy has to be about your Achilles,” the goddess concluded.

      “It does,” Thetis agreed. “But two fates? Such a thing is impossible. And even should it be true, will Achilles choose his fate, or will one of those alternative futures simply happen to my boy?”

      “No one knows, not even Zeus himself. That’s what makes the prophecy so intriguing and delightful!”

      Thetis was neither delighted nor intrigued.

      Achilles is mortal. Already he is cursed with a shockingly short life. But if he is permitted to choose between fates? He will take the glorious life, even if violent and short. What son of a warlord king could do otherwise? And I will be left alone—with even fewer years to enjoy my mortal child’s fleeting life.

      The sea nymph’s mood darkened. A clamminess crept into her great hall. The festive cheer evaporated. First, the goddesses took flight. Next, the sea nymphs cleared out—surely better parties were happening elsewhere. Finally, only the human guests remained. But when they realized all the immortal beings had vanished—never a good sign—Peleus’ fellow kings stampeded for the door.

      Soon it was just husband and wife.

      “I’m going to bed,” a baffled Peleus sighed. “Tomorrow you can tell me what just happened here.”

      Thetis did not follow her husband to bed. She stayed up all night with a problem to solve—a problem of how to cheat prophecy.
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      “Wake up.” Thetis shook Peleus out of his slumbers. “Get dressed and meet me in the courtyard. The horses are fed and the chariot’s waiting. We’re taking Achilles on a road trip!”

      Moments later, a hungover Peleus stood shakily in the chariot, clutching Achilles with one hand, hanging on for dear life with the other. Thetis did the driving. Even the most expert human charioteer could never have navigated where she was taking them.

      A few times during the journey Peleus risked opening his eyes, but all he could see was fog and flashes of strange, surreal light. Once, when he dared look down, the speeding chariot wasn’t even touching the ground! Gripping Achilles even tighter, Peleus did his best not to puke up breakfast. Finally, they stopped.

      “Welcome to the River Styx,” Thetis declared. “Now, hand me Achilles.”

      Peleus had heard stories of the River Styx. When a man died, the bards sang, a ferryman named Charon guided the dead man’s soul across the river into the Land of the Dead. Peleus had placed many a silver ingot in dead men’s mouths to help pay their passage.

      But what the bards did not sing—because only the immortals knew about it—was the River Styx’s other remarkable property. Any object dipped into its magical waters became indestructible. The Olympians routinely brought their most valued possessions to the river for quick “Styx-proof” dunkings. But no god had ever considered immersing a human being into the river. Thetis was on the cusp of trying something new.

      “But if it works,” she enthused to Peleus, “if the river renders Achilles indestructible, then afterward he can never be harmed. If swords cannot cut him, if arrows cannot pierce his flesh, then our son will not die violently in battle, no matter how fiercely he fights! Achilles can defeat prophecy and live a glorious life, and a long life, too!”

      Confident, Thetis carried Achilles to the river’s edge.

      Peleus followed, risking a look—No human has ever seen the River Styx before. One look, and he protested—terrified. “We cannot do this thing, Thetis. The river is in full spring flood—raging, and biting cold. What if you lose your grip on the boy? Achilles could be washed into … well gods know where!”

      “We have to do this thing,” Thetis insisted. “But do not worry, husband. I am a sea nymph. Mere water will not defeat me.”

      Only then did the irony hit her. This is exactly how I murdered my first six sons. For a long moment Thetis paused, her hand held tight to Achilles’ little left foot. Might some god be confusing my wits? Might I be readying to drown the only child I have ever loved? But thwarting the prophecy—there is no other way.

      She plunged Achilles headfirst into the torrent. For an eternity she held him under. Finally, she pulled him out—spluttering and howling but very much alive.

      “So, do you think it will work, the whole dipping and dunking business?” Peleus queried on the chariot ride home.

      “We will know soon enough,” Thetis replied. “One way or another, we will know soon enough.”
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      Soon enough, they did know.

      Peleus brought young Achilles with him into the estate’s olive grove. Slaves were busy harvesting the first of the season’s ripe fruit. Somehow a poison snake slithered into the grove, then bit into a cart-hauling ox. The beast staggered over and died. Spying the snake, a slave swung with his scythe, hoping to lop off the creature’s head. The scythe missed, the snake struck, and the slave staggered over and died. Then the snake slithered up to Achilles. Curious, the little lad reached out. The snake struck, Achilles laughed, and the snake died.

      Reporting to Thetis, Peleus concluded the obvious. “The business with the river seems to have worked!”

      “Yes,” Thetis exhaled. “Now our child is invincible.”

      Years passed, and with them, more confirmatory evidence: Achilles falls from a speeding chariot—not even a bruise! Achilles is struck by an arrow—the arrow bounces off his body! Achilles is attacked by a lion—Thetis gains a lion-skin rug!

      After a hard day’s practice with swords, shields, and spears, a battered, bruised, but beaming-with-pride Peleus exclaimed to Thetis: “That son of ours! At thirteen years old, he is already faster, stronger, and infinitely more awesome than even his old man.”

      Peleus was not exaggerating. Achilles was awesome. And alongside the athletic brilliance came stunningly good looks. By the prodigy’s sixteenth year, even the gods on Olympus agreed. Achilles was the second-best-looking man in the Mediterranean, surpassed only by an obscure Mount Ida shepherd named Paris. But unlike that still-obscure shepherd, Achilles was already a celebrity. The girls of Greece—and more than a few of Greece’s boys—ached in their beds each night, lost in torrid dreams of Achilles.

      Of course, the adulation went to his head. Tell any teenage boy—in any century—that he is “godlike” too many times, and soon he will begin to believe you.

      Peleus worried. “A supreme self-confidence is necessary in any king,” Peleus explained to Thetis. “But an unchecked, overweening arrogance can compromise a king’s tactical decisions, and his ability to lead other men.”

      Thetis disagreed. “You forget that Achilles is god-born—the child of an immortal being. What you call arrogance is simply Achilles’ natural birthright.”

      But when Peleus proposed shipping Achilles off to boarding school, Thetis agreed. In truth, there was nothing left that Peleus could teach Achilles about combat. And the right tutor might burnish my son’s brilliance even brighter.

      A tutor named Chiron ran the school. Chiron was a centaur: human from the waist up, and horse from the waist down. His tutelage boasted some of Greece’s greatest heroes, including the famous Heracles. Chiron was decidedly “old school” in his approach to pedagogy. He tutored his students in the wilds of Mount Pelion—in a cave.

      On the day Peleus delivered his son, Chiron informed the arrogant teen that for the next two years he would be sleeping rough, on the cave’s stone floor: “No servants, no slaves, no sycophants.”

      “As for your meals,” Chiron continued, “you will eat only what you manage to chase down and kill with your hands. In the evenings, once the day’s military instruction is complete, you will learn logic, oratory, and diplomacy. If you prove worthy, I might instruct you in playing the lyre.”

      Achilles balked, but Peleus was secretly delighted. Two years with this hard-ass should kick some of the snootiness out of my son! Better still, Peleus learned, only one other candidate had proven worthy of Chiron’s tutelage: a giant of a sixteen-year-old named Ajax, heir to the kingdom of Salamis.

      “Ajax will not be the least overwhelmed by Achilles,” Chiron privately assured Peleus. “Rather the opposite, in fact. And should your son ever become too insufferable, Ajax’s fists will put a quick end to that.”
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      Achilles spent two full years in Chiron’s cave. His military expertise improved exponentially, and along the way he did pick up a smattering of logic and oratory. But diplomacy—the art of imagining how other folks feel—eluded Achilles completely. Perhaps the most remarkable surprise was music. By the end of Chiron’s tutelage, Achilles played a pretty mean lyre.

      On his eighteenth birthday, Chiron sent Achilles home. The centaur had polished the arrogant gem as best he could. Play time and practice time were over. Time to step into the world of men.

      “But step into what?” Achilles complained, mere days after returning home. “This estate is boredom incarnate. Surely somewhere something interesting is happening. Something grand enough, something glorious enough, to be worthy of me.”
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