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The Family of Odysseus


Penelope – wife of Odysseus, queen of Ithaca


Odysseus – husband of Penelope, king of Ithaca


Telemachus – son of Odysseus and Penelope


Laertes – father of Odysseus


Anticlea – mother of Odysseus


Councillors of Odysseus


Medon – an old friendly councillor


Aegyptius – an old, less friendly councillor


Peisenor – a former warrior of Odysseus


Suitors of Penelope and Their Kin


Antinous – son of Eupheithes


Eupheithes – master of the docks, father of Antinous


Eurymachus – son of Polybus


Polybus – master of the granaries, father of Eurymachus


Amphinomous – a warrior of Greece


Kenamon – an Egyptian


Maids and Commoners


Eos – maid of Penelope, comber of hair


Autonoe – maid of Penelope, keeper of the kitchen


Melantho – maid of Penelope, chopper of wood


Melitta – maid of Penelope, scrubber of tunics


Phiobe – maid of Penelope, friendly to all


Euracleia – Odysseus’s old nursemaid


Otonia – Laertes’ maid


Women of Ithaca and Beyond


Priene – a warrior from the east


Teodora – an orphan of Ithaca


Anaitis – priestess of Artemis


Ourania – spymaster of Penelope


Mycenaeans


Elektra – daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra


Orestes – son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra


Clytemnestra – wife of Agamemnon, cousin of Penelope


Agamemnon – conqueror of Troy, killed by Clytemnestra


Iphigenia – daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, sacrificed to the goddess Artemis


Pylades – sworn brother to Orestes


Iason – a soldier of Mycenae


Rhene – maid of Elektra


Kleitos – priest of Apollo


Spartans


Menelaus – king of Sparta, brother of Agamemnon


Helen – queen of Sparta, cousin of Penelope


Nicostratus – son of Menelaus


Lefteris – captain of Menelaus’s guard


Zosime – maid of Helen


Tryphosa – maid of Helen


Icarius – father of Penelope


Polycaste – Icarius’s wife, Penelope’s adopted mother


Assorted Mortals Living or Deceased


Paris – prince of Troy


Deiphobus – prince of Troy


Xanthippe – priestess of Aphrodite


The Gods and Assorted Divinities


Aphrodite – goddess of love and desire


Hera – goddess of mothers and wives


Athena – goddess of wisdom and war


Artemis – goddess of the hunt


Eris – goddess of discord


The Furies – vengeance personified


Calypso – a nymph


Thetis – a nymph, mother of Achilles
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They came at sunset to my temple door, torches burning. The fire they carried was thin against the scarlet west and picked the bronze lines of their helmets out in gold. The last of the devoted scattered before them as the shield-hearted men climbed the thin path along the curve of the hill, piling the scent of jasmine and evening rose with the heaving of their really rather lovely contoured chests. Such a fanfare of oiled arm and curving leg could not help but be noticed from a valley away, and so it was that my priestess, fair Xanthippe, was waiting for them at the top of the three rough steps that rose to the columned portico. Her hair was set high above her face, her gown low about her bosom. She had sent one of the younger girls to grab a bunch of yellow flowers from the shrine that she might hold in her arms as a mother could coddle her babe, but alas, the girl was slow on her feet and did not make it back in time to complete the pleasing image, and instead had to huddle at the back of the priestly assemblage gripping her petals between twisting fingers as if there were a scorpion in the bouquet.


“Welcome, fair travellers,” Xanthippe called when the first men of the approaching column were within reach of her low voice. It is not acceptable to ask a lady her age, but she had grown well into her beauty, wearing the lines about her eyes with mirth, a twist about her smile and a flash of her fragrant wrist as though to say “I may not be young, but what merry tricks have I learned!” Yet the approaching men did not return her courtesy, but instead lined up in a half-circle a few paces from where the women stood, encasing the mouth of the temple as if it might belch snakes. Below, to the west, the last of the setting day pricked pink and gold off the thin waiting sea. The town that rested beneath the shadow of my altar was crowned with gulls, and the bright banners stretched from column to pine about my temple twitched and strained against their string.


Then, with no word spoken, the men in bronze, helmets upon their brows and hands upon their swords, moved towards the women. I was having a bath at the time in my lofty Olympian bower, enjoying the nectar pooled in my belly button – but the instant their heavy sandals slapped upon the sacred timbers of my sacred temple below, I raised my eyes from contemplation of my fairer parts and bade my naiads cease their cavorting, which they did with some reluctance, and turned my gaze to earth. In credit to her priestliness, Xanthippe immediately stepped forward to block the passage of the nearest man, her nose coming up to a little below the round lip of his breastplate, her smile giving way to something tinged almost with disappointment.


“Good travellers,” she proclaimed, “if you have come here to give thanks to the bountiful goddess Aphrodite, then you are welcome. But we do not profane her shrine with weapons, nor offer anything in her name save with the greatest piety, friendship and delight.”


The soldier who led this group – a man of notched chin and significant thigh that under normal circumstances I’d find really quite enthralling – considered this a moment. Then he laid his hand upon my priestess’s shoulder and shoved her – he actually shoved my priestess, upon my sacred hearth! – so hard she lost her footing and half fell, caught by one of the waiting women before she could tumble entirely.


Golden nectar splashed around the lip of the bath, spilling in shimmering pools about the white marble floor as I sat upright, the bones of my long, silken hand standing out white. I cursed the soldier who so dared touch my devoted one, barely noticing what I did: he would love and he would bind his heart to passion and when he had given his all, then he would be betrayed. And then genital disfigurement. One does not cross Aphrodite without some thoroughly explicit consequences.


When the next man crossed the threshold of my shrine, and the next, oblivious to the sacred rites and duties owed to me, I bade the earth tremble a little beneath their feet, and lo, it was so, for though I am no earth-shaker, the soil beneath my worshippers knows better than to resist the will of even the loveliest of the gods. Yet these fools continued on, and when all men had crossed and were looking round the inner sanctum of my temple as one might inspect a sheep at market, I raised my fingers, still pouring golden fluid, and prepared to smite them with doom unnameable, heartbreak perpetual, with broken soul and broken body so vile that even Hera, who has a knack for the grotesque, might turn her face away.


Yet before I could obliterate them all, transform every cursed man who dared knock the flowers set upon the altar with their grubby hands or pull back the covers on the warm beds where was celebrated that most sacred communion of body and flesh, another voice rang out from the dusty webbing of paths and crooked houses that surrounded my shrine.


“Men of Sparta!” he cried, and how well he said it, a lovely ring to the sound, a sonorous quality that spoke of a captain of the seas, or a soldier upon the falling ramparts of war. “Profaners of this sacred space, it is us you seek!”


The men within the shrine ceased their searching and, hands upon blades, emerged again, the bloody sunset burning through the plumes of their high helmets. I cursed them all anyway to a weeping of vilest fluid from their nethers, which condition would come upon them slow yet unstoppable until they flung themselves at the feet of one of my ladies and implored mercy. This done, I permitted myself a little curiosity as to the scene unfolding before my shrine; what petty mortal malady was it that was bringing such disturbance to my evening bath?


Where there had been one line of armoured men stomping about my shrine, now there were two. The first, the cursed men armoured in bronze, arrayed themselves in a straight line of soldiery with fading sun at their backs, mouths set and visages part hidden by the helmets that still weighed upon their brows. The second wore cloaks of dusty brown and green, and no helmets, but were gathered in a loose knot about the mouth of the path from which they had emerged. “Men of Sparta,” continued the lovely leader of this second pack – unyielding, that was an excellent word for him, so very unyielding in both tone and the furrowing of his brow; I do sometimes appreciate a fellow of that sort – “why have you come here with weapons? Why have you committed sacrilege in this most peaceful of places?”


One of the armed men – one of those who would shortly be finding his manliness bursting into a misshapen swollen protuberance beneath his tunic – stepped forward. “Iason, is it not? Iason of Mycenae.”


Iason – a very pretty name, I decided – had one hand on his sword beneath his cloak and did not dignify these impudent men with a smile or a nod of courtesy. “I will ask you one last time, and then I will bid you leave. Sparta has no authority here. Consider yourselves lucky you still breathe.”


Hands tightened on hilts. Breath slowed in the lungs of those who knew how to fight, grew a little faster in those who were not yet familiar with the bloody course of violence. Xanthippe was already ushering her people into the shrine, pushing shut and barring the heavy doors against the outside world. The last curve of the setting sun hung for a moment too long on the horizon, a little curiosity perhaps overwhelming the sacred duty of the celestial charioteers, before it dropped beneath the western sea, leaving firelight and the last scarlet echoes of the fading day.


Iason’s hand tightened on his hilt and I throbbed in his heart, yes, yes, do it, yes! He shuddered with my celestial touch, as all people do when Aphrodite walks among them, honing desire to a single point within his breast. Draw your blade, I bade him, strike down these defilers! His heart beat a little faster; does he feel the strength of my hand upon his wrist, does he quiver with an arousal that he cannot place, the rushing of blood, the clenching of muscles in his chest? Many a man of war there is who has felt the place where fear, rage, panic and lust meet; when I am slighted, I will joyfully meet them there.


Then another voice spoke, cutting through the busy, raging silence of hand tightening upon sword, breath rushing in chest – one both new and familiar. I started with surprise to hear it, and felt too the shock of recognition in Iason’s chest as the speaker’s words spilled like oil through the dusk.


“Good friends,” he said, “this is a place of love. And it is with love that we have come.”


Then stepped forward another man. He wore no armour, but a cloak the colour of the rich wine that had fattened him since he sailed from Troy. A crown of thick dark curls adorned his head, traced with grey, and his skull sat upon a neck that expanded in a triangle down to his shoulders, so that head, throat, chest all seemed to be of one matter, rather than three distinct organs. He was no taller than any other man, but his hands – such hands! So thick and wide they could crush a blacksmith’s face within his palm. Spear-throwing, heart-rending, sword-swinging hands of the kind that I do not think we shall see in Greece again. His hands were the first thing all observers might note, but when he spoke again, their eyes would rise to meet his and then immediately look away, for in that wintry gaze was something only the Furies might name. His lips pulled into a smile, but his eyes did not; nor could I, whose memory is boundless as the starry sky, recall a time when I had seen them smile, save once or twice when he was but a mewling babe, before the time of ancient curses and newest wars.


Iason’s grip did not loosen on the hilt of his sword, but even he, my brave little warrior, felt his footing shift before the gaze of this open-armed figure slipping through the defilers’ ranks. And for a moment, even I did not know whether his smile portended worship or sacrilegious burning; whether he was about to offer incense and grain to my glory or bid the timbers of my shrine be set alight. I searched his soul for an answer, and could not see it. I, born of sacred foam and the south wind, I gazed into his heart and could not know it, for in truth he did not know it himself; but only I was afraid.


Then he turned that smile again upon Iason and, in the manner of a scholar who wishes his pupil might form some great idea on his own, said: “Good Iason. Your honour is spoken about even in our little, little Sparta. I had not thought to find you in a place so… quaint… as this, but clearly there has been some miscommunication. When one is concerned for the welfare of those one loves – for the good of a kingdom, for the very heart of Greece, for the blessed land that fathered us – one must learn to cast aside all expectations. All normal expectations, if those normal things stand between a man and his duty, his honour even. I think you understand these things, yes?”


Iason did not answer. That was fine – very few people did when this man spoke.


“The truth is, my men are tired. They shouldn’t be, embarrassing really; there was a time when men, real men, could march without food or drink for five nights and still fight and win a battle at the end of it, but I fear that this time is over, and we must reconcile ourselves to a weaker sort of man. A foolish sort of man. For they are fools to have come here in such a provocative, thoughtless manner. I will give you… three of their lives, if you wish, in recompense. Chose whoever you will.”


The men of Sparta, if perturbed by their leader offering up three of them to immediate dishonourable death, did not show it. This was perhaps something their king had done before – or maybe they were too preoccupied with the growing sense of discomfort about their groins to fully appreciate the matter unfolding.


Iason was slow to understand the sincerity of this moment, but at last shook his head. Yet this was not answer enough. The other man stood with head on one side as though to say “Will you not choose?” so at last Iason blurted: “I… no. Your word is enough. Your word is… more than sufficient.”


“My word? My word.” The man tasted the idea, tried it out in heart and mind, relished the flavour of it, spat it back out. “Good Iason, it is a comfort to me to know that Mycenae has men such as you in it. Men who trust in… words. My nephew is blessed with your loyalty. He needs that now. He needs the loyalty of all of us in these times. Such times.” Again he paused, and there was a place where Iason could speak, and a place where again, Iason had nothing to say. The man sighed – this was a disappointing conversation, but hardly a surprising one. He was used to the sound of his own voice, though had yet to work out why. He stepped closer to Iason, and when the younger man did not recoil, moved closer again, put his hand on Iason’s shoulder, smiled, squeezed. He cracks walnut shells between two fingers, once twisted the head of a man so far that his neck snapped, barely marking what he did. But Iason was brave; Iason did not flinch. This pleased the man. Very little pleases him these days that is not expressed in a language of pain.


“Well,” he breathed at last. “Iason. Iason of Mycenae. My good friend Iason. Well then. Let me ask you – as a loving uncle, as a loyal servant, humble supplicant to our great king of kings, Orestes of Mycenae, your noble master, my dear nephew. Let me ask you then. Let me ask.” Menelaus, king of Sparta, husband of Helen, brother of Agamemnon, he who stood in burning Troy and stamped on the heads of babes; a man who in the most secret place of his soul every night swears himself my enemy as if the oaths of mortals have any meaning to the gods – now he leans into the sweating soldier of Mycenae, now he whispers in his ear with a voice that has commanded the world to break: “Where the fuck is Orestes?”
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Off the western coast of this land of Greece there is an island dribbled into the sea like the last liquids of an unsatisfactory encounter with a premature lover. Hera would look shocked if I expressed it to her in those terms, but once she had berated me about my choice of language, she would cast her eyes down from Olympus to survey the little spew of geography to which I refer, and she would not in fact disagree.


This isle is Ithaca, seat of kings. There are other islands nearby that are far less wretched and unpleasant. A tiny worm of water separates it from the lovely hills of Kephalonia, where olives grow abundant and lovers may lie upon the western sands, pure as the salt water that tickles their bare, tangling toes. Yet it was on Ithaca, that backwater little nowhere land, that the family of Odysseus, wiliest of all the Greeks, decided to build their palace – a scrubby insignificance of black rocks, secret coves, thorns and foul-smelling goats. Athena would intervene at this point and harp on about its strategic importance, about tin and silver and trade blah blah blah, but Athena is not the teller of this tale, and for that we can all rejoice. I am a far more tender poet, studied in the subtle art of human passion and desire, and though I would never be seen on Ithaca in any guise, mortal or divine, it being so utterly unfashionable and lacking any of the luxuries one might require, yet there is now a question asked whose outcome could affect the gods themselves – and whose answer must bring even one as cultivated as myself to these miserable isles.


Where is Orestes?


Or perhaps more precisely: Where the fuck is Orestes? for Menelaus, king of Sparta, is not above a certain blunt crudity in his words and deeds.


Where the fuck indeed?


Where is the newly crowned king of Mycenae, son of Agamemnon, greatest ruler of the greatest land in all of Greece?


These are not questions that would bother one such as myself. Kings come, kings go, but love remains, and so really these matters of politics and monarchs should be directed to Athena, or even Zeus if he could be bothered to raise his head from his cup to answer them. Yet I will admit that when it is Menelaus who makes such an enquiry, husband of my dear, lovely Helen, even I will raise one perfectly sculpted brow to contemplate its answer.


Come – take my hand. I am not vengeful Hera or Cousin Artemis; I will not transform you into a boar for daring to brush your skin against mine. My divine presence is of course overwhelming, I do understand – even my attending nymphs and naiads are often overcome by my fragrance, and many is the night I have to fetch my own hot milk, finding my staff preoccupied past the point of usefulness. But keep your eyes fixed on a certain distant point, and you may journey with me through matters past, present – maybe even some of those yet to come – and return again, your body and mind mostly intact.


There is a place on Ithaca called Phenera.


Even by Ithaca’s very low standards, it is a miserable little dive. It was once a smugglers’ cove, framed by grey rocks against which the sea grinds like a drunken bawd, squat houses of mud and dung set back from a shingle shore. Then raiders came, men driven by ambition and petty schemes of mortal men, and what little there was of note in the place was plundered, pillaged or burned to the ground. Some still sleep among the few shacks that hold against the wind – fisherwomen and the hard-faced old ladies who carve mussels and scrambling creatures from the deep. But mostly it stands as a monument to what happens when an island is not defended by a king – dust, ashes and the salt wind off the bitter sea.


I would not normally deign to look twice at such a place, no, not even for the prayers of the young lovers who used to fumble crudely at each other by the shore. My prayers should be carried by panting breath, caught in secret whispers or sung in delight at the golden touch of dawn upon a lover’s back; not twisted into a muttered “Go on, get your tackle out.” Yet on this night, with the moon half full across the bay, even I turn my celestial vision to the earth to see a ship powered by the beating of oars and the thrust of the waves drive prow-first up onto the shore at Phenera.


It is a curious vessel; neither smuggler’s bark nor Illyrian pirate come to plunder Ithaca’s land. Though the sail is plain and unmarked, at the prow of the ship is carved a roaring lion, and the first men who jump from it to the wet sand below are wound in fine dyed wool and lit by the dim light of oil burning within bronze.


They are grateful to reach land, for their nights upon the sea have been plagued with restless dreams, with gasping awake and crying out for those lost, with the taste of blood between their lips though they have not eaten meat, and with violent waves that seemed to lurch and buckle most incongruously as they made their way beneath a bruised grey sky. The sweet water tasted of salt, and the salted fish they dined upon had worms in it; and though they could not see it with mortal eyes, there was a black cloud spinning about them that rose up to the vaults of heaven and squeaked, higher than human hearing, in the tongue of the blood-drinking bat.


For some minutes these same men, flesh still warm from their pleasing exertions on the oars, make to securing their ship against tide and wind, in a manner not befitting any pirate, while others set out with torches to explore a little the ruined edges of Phenera. A startled cat shrieks and hisses and runs from their passage. Busy burbling birds chatter at each other from the sleepy rocks, disturbed by this unexpected arrival of humanity and its firelight, though even they fall silent as the darker presence that lurks above the deck makes itself known. A fire pit is dug on the beach, fuelled by smoky timber gathered loosely about the shore. A canopy is swung above it, some chairs produced, and boxes on which others sit – women too now descending from the ship to join the men, their eyes sunk from sleepless worry. The moon turns towards the horizon, the stars spin around their celestial point, and on the very edge of ruined Phenera, more than just wolf eyes watch.


Come – it is best not to linger too long by the ship. There are those upon it who even I, born of the foaming scrotum of Uranus himself and thus really rather remarkable in my potency, would rather avoid.


Two men of this vessel prick their way through the ashes of the town, one holding a torch, the other a spear. They are set to guard the edge of this place, but they cannot imagine what they are guarding against – Ithaca is an island of women and goats, nothing more. One pauses to relieve himself while the other politely turns his back, and in doing so, he sees the warrior.


She is dressed in leather and knives. The knives are the most prominent feature, for she has one on her left hip, one across her back, one on her right wrist, and one in either boot. She also wears a sword upon her right hip, and carries a javelin. If one can briefly overcome the distracting failure of fashion that is her garb, one might notice her short, dusty hair, her delightful hazel eyes, and, should one get a little more intimate, the enthralling tapestry of scars both ridged and silvered traced across her poised, muscled flesh.


“Um…” begins the soldier who is not occupied with his bladder.


“You will tell me who you are, and where you are from,” the woman declares, loud and sharp enough to make the preoccupied soldier jump, sprinkling himself with his own urine before scurrying to hide his flaccid shame.


“Who in Zeus’s name…”


The woman does not move, does not blink. The arrow comes from the darkness at her back, passes over her shoulder and embeds itself in a crumbling muddy wall a palm-print away from the head of the nearer soldier.


“Who are you, and where are you from?” repeats the woman, and when neither man answers immediately she adds, an afterthought that someone else has told her to remember: “Ithaca is under the protection of Artemis, the sacred huntress. If you are foes to her, you will not live to tell others to fear her name.”


The men look from the woman to the arrow lodged beside their head, to the darkness from which it has come. Then, rather wisely, the man who a moment ago was performing an act of nature blurts: “She said you would come.”


“Who said? Said what?”


“You must come with us to the ship.” And a moment later, perhaps understanding that this is not a woman for whom “must” is a sensible choice of verb: “We can explain all there.”


“No. This is Ithaca. You come to me.”


These men are not Menelaus’s Spartans. They are Mycenaean, and they stood with eyes open when Queen Clytemnestra ruled her husband’s lands. They are unusually accustomed to women saying no. “We must fetch our captain.”


The woman gives a sharp nod of assent, and the men scurry away.


It does not take them long to return. The threat of an unknown, potentially celestial archer or archers waiting in the fading dark provokes a certain haste among even – if not especially – the most seasoned veterans. When they return to the edge of Phenera, to the place where torchlight meets darkness and the thin, muddy path, the woman is still waiting there, a statue baked in bronze and the skins of animals. Did she blink? Why, yes – she blinked, paced, flapped, exchanged a brief conversation with one of the hidden watchers arrayed in muddy garb about the edge of the village; and then, on hearing the soldiers return, assumed again her fixed position, to create the impression that no thunder nor volcano might rouse her from her duty. Let me assure you, as one who watched the heroes of Troy most particularly, that sometimes even Paris had to take a shit in the bushes, and lovely Hector with his adorable button nose snored like a bear and farted like an ox. So much for the stiff dignity of marbled heroes.


The soldiers have brought with them two others, and those others are wisely unarmed. One is a man dressed much as the men who summoned him, in breastplate and greaves, a sea-battered cloak upon his back, his hair salty and battered around his tired face. His name is Pylades, and his love is of that tragic sort that blazes so bright he fears to express it, lest it be extinguished in rejection and thus snuff out the brightness of his life. The other is a woman, crow-faced and black-feather-souled, her hair long and wildly set free by the tossing of her sea journey, her face pinched with hunger and hands clenched in fists at her sides. It is she who steps towards the knife-armed woman, and without fear holds out her right hand, opens her fingers and reveals within a golden ring.


“I am Elektra,” she proclaims. “Daughter of Agamemnon. This ring belonged to my mother, Clytemnestra. Take it to your queen.”


The woman with knives observes the gold suspiciously, as if it might uncoil at any moment into a mystic snake. “I am Priene, and I serve only Artemis,” she replies, and might have said more if Elektra hadn’t cut in with a mocking snort.


“I am Elektra,” she repeats, “daughter of Agamemnon. My brother is Orestes, king of kings, the greatest of the Greeks, ruler of Mycenae. On this island he slew our mother in vengeance for her crimes, while your queen, Penelope, stood by, betrayer of her own kin. Make all the speeches you want about gods and goddesses and such, but do it quickly, and when you are done, take this secretly, take it fast, and give it to Penelope.”


Priene considers both the ring – which in her way she regards as a somewhat inferior work, nothing like the moving horses of gold the people of her homeland could beat and curl from even the smallest nugget of metal – and the woman who holds it. She already knows that she despises Elektra and would happily kill them all and be done with the matter, but alas – alas. There are women at her back to whom she feels a certain obligation, and whose lives would be inconvenienced to say the least should all of Ithaca burn in a war of fiery retribution. The seas are full of angry men these days, veterans of Troy who did not get their due, and their sons, who are beginning to understand that they will never be accounted as great as their fathers.


With all this in mind, she takes the ring, slips it into her garb nearest her bosom, watches Elektra to see if this intimacy might arouse a reaction that would justify the unleashing of blade and arrow, and when it does not, nods. “Do not leave the beach,” she barks. “If you do, you will die.”


“I have never feared the forgetful river of Hades,” Elektra replies, soft as a mountain stream, and Priene is familiar enough with killing to see the truth of it, and wise enough to wonder why.


Priene turns her back without fear on the men of Mycenae and their queen, and walks into the darkness, which watches still.
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In the palace of Odysseus, a queen lies dreaming.


These are the things the poets say she shall dream of:


Her husband, as she saw him last nearly twenty years ago, with an added gloss of heroism perhaps that broadens his chest, puts a sheen of gold into his hair, puffs up his archer’s arms and sets laughter upon his lips. They were still young when he sailed, she younger than he, and in the nights before the Mycenaeans came to summon Odysseus to Troy, she would find him holding their newborn son and gurgling all his hopes in the chubby baby’s bewildered face, coo-coo-ee, yes, coo-ee, who’s a little hero, yes, you’re a little hero, cooooo-eee!


Or if she does not dream of Odysseus, which surely she must, perhaps she dreams of:


Telemachus, that same baby boy now nearly grown. He has set sail to find his father, or his father’s corpse – either has its pros and cons. He is a little taller than his father was – that would be his Spartan grandfather’s blood – but fairer too, infused with a pallor that verges on the winter sea. That would be the influence of his grandmother, the naiad who bore Penelope and thrust her into her father’s arms with a merry cry of “She’s yours, byeeeee!”


Telemachus did not tell Penelope he was leaving Ithaca. He would not believe that she wept to see him go, though she did, red eyes and runny nose, an ugly kind of crying that only a mother would appreciate.


These are the two dreams most acceptable for a queen. There is of course a third dream that some of the more naughty poets might speak of, should things go terribly, terribly wrong. For in the crooked halls of the palace, in little back rooms built over a sheer cliff edge, in shacks dressed up as abodes worthy of a guest, and throughout the scattered villas, hostels and hovels of the town below, the suitors slumber in their drunken fugue, the young men of Greece all gathered to win the hand – and the crown – of the lady of Ithaca. Does she dream of these strutting fellows? The pious poet cries no, no! Not the wife of Odysseus, not her! Chaste contemplation of wiping her husband’s furrowed brow, nothing more. The poet of the cheaper sort, though – why, he bends in and whispers: it has been a long time to lie in a cold and empty bed…


Penelope knows – why, even Penelope’s dreams understand – that should she fail to be anything other than an immaculately chaste queen, the poets will absolutely sing of her as a whore.


And what does she actually dream of, this sleeping woman upon her lonely bed?


I lean into the tangle of her thoughts to catch the spinning spider’s thread, and there, quivering in its net, she dreams of…


Shearing sheep.


In her dreams, the sheep sits, legs up, bum down, clasped between Penelope’s knees as she cuts through its shaggy woollen coat, revealing the slender summer creature beneath. Her maids collect the wool and pile it up in baskets, and no sooner is the first animal finished, with its huge yellow eyes gazing up at her in confusion, than it’s on to the next, and the next, and the next, and…


This is, perhaps, some metaphor?


But no. As I am a goddess of desire, let me state that there is no peculiarity or predilection in her mind, no amorous shepherds standing by nor thrilling undertone of thwarted passion. Penelope dreams of sheep because when all is said and done, she has a kingdom to run, and being unable to manage it on the traditional pastime of plunder, pillage and thievery that is the kingly sort of business, she has been forced to fall back on such lesser matters as agriculture, industry and trade. Thus, for every moment spent pining and gazing upon the stirring waters that keep from her both husband and child, there are twenty given over to matters of sewage, manure and the quality of the land, thirty-five to the business of goat-rearing, forty to the tin and amber that flow through her ports, twenty-three to the olive groves, twenty-two to household affairs, five to the beehives, fifteen to the various industries of weaving, sewing and beading practised by the women about her house, twelve to questions of timber and nearly fifty to fishing. The stench of fish upon the island is such that even my celestial perfume is tainted by it.


Alas, whatever dream posterity may claim Penelope dreams this night, it is sorely and soundly broken by the act of Priene climbing through her bedroom window.


How many wonderful encounters have begun this way! Be still, my little fluttering heart; and yet how disappointingly Priene declares her presence as the thin light of dawn slips across Ithaca’s grey stones, with a resoundingly mundane “Hey! Wake up!”


Penelope wakes, and though her mind is still suffused with the smell of wool and the bleating of shaven animals, her hand goes at once to the knife she keeps always secreted beneath the woven blankets of her bed, drawing it from its sheath to thrust towards the shadowed darkness of the woman who has so rudely roused her from her slumbers.


Priene regards the weapon without fear or surprise, well beyond range of the queen’s wandering arm, then, waiting a little moment longer for Penelope to blink some semblance of awareness into her eyes, blurts: “There’s a Mycenaean ship hidden in the smugglers’ cove at Phenera. Twenty-nine men, armed, ten women. This girl says she’s Elektra, daughter of Agamemnon, gives me this ring. Shall we kill them all?”


Penelope is at the turning age of life where a woman has either found that sense of herself that makes any creature radiant, beautiful, a splendour to the heart and the eye; or in her flailing and thrashing about for identity has reverted fitfully to some younger time, painting her face with wax and lead and rubbing henna into her hair in the hope perhaps of buying a little more time to learn to love the changing visage she sees in the reflecting pool.


Penelope doesn’t much gaze upon her own face. She is a cousin of Helen herself, distant enough to have none of that queen’s fairness but near enough that her plainness is therefore remarkable when viewed side by side. When she was a young bride, she pushed her dark hair back from her brow and worried that her pale cheeks were not flushed enough for her husband’s liking, or that the sun as it beat upon her shoulders might make her an unattractive lobster hue. Twenty years of chasing cattle across the rugged isles of her scattered kingdom, of sail and tackle and salt and dung, has dented this aspect of her nature, and not even – or perhaps especially – the arrival of the suitors can rekindle it. So it is that a profoundly dishevelled Penelope sits up in bed, knife waving through the empty air, her hair a broken nest about her skull, her eyes popping bright in a face smothered in grey, the aquatic tone of her skin somewhat chafed beneath the rough erosions of a summer sky, cheeks worn down by the wind from the sea, which qualities she attributes to womanly grief whenever she remembers to do so.


A pause while consciousness catches up with event, until at last she blurts: “Priene?”


Priene, captain of an army that should not exist, waits by the window, arms folded. She knows where the door is, and how to use stairs, Penelope is certain. Yet this warrior of the east took an early dislike to the secret ways of the palace, guarded by Penelope’s maids, and prefers a more direct form of access to her sometime-employer, maybe-queen.


“The ring,” she declares, dropping the fat gold band into Penelope’s startled palm, utterly oblivious to the blade still waving loosely in the direction of her face.


Penelope blinks, lowers the dagger slowly, as if forgetting now that she held it, stares at the ring, holds it up, cranes to see it more closely against the thin dawn light, cannot get a good enough look at it, rises, a tangle of gown draping with a rather fetching looseness about her curling shoulders, walks to the window, holds the ring up again, studies it, takes in a sharp, fast breath.


This is the biggest reaction she will show for a while, and it startles even Priene, who draws a little nearer. “Well?” she asks. “Is it war?”


“You’re sure it’s Elektra?” Penelope replies. “Small, angry, prone to wearing ashes as a fashion statement?”


“Her men were Mycenaean.” Priene has killed a lot of Mycenaeans; she knows the type. “And I don’t see why anyone would lie about being the daughter of the cursed tyrant.”


“Please tell me now if you killed any of them,” sighs Penelope. “I would rather not be embarrassed by the revelation later.” Her voice sits in a carefully judged place; she is hardly going to tell her captain of the isles not to slay armed men who unexpectedly land upon her shores – she will merely be disappointed if this action was taken imprudently.


“I was restrained,” grumbles Priene. “Though the night is dark and accidents happen when ships land in smugglers’ coves. You know the ring?”


“Wake Eos and Autonoe,” replies Penelope, folding the ring, still warm with Priene’s touch, into her fist. “Tell them we need horses.”















CHAPTER 4
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Once there was a wedding feast.


I have mixed feelings about weddings. On the one hand, I blubber all the way through the ceremony, and though my tears are always diamonds brimming in the perfect silvers of my eyes, it is poor form for a guest to distract from the more performative and important emotions of the groom, the bride and of course, everyone’s mothers-in-law. What can I say? I am a very empathetic soul.


Now, some might tell you that a wedding is a celebration of true love, of pious coming together and the weaving of a knot for the ages, but let me assure you that the main function of a feast of this nature is its unfailing ability to produce break-ups among courting couples who had unto that moment thought that perhaps they were on to something with each other. It’s all very well holding hands and sneaking a tender kiss when the west wind blows across a midnight sea, but there is something about observing the reality of commitment, not to mention the profuse consumption of rich food and strong wine, to throw a relationship into harsh relief. Thus no wedding is complete without a corner beneath a tree hanging with heavy fruit where young women sit and weep, abandoned by their lovers and their dreams. Yet I would far rather they suffer a quick rejection from false desire than the slow heartache of a life lived without truest, purest love.


Weddings also contain within them two of the most dreadful, most excruciating processes to be endured: speeches given by old bores who are only interested in themselves, and dire small talk with one’s relatives.


So it was that I found myself at the wedding of Peleus and Thetis, sitting at a table with Hera and Athena.


Hera, goddess of queens and mothers. She has in recent months been accused by her husband, Zeus, of meddling in mortal matters – always meddling, he says, always interfering in the realms of men! Men, specifically, are out of bounds to her. She may dally with women, with mothers, with lesser creatures such as they to her heart’s content – no one will notice or care. It is the men that Zeus objects to. Women who seek to interfere in the business of a man always make things worse, and Hera, as the goddess who stands above all of her sex, must take this to heart. Whether she wishes to or no.


Her beauty is a diminished, beaten-upon thing. To please her husband she must be radiant, glorious, a creature of the highest divinity. But if she shines too brightly, Zeus cries out that she is a harlot, a hussy, a whore – just like Aphrodite, indeed. He does not know where this line is, between one whose beauty is merely pleasing and one whose beauty is an unacceptable fanfare, but he absolutely knows it when he sees it, and so today Hera’s hair is too lustrous, tomorrow too flat. Today her lips smile too brightly, tomorrow she has a frown that makes her look like an ageing misery. Yesterday her bosom was too exposed, grotesque. Now she is frigid, a barren wife whose only beloved child is my beautiful Hephaestus, who the others call a disfigured fool.


So it is in this manner that Hera’s beauty fades, plucked from her body by others’ hands, carved from her flesh one cut at a time, leaving only a painted statue behind. There was a time when all this was not so – a time when she rebelled against Zeus himself – but he bound her in chains after Thetis, mother of Achilles, exposed her plans. Hera’s invitation to the wedding of the nymph who betrayed her was therefore, one might say, something of an imposition.


To say that the conversation did not flow freely from Mother Hera sitting to my left-hand side would be akin to suggesting that a man who has had his parts bathed in ice while the principles of mummification are explained to him might not be feeling the rising fire of sensual passion. True, the blossom billowed from the trees and the fair grass was mottled with perfumed dew and all things were as perfect as can be in the garden of the Hesperides, but that was absolutely not going to dent Hera’s foul, simmering mood.


What then of the conversation to my right hand?


Alas, here there was also a lack of entertainment, for there sat Athena, goddess of war and wisdom. It being a wedding, she had left her breastplate and shield on Olympus, but her sword was slung across the back of her chair where other women might have draped a becoming shawl. She picked at the food that was served her, eating precisely enough to show courtesy to the host and not a morsel more, for she too had very little time for Thetis. Strangers beholding her might not know this, for she was always good at a polite “may your children bring you glory in their victories” and so forth, but as Zeus droned through a self-congratulatory speech, I glanced into my cousin Athena’s eyes and saw only the gleam of the blade set above the smile of the shark.


“Well, isn’t this lovely?” I opined, and because a table of three women sitting in sullen silence at a wedding will ruin the mood for everyone, I burbled about nothing much and this and that, resolving that should Hera and Athena wish to either silence me or join in, they were perfectly capable of exercising agency in that regard. I also enjoyed the liberty to speak with – I should more honestly say at – my female family knowing that the men paid us no regard, for at the feasts on Olympus I can hardly open my mouth without Zeus snorting at the slightest thing I say as though it were lewd, or Hermes making a poor joke about genitalia.


Even so, with the best will in the world, I must say the whole wedding feast was getting really rather unbearable by the time Eris played her little trick. The centaurs were deep in their cups and nearing the point of inebriation where everyone agreed it would be wisest that the bride was removed before conversations could begin about “testing” – let alone “proving” – anyone’s manliness on the nearby females, and Ares had summoned his favourite bull and was blathering on about its steaming rump or some such. I do enjoy a bit of Ares every now and then. My poor darling husband Hephaestus has spent so long being assured that he is half a man, worthless, diminutive and fit only for mockery, that he now believes it unto himself, and though I have tried to encourage him to have faith in his romantic and sensual prowess, whenever he does come to my side, he covers my eyes with his hands as if too ashamed to have me gaze upon him while he performs the act, and cries out that I am disgusting whenever I touch him in those tender ways a lover can. I understand that it is not I myself who am disgusting. He is disgusted by himself, and so he is disgusted by one who could see him as beautiful. And so it goes.


Given those circumstances, fifteen minutes of Ares after dinner is if nothing else a different sensual experience to stimulate the senses, even though it can get a little tedious being with a man who will insist vocally that he has nothing to prove, and thus has to spend a great deal of time proving himself in ever more hasty and thrusting ways. Gracious, I once tried to say, it isn’t a race! If he heard me, he pretended he didn’t.


Well then, this was the situation, and my goodness it was all getting rather loud. Athena, Hera and myself were heading towards the golden gates that frame the blessed garden of the Hesperides with a “thank you lovely evening goodnight” – leaving a wedding always takes an age – when Eris, goddess of discord, lobbed her golden apple through the door. Personally I think Eris is an absolute treat at any wedding, especially when the dancing gets going, but Thetis, the smug little prude, had refused to invite her. Well whoops to her, and whoosh goes the golden apple, with “to the fairest” written on its glistening flesh, and bump it goes against the sandal of Athena, and “oh dear” say our eyes as the three of us look from it to each other, and before you could mutter “best not to get involved, darling”, Hermes, the vapid boy-child of the assembly, has grabbed it and is holding it up for all to see.


“Ho ho ho!” says he, or words to that effect. “For the fairest! Who might that be?”


Now naturally, and of course, the fairest is me. But I will concede that the way Hera straightened her back was not merely the resilience of a queen, but the defiance of a survivor, of one who has been conquered and conquered and conquered again and will yet still rise. And Athena, lady of bronze and ice, who gave the olive tree to her people and who alone besides Zeus can wield the thunder and the lightning, has in the corner of her eye a power and a presence that the Titans themselves would quake at. And I? Even Zeus fears me, for my power is the greatest of them all, the maker and unmaker of the broken heart, the bringer of desire, the lady of love.


We should all have demurred. Charmingly, delightfully, we should have held hands and said no, but you, fair cousin – oh no, but you, my good sister! It would have been very fetching, especially at a wedding. We could have made it cutting, witty, barbed, but also delightful, an intimate thing that no man could ever understand. Instead we stood dumb an instant too long, and so Zeus, turning his attentions briefly from a quavering naiad, exclaimed, “Who indeed? We must decide!”


At once, of course, everyone began insisting that only Zeus could judge, being the king of the gods, but he, with a sparkle in his eye, declined, saying he would of course have to choose Hera, being his wife, and thus was far too prejudiced in the matter, renowned arbiter of moderation that he is. No no no, they needed an independent adjudicator, someone who was entirely separate from matters of the celestial and the kinship of the divine. You over there – the nice young man who was complimenting Ares’ bull – you pick one!


At my side, I felt Athena stiffen like her spear. I heard a little breath from Hera; but the old queen showed no more, did not bend, did not break as this mortal boy, barely more than a child, stepped forward.


He should have begged. He should have cowered. He should have wept and grovelled for having the temerity to look a goddess up and down, let alone in the eye. He should have kissed our feet. Instead, this petty mortal walked from one to the other and inspected us like prize sheep, while the centaurs broke from their rutting to applaud and the guests cheered and bellowed out their personal opinions and advice.


Did I love Paris then?


Not really. I have seen enough men who will tell a woman “you are not really my type” in an attempt to trick that woman into prostrating herself before him, playing upon the fear of rejection to conquer and control her. There is a power in that arrogance, a strength to it that is fascinating, even to the gods – but only ever for a little, little while.


Yet here was some small redemption for Paris, some glimmer of the charms that were to go some way to redeem him to me, to keep him mildly interesting to my fair eye. For having made a show of examining us all, he stepped back, bowed, and with a flourish turned to the crowd. “They are all too fair, too majestic, too alike in wonder. I cannot choose between such creatures of perfection!”


I felt Hera relax a hair next to me, and I too was ready to clap the boy on the shoulder and congratulate him on not having made himself an absolute fool. But Athena remained stiff and frozen, fingers clenched at her sides as if she would grasp a blade, and that should have warned me.


“Cannot choose?” Zeus mused. “Then clearly you have not seen enough of them!”


The menfolk understood before we did what this might entail, for they roared their approval and laughed and clapped and said it was the best idea ever. What sport, what an absolutely brilliant notion!


“No, I…” Hera began, but the roar of voices drowned her out, and she turned her face to the wind before any could see the tears prickle across her beautiful burning eyes. Athena’s breath was fast and shallow, but she did not speak, did not grace these men with her voice, sanctify their barbarities with anything but what must be done.


Then Hermes guided us, Paris carried upon his back, to the sacred spring that rises at the base of Mount Ida, and with his little piggy eyes glistening in his puggish face invited us to strip. Paris hung somewhat back, doing his best to be if not discreet then at least mildly respectful, Zeus beside him, a hand upon his shoulder. The moon was full overhead, blotting out the watchful stars, the water of the pool a perfect shimmer of skin-scintillating cool on a warm evening, as all the evenings are warm when three goddesses bathe beneath the mountain’s shadow.


I called out to my blessed assistants, the ladies of the seasons and joy. They came at once, unpinned my hair, eased my gown back from my shoulders, took the golden clasp from about my neck, rested the bangles from my wrists and ankles on cushions of woven silver and silk, and stood back as I descended into the pool. The water shivered at my touch, as if reflecting the pleasure of my flesh. I watched the curve of my leg as I broke through the surface, let the shock of the coolness upon my navel run all the way up my arching neck and back through the bend of my skull, then with another little step allowed myself to sink away from the edge and into the night-kissed waters themselves.


Behind me, I heard the breathing of Paris, faster than he knew, inaudible to any but divine ears. And more than that, I felt his blood, the hotness of his skin, the rousing of his parts and knew that he blamed me for this, thought it was in some way my magic, my divinity that made him this way, instead of a piece of his humanity stirring from within.


So be it – the water was beautiful and so was I. I drifted a little, careful to keep my hair swirled about me so that it might be a halo of gold, rather than tangle most unfortunately across my brow – a fetching look only when one emerges from the water, where hopefully another waits who will delight in pushing one’s damp curls back from one’s eyes. Then I looked back to shore.


Hera and Athena both still stood there, fully garbed. Hera’s face was near crimson, her lips slightly parted as if she was not sure she could hold back breath, voice, cry, scream. Athena was the wintry opposite, shivering as if blasted by the cold wind, eyes pressed narrow against the storm. I reached out to them with both my hands, and smiled.


Come, sisters, I whispered in the voice only women can hear.


Forget the eyes of men.


You are not whatever it is you think they see.


Come.


Come, my glorious ladies, goddesses of fire and ice.


You are beautiful. I love you both.


They did not move. I do not to this day even know if they could hear me, so far was tenderness barred from them.


I thought I heard Zeus stifle a chuckle, but his eyes were all hunger. Not for me – he averted his gaze from me, for I was too beautiful, too powerful even for him. His greatness was nothing before mine, while the moon kissed my body and the spring of Ida washed against my crystal skin. Flesh may be stolen, savagely stripped and conquered with blood and cruelty, but love was beyond even his power to take.


Nor did he look upon his wife, whose nudity was nothing more nor less to him than another manifestation of his power, and a little one at that. There was no part of her he had not derided before, no piece of her he could not mock even when he lay upon her in the marriage bed. Rather, he gazed upon Athena, upon the lines of her stiff, straight robe, which always so well masked the sensuous curves of her breasts and buttocks. Of all the creatures in all the worlds, only two there are I cannot influence with my great divinity – Athena and Artemis, the chaste goddesses, those who kill rather than yield to desire. Zeus tried to rape Athena once, and she showed him that day why she was a goddess of war as well as wisdom. Well, he would never have another chance to take her again, but he would certainly make her pay for her sanctity, make her suffer for not being entirely his.


Again I reached to them; again extended my arms.


My sisters, I called. My lovely ones. My fairest ladies. They do not own us with their eyes. Your beauty is yours, and yours alone. Come, my lovely ones, my sisters, my fairest queens. You are beautiful.


It was Hera who moved, not towards me, but turning fast on the spot and fixing Paris with the full force of her gaze. I felt her power stir, often so hidden, so shadowed, now blazing with a tiny taste of the great queen she had been, the goddess of earth and fire set above them all. “Choose me,” she roared, “and I will make you a king of men!”


Immediately Athena spun, and fixing Paris with the same look that stood just a blink between divinity and death, thundered: “Choose me, and you will be the wisest man upon this earth!”


As Paris reeled from the force of two divine interventions, I splashed a little this way and that, flicked droplets up onto my chest and watched how they wriggled back down to the surface of the water, how they mingled and divided upon my skin. It took me a moment to realise that the young Trojan was gazing my way, expectant, waiting. That was when I became absolutely convinced he would be trouble, but what can I say? Everyone seemed to be waiting for something, all eyes upon me – and not just in their usual way.


“Fine,” I breathed into the waiting ears of destiny. “Pick me, and I will give you the most beautiful woman who ever lived.”


Now. With the wisdom of hindsight, I will admit that there is a lot about this sentiment that one might consider a bit of an error of judgement. Things that with just a hair more consideration, I think I should really have seen we’d all come to regret. But what can I say? In the moment there just seemed to be a bit of an expectation, and well, one doesn’t want to disappoint.


“Her,” Paris said, levelling a mortal finger towards my celestial sculling form. “I pick her.”


And so began the journey to the war that would unmake the world.
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Dawn over Ithaca.


I suppose it is a perfectly pleasing affair, if you like that sort of thing. The sea is so much greater than the land that we hardly need speak of the stretching shadows from the battered trees or the gentle warming of cruel, jagged rocks. Rather we can talk of silvered mirage and that golden line in the east where sea and sky become one, so bright that even the gods shield their eyes from its illumination. Gulls rouse themselves in spinning flocks and the midnight buds unseal themselves from their tight-fisted knots, the dawn perfume rising like woman’s delight.


For my part, I prefer the dawn across Corinth, where the early light may drift through billowing gauze to spill its golden touch upon the upturned backside of a waking lover or two; where the warmth of the day mingles most pleasingly with the gentle stirring of the inland sea to goosebump flesh still warm from an evening of pleasing exertions. There are few such matters in Ithaca, for the men of the isles sailed away some twenty years ago to Troy, and not one of them has returned. The widows waited as long as they could, while their daughters grew old and loveless, and in time weariness became habit and survival became mundane. Not for these women the caress of a man’s tender fingers down their spine to rouse them with the calling of the morning birds; rather the chopping of wood and the hauling in of nets, the catching of crabs and the turning of the night soil greets the ladies of the isle. Of the men who stir at dawn’s rosy touch, there are but a few elders left – men like Aegyptius and Medon, councillors of Odysseus too old – or too conveniently enfeebled before their time – to sail to Troy. Of the younger sort, not a native son who is not barely out of his boyhood; and the rowdy suitors who snuffle and snort in drunken slumber around Penelope’s halls are touched with as many youthful pimples as manly beards.


And yet, if I am fair, let us not entirely presume that the western isles are without their dawn pleasures. On Zakynthos, the smell of yellow flowers may brush the nose of a maid whose breath tangles with that of another girl who never knew her father’s name as they rouse themselves from their straw-laden bed. Or above the rich ports of Hyrie, a sailor from Crete kisses his lover tenderly and breathes: I will return, and thinks he means it, poor lamb, until the harshness of Poseidon’s seas and the distance between them brings a certain ending to their tale.


Pray to me, I whisper in the ears of slumbering Antinous and lazy Eurymachus as I drift across the palace halls, the wine still sticky on the suitors’ parted lips. Pray to me, I murmur to brave Amphinomous and foolish Leiodes, for I am the one who gave fair Helen to Paris; it was I, not Zeus, who brought about the end of the age of heroes. Ajax, Penthesilea, Priam, Patroclus, Achilles and Hector – they died for me, so pray. Pray to love.


The suitors do not stir. Their hearts are fled far from divinity, even a power as potent as mine. Their fathers sailed to Troy and they were raised by mothers. What kind of men will they be, they ask, when they have only women to teach them the blade?


I scatter rosy delights with the flick of my wrist across the minds of those still dreaming, that when they wake their hearts are full of longing that pleases, and yearning too that aches a little on the edges of their souls.


Then I must be off, following four horses as they slip from the palace of Odysseus by the rising light and gallop north, towards the ashes of Phenera and the unwelcome vessel that waits upon their shore.


Penelope rides with Priene and two of her maids, trusted Eos and light-laughing Autonoe, though no one laughs now. The night hid the archers who huddled in the dark above Phenera, but as day rises, they too must retreat, Priene’s hidden guardian women of the night slipping back to the farms and fishing huts they call home, and which they will fight to defend. Their departure is not noted, as their arrival was not either. The men who guard the Mycenaean boat stand anxious, spears in hand, at Penelope’s approach.


She takes her time dismounting; her time surveying the scene, before, with a polite nod to the men who await her, declares: “I am Penelope, wife of Odysseus, queen of Ithaca.” This latter title must follow the first – for what is a queen, in this day and age? Fair Helen, in whose name died the last of the heroes? Or murderous Clytemnestra, who took being queen a little too much to heart and forgot that she was a woman first? Penelope has taken note of both these lessons – she is a wife, maybe a widow, who happens through the coincidence of these states to also be a queen. “And you,” she adds, “appear to have come unbidden yet armed to my dear husband’s isles.”


In another woman’s voice, this could be a fawning declaration of anxiety, a dread enquiry into terrible things yet to come. But an arrow still quivers in the wall near the soldiers’ heads, and so the men scurry to fetch their captain from within the shadowed bowels of the ship – shadows that even I shudder to disturb – and out comes Pylades, long hair really rather charmingly stirred by the sea, and Elektra, less charming in all things.


When last they came to these islands, it was with an escort of many vessels, fanfare and pomp. They departed with the body of Clytemnestra, a triumphant monument to their endeavours, all of Greece hailing their deed and name. Yet what do we see now? A ragtag crow and her salt-scarred escort, hidden in a smugglers’ cove? You do not need a soothsayer to read the innards of a calf to see that something here bodes ill.


“Cousin,” Elektra calls, before Penelope has a chance to make her feelings on all this known. “I am grateful you came so quickly, and with such… discretion.”


Elektra’s eyes move from Penelope to Eos and Autonoe, their faces hidden beneath the accustomed veils of the palace maids. None of them are appropriately attired to meet a queen, but I think their hasty garb and quick departure adds a certain dishevelled authenticity to the whole affair, a comely spontaneous-tumble-in-the-barn sensibility that is really rather fetching, seen in the right light. Elektra does not look at Priene. A surfeit of knives can discourage contemplation.


“My honoured cousin,” Penelope replies, walking quickly through the Mycenaean men, who part as beetles before the spider as the women approach beneath the shadow of the ship. “I would say that you are welcome to Ithaca, but traditionally a princess of your nobility is greeted with triumphant drums, speeches and a great amount of cooking. So I have to wonder – why am I welcoming you to this plucked place of crows; why a message sent with this?” She unfolds her fist and there is the ring, gripped so tight it has left its mark on her palm, the blood fled to leave just the hollow burning of clenched gold. It is Clytemnestra’s ring, of course – Elektra will never wear it, accounts it practically cursed, and knows also the value of cursed things.


As Penelope draws near to Elektra, the younger woman does something that is entirely unexpected.


She darts towards her cousin, and with a sudden ferocity that startles even Penelope, clasps both the queen’s hands between her own. She holds them tight as if she has never before felt such human warmth through her icy flesh, and for a moment it seems she might even embrace Penelope, might throw her arms around her and hold on to her tight, as an orphan might cleave unto a mother, long lost. Such an act would be inexplicable, astounding. The last time Elektra held that tight to any living creature that was not her horse, she was seven years old, and her mother was taking her little sister Iphigenia to see their father on the sacred cliffs above the sea, from which trip only the mother would return. She has not known the comfort of a familial embrace since that day, and were the moment longer and I a more maternal sort, I might have gently touched her on the shoulder and bade her cling to Penelope and weep, as only the lost may.


She does not, and the moment passes, and at once releasing the grasp about her cousin’s hand as if suddenly burned, Elektra draws back, stands up straight and proclaims: “I need you to see.”


There is very little room within the innards of the Mycenaean ship. What space there is has been packed with water and salted fish, with timber to repair a broken mast or shattered beam, with amphorae of wine and chests of cloth and copper to trade. The darkness is a thin, slotted thing, broken only by the little lines of light that crawl through the floor above, or down the open hatch. There are no fires allowed below; its occupants must huddle in darkness, with only the pounding of the sea and the scurrying of the rats for company.


Oh, but more, how much more than rats lurks within, for I see the three women that mortal eyes cannot perceive, hear the leather of their wings as they shift and stir at my divine approach, see their bloody eyes glowing in the deepest dark of the further shadow of the ship, in that patch of icy cold where no mortal goes, though they themselves know not why.


I would not go near these three hidden hags for even the love of mighty Ares, yet Penelope follows Elektra into the belly of the ship oblivious to the cruel profanity that lurks below, and so I follow too, doing my best to ignore the laughter of the foul ones whose fetid touch is rotting even the newest timbers of the ship from within.


One more creature lurks below – a man, visible to mortal eyes though barely, for he is so swathed in rancid cloth and shadow that Penelope must catch herself a long moment while her eyes adjust to the gloom before she can pick him out in the dark. The blood of Clytemnestra, born as it was from a touch of divinity, was always stronger than the cursed lineage of Agamemnon. Thus in Orestes one may see his mother’s dark hair, flecked only a little with a reddish hue from his father; also his mother’s full lips, brown eyes so dark they are inclined to char, the skinniness of a woman about his shoulder; and of his father, merely some stiffness in the spine, hooked nose and proud, jutting chin with which he would have battered down the very gates of Troy. He is young enough that he should be busy wooing queens for his new kingdom, and yet old enough that his wooing should be sophisticated and charming, studied in the excellence not merely of his own worth, but the worth of she he would entice.


Alas, Orestes has not wooed a creature of any degree for many, many years, and nor do I think it likely he shall ever woo again.


Instead, curled up in his own rancorous filth, hands clinging to the foul blanket twined about his body, his eyes spin wild into the darkness and spittle foams at his mouth as he grunts and groans and rocks and shudders. Now he howls like an injured pup. Now he turns his face away from even the meagre trickled light of day, and rocks and tries to beat his head against the wall. Now he gibbers and the words are a tangled mess that no one can unpick – though perhaps Elektra hears a word repeated, Mother, Mother, Mother – and now he grinds his teeth so hard I fear they will break in his jaw, swallowed bone and blood and flecks of gum.


There he is.


Orestes, son of Agamemnon, king of kings, the mighty lord of Mycenae, nephew of Menelaus, killer of his own mother.


There the fuck he is, pissing himself in some hidden corner of a secret ship.


Elektra stands at the foot of the steep, splintering steps that lead to the dark, as if she dare not go any further within, her back turned to the invisible hags on whom, whether they know it or not, all mortals will turn their backs in time.


Penelope approaches a little closer, mouth agape, to study her cousin, who seems for a moment to see her, seems for a moment to be almost glad, then closes his red-rimmed eyes to shriek again, “Mother!” or perhaps not Mother, perhaps murder, perhaps madness, perhaps just a protracted shriek that began and ended around a sound of puckered lip and tip-of-the-tongue. His cry is loud enough to stop Penelope in her tracks, to make her recoil a few paces, hand reaching out to steady herself against the cross-beamed solidity of the ship.


“How long has he been like this?” she demands at last.


“Nearly three moons,” Elektra replies. “It comes and goes from him in fits and starts – but it is getting worse.”


Slowly Penelope nods. There are a great many questions – and a great many unwelcome conclusions that could be arrived at. None of them are good. There is not a single outcome right now that she enjoys considering. Instead she goes with practical matters. “Who knows you’re here?”


“Only the people on this ship. I told no one where we sailed.”


“And in Mycenae? Do the people know that your brother is… like this?” Elektra does not answer, which is a fluent enough reply. Penelope pulls back a sigh. It is too early in the morning for matters such as these. “Menelaus?” she asks at last, eyes half closed against the visions of disaster unfolding before her imagination. “Does he know?”


“My uncle has spies everywhere.”


Now finally Penelope turns her gaze from contemplation of the young, shivering man, fully to Elektra. “Cousin,” she murmurs, “what thrice-cursed new disaster have you brought upon me now?”


Elektra learned how to glare like a queen from her mother, who accounted herself the greatest woman in all the lands. She would not admit to having acquired such a skill from one she believes herself to hate, but now, for almost the first time, it falters, and she turns her head down, before raising it again, a child, barely more than a girl, afraid. “My uncle cannot find Orestes in this condition. He will use it to take Mycenae for himself. He will be… I do not think you or I would enjoy his rule.”


When the poets speak of this moment – and they will not – I believe they would depict the two women at once joining in a weeping embrace, united by grief and terror for the men they love. Oh my poor brother, might wail Elektra; and oh dear cousin, might weep Penelope.


What the poets will not report is that other moment – that fleeting yet profound moment – where Penelope contemplates the alternative. For a second her mind races back to the palace, and she is summoning Ourania, that secretive former maid who sometimes goes about business for the queen around the western seas, and she is sending word to Menelaus to come at once to these islands. “Oh protect me, good friend of my husband!” she is crying out, as the great warrior of Troy lands upon her shores. “For Orestes is mad!”


Menelaus likes it when women cry at his feet while begging for protection. Their tears help fill the leaking hollows of his fractured soul. This is something Penelope is going to keep in mind through much of what is to come.


Yet for now, the queen of Ithaca will keep her options open. She lets out a quick breath, straightens up, nearly hits her head on the confinement of the timbers, stoops again, and in a busy, brisk voice begins to command. “How many souls are there upon this ship? Thirty, forty?”


“Near forty. But we left Mycenae with over two hundred.”


“Where are the others now?”


“They took shelter at a shrine to Aphrodite, a day’s march from Calydon. We let it be known that my brother was travelling to the temples of all the gods to ask their blessings for his reign.”


“Good. If – or when – your brother is found here, that will be our story. There are no shrines on Ithaca worth his time, but he can be visiting the place where his mother perished to give thanks to Athena. Everyone likes it when people give thanks to Athena on Ithaca. Do you trust the captain of the ship?”


“I trust no one. But Pylades is… close to my brother.”


“Fine. He will take the ship and all the finery you can muster and sail to port.” Elektra opens her mouth to object, but Penelope cuts her off. Elektra has not had anyone cut her off since her mother, and it is a feeling of both indignity and strange comfort for her. “We cannot hide a whole ship of Mycenaeans in this place. They will be found. Better that they are discovered on our terms. Pylades is… an ambassador. A goodwill friend. Sent by Orestes to show his unwavering support for myself and my son. If we are lucky, that little lie may even keep the suitors meek for a few days – that’ll be something.”


“What about my brother?” murmurs Elektra. And then softer, the fatigue the only thing keeping her voice from the edge of a whine: “What about me?”


“Your brother cannot be seen at my palace in this condition. Ships sail from Ithaca all the time; word would spread in an instant. We must hide him.”


“Where?”


Penelope stares long at the twitching, groaning king, before closing her eyes to the inevitability of this outcome. “I have a place. How many of your maids and servants do you require?”


“None.”


This surprises even Penelope. “That is wise, although I do not have many I can send to wait on you – not without attracting the interest of the suitors.”


“I came to this place especially to keep my brother far away from the ones who know him.”


Penelope learned at a very young age not to show surprise, nor let her mouth hang agape too rudely. Her adopted mother would put two fingers beneath her jaw whenever it was flapping and gently ease it shut with a murmur of “A queen shows her teeth only to smile or to bite, dear.” Instead, she brushes down the front of her faded gown, presses her left hand over her right across her belly, turns her head up and a little to the side as if she can see through the timbers of the ship to the far-off heavens themselves, before at last proclaiming: “Well then, cousin. I suppose I must welcome you and your brother to Ithaca.”


In the shadows of the ship, the three hags laugh and clap their taloned hands together, and Penelope seems to feel the chill of their foul merriment brush through her like the first wind of winter, for she unclasps her hands and instead draws her arms a little tighter about her. Elektra half closes her eyes, for she, even she who learned in the empty palaces of Mycenae how to ignore the cold and the laughter of her enemies, cannot quite shut out the mockery of the hidden ones who lurk in bloody dark at her back. I would reach out to her, comfort her with a golden caress of my inner light, but I shine low in this place, my eyes turned from the hags, my divine radiance dimmed to invisibility in the cramped confines of this wretched place.


Orestes, though – Orestes sees. At the laughter of the cursed women, he raises his head, then lifts his hand to point, finger uncurled as Zeus might smite with his thunderbolt, to accuse his accusers, and now he beholds them, and he screams and screams and screams until Elektra calls Pylades, who helps drag him, still shrieking in his terror, up into the light of day.


The three women, the Furies, blood of lava and wings of the bat, eyes of blood and fingers clawed, dance together in delight at their sport, before turning upwards and, with a single beating of their blackened wings, rising through the boat itself and into the sky high above, to spin tempests and ebony clouds above Orestes’ head. Called by the shedding of a mother’s blood – brought up from the pits of the earth by the madness of the son, perhaps – the Furies are in no hurry to tear their prey apart. They will watch and they will wait and they will howl in their merry games at Orestes in his madness. They will let him linger as his sister weeps, they will let him piss himself in the halls of kings and drool in Menelaus’s arms, and only then, only when there is nothing left of the king of Mycenae save hollow insanity and broken pride, will they finally eat his flesh.


I watch them, and do not intervene. The ancient Erinyes were born of earth long before the Olympians tamed the skies. Even Zeus himself thinks twice before whispering their name to the thunder. There are things that can be done, of course – bargains to be struck – but the price is always high, and though my curiosity is piqued, the time is not right.


Not yet.
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