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				Introduction

				I can’t remember a time when the story of the Trojan Wars wasn’t a part of my mental landscape. I knew everything: the way it all began when Paris chose Aphrodite over Pallas Athene in that ill-fated beauty contest; the way Odysseus was tricked into joining Agamemnon’s army, and of course all about the ten-year siege of the walled city.

				When I was six, I was given a copy of a book by Andrew Lang called Tales of Troy. In those days, there were no picture books of the kind today’s children read from infancy. The text of these stories was adult, complicated and I knew most of it by heart anyway. The pictures are indelibly there in my head forever. I adored them, because they have what all children (all people) always have loved: emotion, danger, passion, battles, mysterious and capricious gods and goddesses and lashings of supernatural effects. It also had larger than life characters, like the beautiful Helen and the wily Odysseus and the poor neglected Oenone.

				The next time I met the story of the Trojan War I was at school and studying Virgil’s Aeneid Book 2 in my Latin classes. ‘Conticuere omnes, intentique ora tenebant . . .’ I loved Latin and was very good at it. I also loved poetry, so what could be more natural than translating the whole book into English blank verse? I did that and I wish I had a copy of it, but it disappeared in one or another house move.

				The central story appealed to me on a personal level too. When I was four I was actually in a siege. Jerusalem was besieged by the enemy in 1948 and I can remember how scarce food was, and many other things. I’ve written about it in other books, but it was no hardship for me to imagine myself into the situation of those people holed up and surrounded by the Greek troops for a whole decade. The concept of the Trojan Horse is also very attractive. It’s a horrendous thing to do: dramatic, fatal, hugely damaging . . . the most dreadful sort of ambush with the most hideous consequences – a city destroyed by fire and the sword.

				Then, around 1998 or so, I began to wonder what life might have been like for anyone who was say, five or six years old when the siege began and who was now, at the end, about sixteen.

				I like writing for teenagers. They’re old enough to read anything and yet they still value the strong narrative drive and pace that younger children like. And of course, every teenager is the centre of her own universe. I liked the idea of doing a Troy story from the point of view of the Trojans and not only that, from the point of view mainly of the women and girls in the city.

				Homer’s story concentrates on war. There have been enough conflicts even while I’ve been growing up, for us to have vivid images of terrible things appearing on our screens almost every night. I noticed something. Always, on the edge of the fighting, in the background, almost pushed out of the shot by more violent, more dramatic, more interesting things are the women. You see them if you look. If you look at the news from Syria, for example, there they are weeping, fleeing, carrying sad children, howling in pain and powerless to do anything about their situation. They are the ones who patch up the men’s wounds. They try and find something, anything with which to feed their families. They are the nurses, the comforters, the ones who carry every burden. They do not carry the weapons, but have to patch up the men who have felt what a sword or a gun or a firebrand can do to soft flesh.

				So, I invented the Blood Room and Xanthe, my heroine, who is a nurse there. She has a sister, also invented. And they both of course, because they are teenagers, are more concerned with the matters of the heart that absorb them. They’re fed up with ten years of war. It’s all they’ve known and so they have adapted to it.

				Interspersed with my wholly invented teenagers and their stories are the Homeric characters: Paris, Helen, Menelaus, Hector, Achilles, Ulysses and the rest. I also invented three old serving women because old women like to natter and I thought they could serve as a kind of chorus to fill readers in on the background to the war.

				Finally, there are the Gods. No story of Troy is complete without them. They are the ones who make everything happen to the humans and I loved providing ‘special effects’ for each and every one.

				The book appeared in the USA about six months before the tragedy of 9/11. Every children’s literature message board was alive with people saying: ‘Read Troy. It’s about a city in flames.’ Clearly, since antiquity, men have learned not very much at all. I’m delighted that this book is being reissued by Hodder Silver and not just for reasons of personal pride, but also because I feel that this story ought to better known, better loved and better heeded.

				ADÈLE GERAS

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE BLOOD ROOM

				‘They’ll be here later on,’ said Charitomene. ‘You may be sure of it. It’ll be a fierce battle today, and we must be ready for the wounded, poor creatures. Put that pallet over there, Xanthe, where it’s cooler.’

				Xanthe did as she was told. Please dear Gods on Olympus who see everything we mortals do, she thought, help me now. Please keep Boros away. Please let it be other men who bring us these bodies. She shivered. Since the day when he’d first approached her, his words (What’s a frisky little filly like you doing all alone here? I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? Aren’t you the one who helps with the sick? Don’t you recognize me? I cart the bodies off the battlefield. I’m surprised your parents let you out so near sunset. Don’t they know there are nasty men around? Oh, very nasty, really. You wouldn’t want to bump into them, my flower. But don’t worry . . . I’ll see them off, anyone who dares to try it on with you . . . they’ll never tangle with me. I’m known, see. One blow from this fist . . .) went round and round in her head, and with them a vision of his face, with its thin, lipless mouth and his eyes the colour of phlegm set too closely together in his enormous head. She tried very hard not to think of him and most of the time she succeeded. She told Andromache that she didn’t want to be sent down to the market any longer and if Andromache thought she was being silly, she said nothing about it. Maybe, Xanthe thought, I’ll never see him again. Maybe it wouldn’t be him today, bringing them another broken person. Maybe it would be someone she had never seen before. She prepared the pallets, and the water, and the bowls of oil used for cleaning the worst wounds, and when all was ready, she left the Blood Room and went to sit on the low wall just outside, breathing in the warm air. She listened, but there was no noise of battle from the Plain. It hadn’t begun yet, but she knew that it would.

				Xanthe hated the war. Every day, the huge wooden gate they called the Skaian Gate, which faced the Plain and the sea beyond the Plain, opened wide, and the chariots poured through, filled with armed soldiers. Lord Hector always led them out. Behind the chariots came the foot-soldiers. The Greeks came too, in chariots and on foot, from the tents that they had put up on the beach, and then both armies began to hack and stab one another and many died. It was horrible, and I must, Xanthe said to herself, stop thinking about it. I must find something else to fill my mind. It was then that she noticed the eagle. She recognized it at once, from images of eagles on pottery and tiles, but nothing had prepared her for its shining magnificence. It was much bigger than any bird she had seen before, and its feathers shimmered bronze in the sunlight.

				‘You’re looking right at me, eagle,’ Xanthe said quietly, in case her voice frightened the bird away. ‘You are truly beautiful, and your eyes are like liquid gold.’

				It tilted its head, and spread out its wings, as though it were displaying itself for Xanthe’s benefit. She said, ‘Have you come from the mountains? How wonderful to be able to fly over the city on those bronze wings! I wish I wasn’t stuck here on the ground. I wish I could fly with you!’

				The eagle stared at Xanthe. It was so close to her that she could have stretched out an arm and touched it, but something, some dread, held her back. That curved beak looked fearsome.

				‘Xanthe!’ Charitomene was calling.

				‘Farewell!’ Xanthe said, and as she spoke, the bird rose straight into the air and hovered so near her that she felt the draught from its moving wings. It hung in the air, and then it was gone, soaring higher and higher over the city. Xanthe watched it until it was nothing more than a speck in the distance, then she turned to go back into the Blood Room.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				OVER THE CITY

				The eagle circled over Troy, and in the city everyone who looked up and saw it stood open-mouthed, and not one of them recognized the Father of the Gods, Zeus himself. I am used to it, he thought. He disguised himself often. Usually, it was true, in order to get a little closer to a human woman who had taken his fancy. That girl down there was a pretty thing, but too young for his taste. He’d become a white bull for Europa, and for Leda (yes, the mother of Helen of Troy herself, though many forgot that she was his daughter) he had been a swan: white and powerful, with a dangerous black beak and yellow eyes. And now he was an eagle, flying over Troy, and looking at the war, which had gone on for many years. Too many years, Zeus thought. It is time the whole thing was over. When he caught sight of the Greeks camped on the shore, beside their ships, he found it hard to believe that they’d spent nearly ten years away from their firesides. The fate of the city had been decided long ago, of course. Zeus realized this, but still, he did find himself impatient with how very long the whole thing was taking. When this mood came upon him, it was his custom to come down from Olympus. It made him feel better, for a little time at least.

				The city was beautiful: built on a hill, with walls so thick that at the top, they made a place wide enough for many people to walk on, and the Trojans gathered there every day to watch the fighting. There were broad stone steps leading down from the walls, just near the gate they called the Skaian Gate, the one that faced towards the ocean where every night Phoebus Apollo drowned the fiery chariot of the sun, and disappeared in a flame-coloured blaze. The streets of Troy were well-made, and they led up to a fine citadel. That was where the temples were, and Priam’s palace. By human standards, this was a magnificent building. It had within its walls a banqueting hall, a bathhouse, vast kitchens, more bedrooms than there are fingers on two hands, storage chambers, stables, courtyards, walled gardens, and all most elegantly arranged. Hovering over it, Zeus often thought he would not mind at all living in such a palace himself. And even by my standards, he said to himself, Priam has fathered an enormous number of children. He has fifty sons, or so they say, although in these matters there’s always some doubt. The Father of the Gods, for his part, had long ago stopped believing what women chose to tell him. In any case, Hector and Paris were royal princes and they and their brothers lived in their own smaller residences next to their father’s palace. He thought: the gates of the city are strong. They have withstood years of siege, and still they stand firm. The rivers Skamander and Simois water the land around and the fields near the city used to yield corn and crops until the Greeks tightened their hold, just recently. For the first few years of the war, no one starved, but now there is hunger in Troy.

				The eagle was moving swiftly now across the Plain, borne up by the strong winds that swept over it ceaselessly. Soon, soon the battle would begin. He must find a place from where he could watch everything. He thought: my wife, Hera, and Pallas Athene, my daughter, are down here all the time. They interfere in the conflict whenever it suits them, and keep the weapons of war turned away from the humans they’re protecting. They go about in the city without disguises, and reveal themselves to any mortal who takes their fancy. Hera hangs around with Agamemnon and Odysseus and their comrades instead of looking after me, as a good wife should. Aphrodite practically lives with Paris and Helen. Some say the war is being fought over her, but it’s not as simple as that. Wars are never about just one thing. Money comes into it, and trade comes into it. That’s my experience. And Ares, God of War, is kept busy. Very busy indeed. No sooner is one skirmish over than another begins. It’s not going to be easy for the Fates, making sure that everyone who’s for the chop, gets it, but they’ll triumph in the end. They always do. The war will just go on and on until the time comes for it to be over.

				The eagle settled itself on a boulder at the edge of the Plain, and watched with folded wings as the two armies raced towards one another. A noise like thunder filled the air, and dust rose from the ground in clouds.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ON THE PLAIN

				Alastor stood on the Plain and wondered whether his mother mightn’t have been right, after all. He had never imagined it would be anything like this. He knew it would be noisy. He knew it would be hot and dusty and that the metal armour would hurt and chafe his skin and be heavy on his back, but he could never, not in his wildest fancies, have understood the terror. The fear that filled him made him nearly sick, and he was ashamed too, so that tears sprang into his eyes from time to time, and if no one else had been there to see him, he would have turned and fled, and run back to the gates, back to the city, back to safety, and coolness and somewhere where he didn’t have to hold his dead father’s sword that was too heavy for him. He should still be playing with his wooden toy sword, and fighting pretend battles with his friends.

				Why do you have to go? his mother had moaned. Isn’t it enough that your father and your brother are dead? Haven’t I lost enough?

				It had never occurred to Alastor that he might die. He imagined himself plunging daggers into Greeks, but when it came to it, it was harder than it looked. All the talk of carving them limb from limb died on his lips the moment he ran on to the Plain behind the others. A chariot would have been safer, but he was put in the rear of the army by Lord Hector himself. How calm he had seemed! Could it be that people got used to this?

				Alastor sighed, and was just summoning up the courage to run into the fray again, when he saw something that froze him into stillness. Standing right next to him, towering over him, was a warrior he had never seen before, even though he’d been watching the battles from the walls since he was a small boy. This man was enormous and armoured in black from head to foot. His helmet had a crest of crimson horsehair rising from it, and it waved in the hot wind that blew down from the mountains. Also, on a day of intense heat, he was wearing a black cloak that fell from his shoulders to his ankles and billowed up behind him like a storm cloud.

				‘Don’t be frightened,’ said a voice like knives being scraped across stone. ‘It’s not your day to die.’

				‘How do you know? Who are you?’ Alastor shouted out over the noise of men yelling in rage, screaming with pain and howling out their anguish.

				‘I am Ares, God of War,’ said the warrior, and Alastor took a step towards him, thinking to speak to him, to ask him . . . but he’d gone. Vanished. Where could he be? Alastor looked around to find him again, and then suddenly a Greek soldier was rushing towards him. This man had an arm raised above his head and something was in it. I can’t see what it is, Alastor thought. A spear? A sword? And I can’t see his face . . . Where’s his face? His nose is covered in silver and his helmet is burning and there are flames all around his body . . . that must be the sun, and I know I must move. I must move my hand. Move it now.

				Alastor felt as though time had stilled, and noise had stopped. He watched his own hand with the sword it was carrying travelling towards the Greek, towards his body. And he was suddenly a statue, and saw a silver knife flying through the white air and the knife found his flesh, and stuck in it. No pain. There’s no pain, he thought, and he pulled on the knife and it came away wet with something red. Is that my blood? Alastor wondered. It must be my blood. And then his hand moved again and the sword, his father’s sword that was much too heavy to carry, pushed itself . . . I didn’t push it. I couldn’t push anything. It pushed itself into the Greek’s body, and he fell, and all around him the sand grew dark with blood. Whose blood is it? Mine or his? Alastor saw the sky whirling around him, and then he, too, was lying on the ground. He closed his eyes. I’m not dead, he thought. I can hear them talking. Someone is speaking.

				‘’Nother poor sod for the Blood Room,’ said the voice, and Alastor felt himself lifted and carried. I’m not dead, was his last thought. I’m in agony, so I can’t be dead. Then the darkness came.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE BLOOD ROOM

				‘Here they are, Xanthe,’ said Charitomene. ‘Let them pass.’

				Two men stood at the door of the Blood Room and one of them was Boros. Both he and his companion were sweating and covered in dust. They were carrying someone by the arms and legs, and the one who wasn’t Boros winked at Xanthe.

				‘Here’s a nice juicy specimen for you, my blossom,’ he said, leering at her. ‘No important bits cut off or damaged at all, if you get my meaning.’ Xanthe looked back at him unblinking, so he went on explaining: ‘Wedding tackle all present and correct.’

				‘Put him down here,’ she said coldly and turned away as they approached her. I’m not your blossom, ox-brain, she thought. Not yours or anyone’s.

				‘You should feel sorry for us, Xanthe,’ said Boros. ‘Some of the poor buggers we have to deal with look just like porcupines, they’ve had that many spears chucked at them.’

				‘Thank you,’ said Xanthe, because whatever she thought of these men, Charitomene had taught her to be polite. ‘Lay him down over there please.’

				They put the body down without much care, and Xanthe winced. Boros turned to her, wiping his filthy, bloodstained hands on the front of his short robe. He leaned so close to her that she could smell his breath.

				‘A word with you, my pretty.’ Xanthe looked down at the ground and said nothing, so Boros continued. ‘I’ve been asking about you. Did you notice that I called you by your name? I’ve found out that you’re in the service of the Lady Andromache, and also that you have no parents and no brothers.’

				Xanthe nodded. What was all this about? She wanted to ask, but Boros might think a question showed that she had some interest in him.

				‘Also,’ said Boros, ‘I’ve asked around and it seems no one has asked you to marry them. No one’s even shown an interest.’

				‘I don’t want to get married,’ Xanthe said, suddenly terrified.

				‘Tasty little thing like you? Rubbish! Need a proper man, you do, to look after you. Otherwise, who knows what might not happen? I said it before, didn’t I? Plenty of nasty men around. Anyway,’ he went on, ‘I’m going to see Lady Andromache and tell her I’m willing to marry you.’

				‘But I’m not willing to marry you,’ Xanthe cried before she could stop herself.

				‘We’ll see,’ said Boros. ‘Lots of girls say no when they mean yes. I’ve been around and I know what I’m talking about, believe me. What’s the matter with me anyway?’

				Xanthe was on the point of telling him, when his companion called him from the door, ‘Boros, get a move on. The dead’ll be rotting in the sun if we stay here much longer.’

				The two men left the Blood Room, and Xanthe, trembling, turned to the body in front of her, grateful that Charitomene was a little deaf.

				‘Poor things,’ the old woman said. ‘They’ve a thankless task down there on the Plain among the dead and wounded, picking up bits of bodies and corpses . . . only the Gods know how they keep on doing it day after day without going mad.’

				Xanthe hardly heard her. Never, she thought. Never never never. Lady Andromache would not be so cruel . . . I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her what I feel when I look at him, and she’ll never make me marry such a creature. I would die. I’d go down and see Mother Poison. Everyone knows her little house under the walls. They say she’s a sorceress. Everyone crosses to the other side of the roadway when she walks in the city. Still, they go to her for help, and there’s nothing, they say, that she can’t cure. But she also mixes potions that can snuff the life out of a body in less time than it takes to say farewell. And I’d go and find her. I wouldn’t be afraid. I’d die before I touched such a man. I’ll never let him touch me. No one can force me.

				Xanthe knelt down beside the body that lay writhing on the pallet in front of her and as always the sight of someone in pain banished all other thoughts from her mind. ‘Hush,’ she murmured. ‘Be still, little dove, little bird.’ She had to say something. Iason, who had been her friend since he was a tiny boy playing in the sand with her and her sister, and who was now a stablehand in the royal stables, told her long ago something that Hector himself had said: you could tame wild horses by whispering to them and blowing softly into their nostrils. Always, always, the same words came into her mouth unbidden, even if she was bathing the sunburned and hardened limbs of a grown man. Pain turned the strongest warrior into a baby. She had seen it happen often: some called on their wives or even on the Gods themselves, but most men cried for the mother who had suckled them. And Xanthe felt herself a mother, and wanted for each body that came before her nothing but ease and restful sleep. She smoothed and stroked and crooned and wept and held men in her arms whose brows were aflame with fever, and whose eyes looked at her and saw nothing. This one, she noticed, as she cut away the bloodstained tunic from his shoulder, was young. His cheeks were as smooth as her own, and the skin on the arm that hung down on the floor was golden and velvety and reminded Xanthe of apricots. She sat back on her heels and looked at his face. His dark hair was matted with blood, his nose was straight and his mouth was beautiful, like the carved mouth of a statue in the Temple of Athene.

				‘Ssh, my lovely, my little one,’ she whispered, and she wrung a cloth out in cool water and laid it across the young man’s forehead. His eyes flew open, and Xanthe gazed into them, and then turned to the door where she thought she saw . . .

				‘Charitomene, did you see him?’ she asked.

				‘Who?’ said Charitomene. ‘There’s no one been in here since those men left.’

				‘A boy. A little boy just came into the room.’

				‘All the little boys are with their nurses. It’s almost sunset. Perhaps you were daydreaming.’

				Xanthe said nothing. She looked at the child, standing in the black shadows near one corner of the room. He was holding a quiver full of arrows in his hand, and smiling at her. She knew him at once. It was Eros, the son of Chaos, the bringer of Love, who hid in Aphrodite’s skirts.

				‘Say nothing, Xanthe,’ he lisped. ‘The old woman will not believe you. She cannot see me. That’s how I have arranged it.’ He giggled, like any ordinary small boy.

				‘She’ll hear me speaking to you,’ Xanthe answered.

				‘I’ve closed her eyes and ears,’ Eros said. ‘Soon, you too will think you have dreamed me. Your head will be filled only with visions of love.’

				‘The Gods are powerful,’ Xanthe said. ‘They do with us whatever suits them.’

				‘Stay still,’ the boy said. ‘Watch.’

				He took an arrow from the quiver that hung at his back, and shot it from a bow that seemed to Xanthe made of blue light. It hung in the room like a silver thread, and dissolved before her eyes. She looked down, half-expecting to see a translucent feathered shaft still quivering in her breast, but there was no sign of a weapon. Still, she could feel she had been wounded. Her heart was throbbing, and swelling and breaking open under her ribs like a ripe fig in the sun. She searched the corners of the room again for Eros, but he had vanished. Was this it? Was this what they spoke of when they spoke of Love?

				She glanced down, and the young man’s eyes were open. They were a colour somewhere between blue and green, like water, and she felt suddenly as though she were falling and falling. She opened her mouth to speak, but the breath had left her body and her lips were dry.

				‘Where am I?’ The youth spoke so quietly that Xanthe had to lean forward to hear him.

				‘This is the chamber set aside in King Priam’s palace for tending the sick.’ She did not tell him that she called it the Blood Room, because the reek of blood rose through it like a mist: the stench of iron and salt, with something sweet in it, like fruit rotting in the sun. She didn’t mention, either, that this was the room where corpses were made ready for their funeral pyres and their journey to the Underworld.

				‘My name is Alastor,’ the young man said, through teeth clenched against the pain. ‘Did you see me? Did you see me on the field? Did you see me fighting?’

				‘I try not to see it,’ Xanthe said. ‘I used to go down to the wall above the Skaian Gate, and watch the battles, but that was when I was a little girl. I thought it was something to wonder at. The soldiers were so handsome in their helmets and shields and the sun made the spears and swords glitter. We all called out the names of our heroes, just as though we were watching the Games.’

				Alastor bit his lip to stop himself crying out in agony as Xanthe probed the gash in his shoulder. She went on, ‘When I was nearly thirteen, I came here, to this room, to help with the wounded, and after that I couldn’t watch any more. I saw what they could do, those silver shining spears. I hate them now.’

				‘Tell me who you are,’ the young man groaned as he spoke.

				‘My name is Xanthe,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t speak. Your wound isn’t deep, but I must clean it, and bind it with herbs, and the pain will be great.’

				‘I won’t feel it. Not if you speak to me. I wish,’ he muttered, ‘you could have seen me. I was brave. Everyone said so. Perhaps one day I’ll defeat them. I’ll . . .’ He was panting as Xanthe poured oil into his wound. ‘I’ll kill a thousand Greeks.’

				‘Quiet,’ Xanthe hissed, suddenly angry. ‘How can you think of killing when your head was nearly severed from your body? Don’t speak. Don’t say another word.’ Her own words faded to silence as she heard the cries coming from outside.

				‘Listen, Charitomene,’ she said, turning to the old woman. ‘What is that?’ She shivered. The noise was like nothing she had heard before: a keening, high shriek like a bird pierced to the heart, or some creature whose limbs were being cut apart by knives. Xanthe put her hands over her ears just as a woman rushed into the room and threw herself down at Alastor’s feet, weeping and weeping. Xanthe opened her mouth to say something, anything, but could not think of the right words. Charitomene left her seat beside the door and came to stand beside the stranger.

				‘Lady,’ she said, ‘from your tears I can see this is your child.’

				‘My only child,’ said the woman. ‘My only son, and now he lies here dying.’

				‘No,’ said Charitomene. ‘Take comfort, Lady. He’s far from death, although his wound is deep and will keep him from the field for some time.’

				At this, the woman sat up and looked about her. She wiped the tears from her face with the scarf that covered her head, and Xanthe noticed that gold discs were sewn to the hem of her skirt and that her arms were heavy with bracelets of shining precious metals. The hair that showed under her scarf was grey and thick, but her eyebrows were dark and met above her long straight nose. Her small, red mouth was pinched and sour, and looked as though it would find it hard to stretch into a smile. Clearly, Xanthe thought, Alastor favoured his father.

				‘I thank the Gods,’ said the woman, ‘that they have spared my darling boy.’ She sniffed. ‘But why is he here? Why isn’t he lying where I can look after him? Why didn’t they bring him to his mother’s house?’

				‘He will come into your care soon enough, Lady,’ said Charitomene. ‘And meanwhile he’s here in the citadel because someone – who knows, maybe even Lord Hector – gave orders that he should be brought here. We have all the proper herbs and Xanthe has hands as soft as doves, and cares for the wounded as well as any healer.’

				‘Indeed,’ said the woman, and she turned her gaze to where Xanthe sat, still holding Alastor’s hand. ‘I would thank you not to touch my son unless your healing demands it. I see no good reason, for instance, for you to cling to him now.’

				Xanthe let Alastor’s hand fall on to the pallet. She looked at the tiles on the floor, so that she would not have to meet his mother’s pale and hostile stare. Why, she thought, am I so weak? I should tell her. I should say something. A hand holding yours is a comfort when you are in pain. I’m helping your son, and if you truly loved him, you would want him to be soothed, made better. I’m a person too. I’m not nothing, to be pushed aside by you, or anyone. Xanthe sighed. The woman bent over Alastor’s body, not even noticing that her clothes were in danger of covering his mouth. I can’t do anything for the moment, Xanthe thought, and it isn’t true that I am not nothing. I am as near to nothing as it’s possible to be. Men are less than Gods, and women are less than men, and poor women are less than rich women, and girls are least of all and poor girls are even less than that. Better to be an ox. Much better. An ox can be slaughtered for food, and its skin stretched and dried and clothes made from it to keep off the cold. Its bones can be carved into spoons and fastenings for garments, and ground to put on the crops. What use am I? If I were to vanish at this moment, who would miss me? My sister. And Iason. Polyxena, my friend. No one else for very long, not even the disgusting Boros. He’d forget all about me in days. Andromache would find another young girl to serve as a nursemaid in her house, and the baby would love her exactly as he loves me. I’m necessary to no one.

				‘You, girl,’ said Alastor’s mother. ‘Listen to me.’

				Xanthe bowed her head. ‘Yes, Lady,’ she said.

				‘You are to care for him day and night, do you hear? Until he is quite restored.’

				She has decided, Xanthe thought, that I am useful after all. For the present.

				‘But I would be grateful,’ Alastor’s mother continued, ‘if you didn’t speak to him too much. I don’t want him bothered with servants’ chatter and gossip. He wouldn’t be interested in what you have to say, believe me. And I will visit him at sunset each day, and just after the sun rises also. I will bring what food I can. Be ready for me.’

				She stood up and swept out of the room without a backward glance or a word of thanks to either Xanthe or Charitomene.

				‘Some sheep,’ said Charitomene, ‘have better manners than many fine people – have you noticed that?’

				‘Ssh,’ said Xanthe. ‘What if Alastor hears you? He’s sleeping, but he could wake at any moment.’

				She went to sit again beside the young man, and looked at his hand. She’s gone, Xanthe thought. She will not know, and I want to touch him. Looking around fearfully, as though Alastor’s mother could be hiding in the shadows, she picked up his hand and closed her fingers around it.

				‘Has she gone?’ Alastor spoke in a voice thick with pain. ‘My mother?’

				‘Yes,’ said Xanthe.

				‘Then I can open my eyes again. I kept them closed while she was here. I didn’t want to speak to her. She’d have asked me . . . questions. I don’t want to answer questions. I was hiding from her.’

				‘She’s your mother. She loves you. How can you hide from her?’

				‘Her love is like the sun. Get sunstroke if you stood in it too long.’

				‘I wish I had a mother who loved me like that,’ Xanthe said.

				‘Where’s she? Your mother?’ Alastor asked. ‘Tell me about her and about your father. Tell me where you live. Your voice is like cool water, like honey. Speak to me.’

				Xanthe blushed with pleasure at his words, and began: ‘We were born on the mountain, my sister and I, but no one knows who our parents were. Our father was a shepherd, maybe, and our mother . . . I think perhaps she was a wood nymph, or a water spirit, because my sister is strange. She sees the Gods all the time. Walking about among us, among real mortals. She almost never speaks, not like me. Her name is Marpessa. She is younger than me, but also wiser. Her hands . . . they can do anything: make clay into shapes, and paint it, and weave such pictures into cloth that you would swear the men and women in them were going to leap out of the fabric and stand beside you. Charitomene says I have healing hands, but my sister’s hands are magical.’

				Xanthe looked down at Alastor and saw that he was asleep, and murmuring as if troubled by a fever-dream. ‘Never mind,’ she said, pushing his damp hair back from his brow with one hand. ‘Later I’ll tell you other things.’

				She prayed that no one else would be brought to them today, and that Charitomene would not find her some other task to do. I wish, she thought, I wish I could sit here and look at him for ever. She took his hand in her hand and held it tight.

				‘His skin’s burning,’ she said to Charitomene. ‘And his eyes are closed again, but he’s almost speaking in his sleep.’

				‘It’s the fever scorching him,’ said Charitomene. ‘Go on bathing his brow, until he’s cooler, and then we can dress the wound.’

				Xanthe dipped the cloth into the water once more. Alastor, she thought. What a beautiful name it is. It sounded like music in her head when she said it to herself. If I cannot be with Alastor, she thought, then I will be with no one. Sleep, she murmured to him in her mind. Sleep and dream, and I’ll watch over you.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				HELEN’S PALACE

				Once, when she was such a small child that she could scarcely walk more than a dozen steps without stumbling, Marpessa had fallen into the river. She’d been peering into the stream when, all of a sudden, she wasn’t on the bank any longer but on a bed of white pebbles and looking up at the sky through ripples of water. They’d pulled her out at once and dried her face and kissed her and scolded her for not staying next to her sister like a good girl, but now when Marpessa thought of that time, what she remembered was the blessed, cool, pale-green, translucent silence. Since then she had tried always to surround herself with tranquillity and peace, and she almost never spoke, except (rarely, rarely) to Xanthe.

				‘Your silence, Pessa,’ Paris said, ‘is like a goblet of clear water. It refreshes me. My lady, who is the treasure of my heart, as you know, has more words in her mouth than there are jewels in a necklace. Some say,’ he leaned towards Marpessa and winked, ‘that Menelaus was overjoyed to be spared her chatter when she came to Troy with me. This whole war is being fought because I’ve threatened to return her and her husband cannot bear to have her back.’

				Marpessa smiled. She’d heard this joke a thousand times and smiled at it a thousand times also. Helen, lying on a low couch, giggled, as she did at almost everything Paris said. The two of them reminded Marpessa of a pair of love-birds: pretty and twittering and preening their feathers from morning till night. The giggling soon turned to touching, and then the Goddess Aphrodite appeared in the room. Marpessa was the only one who saw her, in her robes the colour of the sky at dawn: palest turquoise edged with gold. She smiled at Marpessa, just as she did every time she came to visit, and put her finger to her lips as if to say: don’t speak a word, child, but watch what they do. The Goddess sat down beside Helen, and stroked her gently on her bare arm, and Helen started to laugh, and pull Paris towards her. Then he laughed, and after the laughter came the stroking, and the stroking made them giggle all the more, like small children out of control. Next, Helen’s breath thickened and she began to pant as though she had been running in the heat, and after that they went into the bedchamber.

				‘The sounds of love will begin very soon,’ said Aphrodite. ‘Isn’t it strange how like the sounds of war they are? All that groaning and crying!’ Marpessa nodded and said nothing. The Goddess was right. Sometimes there was a high-pitched scream, like the scream of a pig being stuck through with a long spear.

				‘I must go, child,’ Aphrodite said, gathering the misty folds of her dress around her. ‘Here they come now. But I’ll return. You may be sure of that.’

				She was gone like a curl of smoke, and before long, Paris and Helen came out of the bedchamber.

				‘Marpessa!’ Paris smiled at her. He was always in a good humour and kind to her after a visit from the Goddess. ‘Bring us wine. Loving is thirsty work.’

				‘Leave her alone,’ said Helen. ‘She’s just a child. Too young to know of such things.’

				‘Plenty of girls her age are already well and truly married. And you know what they say: you’re never too young to learn,’ said Paris, and drew a finger along Marpessa’s arm. She shivered, not knowing whether his touch thrilled or disgusted her.

				She would ask the Goddess next time she saw her. Only Xanthe knew that she could see the Gods. Marpessa had never told anyone else. Poor Cassandra was thought mad for the things she said, and no one believed a word that came from her mouth, even though she was a princess. Imagine, she told Xanthe, what they would say if I said I knew what the Immortals looked like! Marpessa had long ago decided that it was better to tell her stories on the loom. There, the shuttle pulled the thread to and fro and to and fro and figures grew under her hand. She’d been weaving for years. When she was a tiny child, she’d been brought down with Xanthe from the mountain to the city. A hunting-party had found the two girls all alone. No one knew what had happened to their parents, and Hecuba took pity on them. At first, both girls lived with Charitomene, who was a servant to Hector, but after she had grown a little, Marpessa was sent to learn weaving at Helen’s side, and grow up to be her attendant at the loom. She could still remember the first woven picture that she ever saw.

				‘Time drags itself along like a wounded deer,’ Helen said to her that first day, speaking to the child she was then as though she understood everything. ‘So I am weaving pictures that tell stories. This war, for instance. Do you know how it began? How it really began, long before I came into it? Look. What can you see here?’

				Marpessa shook her head and didn’t answer, but she took a blue thread from the basket that lay at Helen’s feet, and handed it up to her, pointing at the sky.

				‘Oh, you clever little thing!’ Helen clapped her hands, and kissed the top of Marpessa’s head. ‘Of course the sky is exactly that shade of blue.’

				Tears stood in her eyes, and she wiped them away with a corner of her scarf. ‘Forgive my tears, pretty one. You remind me of the daughter I left behind when I came to Troy. You will be the best weaver in the city, I can see that already.’

				Helen’s prophecy had come true. Marpessa turned to the hanging she was working on, chose a scarlet thread and remembered what had been stretched on the wooden frame that day, nearly ten years ago.

				The Judgement of Paris

				The background: reddish-brown for earth; dark green for vine leaves, and foliage on trees; blue for the sky; gold thread for stars.

				Paris’ tunic: dark blue

				Hera’s robe: purple

				Athene’s robe: white

				Aphrodite’s robe: scarlet.

				The apple: half pale-pink, half pale-green.

				At the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, the guests had eaten well, and then as the sky darkened and the stars came out, the music began, and the dancing, and wine sparkled in every goblet. All the Gods and Goddesses had come to celebrate, except for Eris, the Goddess of Discord, for no one wants quarrels at a feast. Splendid gifts had been laid in front of the bride and groom, and then suddenly, out of a blue sky, a golden apple sailed out of the air and landed on the ground. Eris had thrown it, in a fit of temper, and on it was written, ‘To the fairest of all’. Hera, the wife of great Zeus himself, his daughter Pallas Athene, the Goddess of Wisdom, with her owl on her shoulder, and Aphrodite, the Goddess of Love and Beauty: each one said that the apple was hers by right.

				‘Stop your noise, ladies,’ said Zeus, ‘for you will never agree. But there is a young man on Mount Ida, who is known for his good judgement. Hermes will lead the Goddesses there, and we will ask Paris – that is his name – to decide who should keep the apple.’

				Paris was astonished to see the Goddesses standing before him, together with Zeus’s messenger.

				‘The Father of the Gods greets you,’ said Hermes. ‘You are to award this golden apple to the Goddess who is the fairest of all, in your eyes.’

				‘The task is impossible,’ said Paris. ‘How will I judge between three such beauties?’

				He looked from one Goddess to the other, and they smiled at one another, and then at Paris. Hera spoke first:

				‘Young man, the choice is easier than you think. Give me the apple, and your reward will be the power only I can give you.’

				‘Do not listen,’ said Athene. ‘Close your ears to her voice, and attend to me. Choose the Goddess of Wisdom and I will give you victory over all your enemies. You will win every battle that you fight.’

				Aphrodite came to Paris, and wound her arms around his neck, so that he could smell the fragrance of her skin. She whispered in his ear.

				‘Mine,’ she murmured. ‘Of course the apple is mine, because I know what you want. Give the fruit to me, and you shall have the most beautiful woman in the whole world to be your bride. Think of the joys you will share. Think of her white hands on your body.’

				Paris did not hesitate. He picked the apple up, and gave it to Aphrodite. A flash of blue lightning tore the sky in two as Hera and Athene gathered their garments around them and left the mountainside without a backward glance.

				‘Perhaps,’ Paris said to Aphrodite, ‘I should have been less hasty.’

				‘Too late,’ said Aphrodite, smiling. ‘Your fate, and the fate of your city, is sealed.’

				‘But will it be worth it?’

				‘It will,’ said Aphrodite. ‘You have stepped into a story and you must stay there till it ends. Come, sit beside me while I tell you of Helen of the White Hands, the wife of Menelaus . . .’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THE GOSSIPS:
THE KITCHENS

				‘Greeks!’ said Theano, grinding the oats in the bowl in front of her to a fine powder with a thick wooden pestle. ‘I spit on Greeks and all their works. Wouldn’t trust one of them further than I could throw a javelin.’

				‘They’re full of tricks,’ said Danae.

				‘Devious,’ said Halie, who considered herself better-bred than her companions, although she would never have said so to their faces. She certainly spoke better than they did, in a more refined way.

				In the old days, when there was food to cook, Halie, Danae and Theano cooked it. They’d worked in Priam’s household since they were girls, first as cupbearers and wine-pourers and tile-sweepers and scrubbers of dirty platters and pots. Then they passed on to preserving fruit and vegetables and transferring olives into jars and covering them with their own clear, greenish oil, and basting sides of meat as a young boy turned it on the spit over the coals, anointing the sides of ox and boar and sheep with a paste of fresh herbs gathered from the mountain, and pounded with salt. Now they had all three grown old and there was less to do in the kitchen.

				‘And even when there’s something to cook,’ said Theano, ‘they give it to one of the young ones, don’t they? All we’re good for is easy tasks, like folding the washed clothes. Nothing for us to do all day but sit on this bench and talk.’

				So they talked and talked, from when the sun crossed the threshold to when the Goddess Artemis showed her changing silver face in the night sky. Today they were talking of the Greeks.

				‘Odysseus,’ said Halie. ‘He’s the worst. Or the best, I suppose, if you look at it from the Greeks’ point of view.’

				‘He’s never the worst,’ said Danae. ‘Better than most, I’d say. I can remember when they came here before the war, those Greeks. Honoured guests, they were then, which just goes to show. That Odysseus always had a kind word for us.’

				‘Younger then, weren’t we?’ said Theano. ‘And a bloody sight less wrinkled. Even Greeks act polite when they’re chatting up girls with breasts like melons.’

				‘Speak for yourself,’ said Danae. ‘Peaches, that’s what I had, even then. Never had anything you could rightly call melons.’

				‘They’re not bothered,’ said Halie. ‘Men, I mean. If there’re no melons, peaches will do. Or grapes at a pinch.’

				The three old women wheezed with laughter.

				‘Anyway,’ Halie continued. ‘Odysseus was kind. He thanked me for filling his cup. I remember it like it was yesterday. And he never wanted to fight in this war. You must’ve heard the story. In this story, Agamemnon was even trickier than Odysseus.’

				Danae and Theano nodded, but settled down more comfortably to hear their friend tell it once again. A story passed the time. A story took your thoughts far away from your own troubles. A story could make you laugh or cry. It could fill you with wonder. And the stories you’d heard already were the best of all, because you knew there would be no disappointment at the end. There would be no unpleasant surprises. Of course, new stories that no one had told before were truly best of all, but they were rare, and hearing one for the first time was like coming upon a scarlet flower you didn’t recognize hidden in a crevice in the rocks. The old stories were good enough meanwhile.

				‘Right, then,’ said Halie. ‘Let me tell it. Odysseus’ kingdom is that rocky little island called Ithaca. Full of mountains, it is, and very few flat fields, and Odysseus lived there with his wife, Penelope, his baby son Telemachus, and his faithful dog, Argos. One day, Agamemnon and Menelaus came to the island to ask Odysseus to join them, and sail with them to Troy, to fight in a war. Wanted to rescue Helen, didn’t they, from the Trojan prince who’d carried her away. They found Penelope and the whole royal household in despair.

				“Oh, Lord Agamemnon,” said Penelope. “I can’t do a thing with him. He’s lost his reason! He’s quite, quite mad, and you wouldn’t want a madman in your army, now would you?”

				“Where is he?” said Agamemnon, and Menelaus chipped in:

				“Yes, we want to see him. Take us to him, I beg you.”

				Penelope led the two visiting kings to a field near the seashore. Little Telemachus was in her arms.

				“There he is,” she said. “There is my lord.” She pointed to where her husband, Lord of Ithaca, mind you, was walking up and down with a plough yoked to his back, like some kind of farm animal. He had a bag slung round his neck, and as true as I’m sitting here, he was taking handfuls of sea salt and throwing them on to the earth as if he were scattering seed.

				“Give me the baby,” Agamemnon said, and he took the child from Penelope’s arms before she could stop him.

				“What’re you doing?” she cried. “Where’re you taking my baby? You give him back to me!”

				“He’ll come to no harm with me, Lady,” Agamemnon said, and he laid the baby on the bare earth, right in the path of Odysseus’ plough.

				“Let’s see,” said Agamemnon, “if your husband’s cracked enough to drive a furrow over his son’s body.” ’

				‘And he wasn’t! Of course, he wasn’t,’ said Theano, clapping her hands. ‘He wasn’t mad at all! He turned the plough away so’s not to hurt the baby, and that was how those other Greeks knew he was only pretending to be mad, all along!’

				‘And so,’ said Danae, ‘they forced him to go to war with us.’

				‘If you ask me,’ said Halie, ‘they’re all soft in the head – men. Ours and the Greeks.’

				Her companions nodded, and they all three went on sitting in the sunshine.
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