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Once upon a time, in Ancient Greece, there lived a brave and noble warrior called Odysseus, or as he was known to the Romans, Ulysses. Odysseus was the King of a wild and beautiful and remote Greek island, called Ithaca. He had a beautiful wife called Penelope, a loving son called Telemachus, and he was very close to his father, Laertes, who was also a great warrior. 

In this famous Greek myth, at this time we meet him in his life, Odysseus had already fought many battles, and overcome great trials and hardships, and he was sailing back home to Ithaca, after having been away for many years, fighting in the Trojan war, against the people of the city of Troy, in Turkey, called the Trojans. 

The Trojan war would go down in ancient history, as a very famous war. It had begun when a Trojan Prince, called Paris, had taken the wife of King Menelaus of Sparta, in Greece, as his own wife, when she was given to him, without anyone's consent, by Aphrodite, the goddess of love as a bribe for helping her to win a contest between herself and two other goddeses. Her name was Helen, and she was a prized woman because she was said to have been the most beautiful woman in the world.  

So then, King Menelaus had enlisted the Greek armies of a thousand ships full of men, commanded by his own brother, King Agamemnon of Mycenae in Greece, to fight with him, and they invaded Troy, so he could win back his wife, and punish the man who took her, and all his allies.

The war had gone on and on, for ten long years, before the Greeks had finally won, and they did, it at last with an elaborate and clever trick, whereby, they presented the Trojans with a large wooden statue of a horse, as what seemed to be an apology or peacemaking gift, when it appeared that they, the Greeks had lost the war. 

But unbeknown to the Trojans, the wooden horse had been made hollow, and the Greeks had filled it with soldiers, quietly waiting inside. So then, when the Trojans opened their gates to accept the horse, and wheeled it inside the walls of their city, the Greek soldiers came rushing out, and took them by surprise and killed them all. 

This was a legendary victory for the ancient Greeks, mostly because of this unique and clever strategy, but also because the war had gone on for so long, and had been so difficult and devastating.

In ancient Greece, most journeys were long and difficult, especially when they had to travel a long way, which was often by boat. There was no good way of sending news to people either, and Odysseus had been gone from home for so long, that his family thought he might have died in the war, although they waited hopefully.

Odysseus should have been able to get home from the war much sooner as well, but he had had so many problems on the way, that set him and his men back, and took them off course. They had other battles with people and monsters that they met on the islands where they had rested, and also temptations to overcome. 

They had met Aeolus, the master of the winds, and a race of cannibals, called the Laestrygonians.

On one of their adventures, they had stopped at the island of the lotus eaters, a race of people who lived on the fruit of the lotus tree, that made everyone who ate it, want to forget everything else in life but that, and not do anything else any more. Of course they had all eaten it too, and Odysseus had had to almost drag his men one by one back into the boat and get them to leave.

Worst of all, Odysseus had angered the fearsome sea god, Poseidon, who had sworn eternal vengeance against him, because Odysseus had blinded his son, Polyphemus, who was a type of giant, called a cyclops, that has only one eye, when he had had Odysseus and his men trapped in a cave and threatened with death, and they had had to wound him, to escape.  

Even after all the many years that he had fought in the war, to have all these troubles on the way home too, it may have seemed to Odysseus, that this journey, and now even his life, was much too cursed by the gods, for him to ever make it home at all now. And although he was a courageous warrior, a king and powerful leader, it still devastated him to see so many of his esteemed comrades killed in sad and horrible ways in front of him. So there were times when Odysseus really thought that he could not go on with his own life any more, and considered giving himself up to the sea. 

But Odysseus was extraordinarily good at finding clever solutions to problems, and all this time, unbeknown to him, the protective goddess, Athena, had been watching over him too, throughout all his suffering, and intervening to help him out of his troubles and guide him forward. Like odysseus, Athena was wise and skillful, and a fearless warrior. But she had only shown herself to him once during the war, and since then, she had been staying out of sight, and was careful not to do too much, as she was afraid of bringing her uncle Poseidon's anger down against herself, for helping him. 

Meanwhile home in Ithaca, Odysseus' wife, Penelope, and son, Telemachus, waited hopefully and faithfully at home for him, and Telemachus was longing to meet his father. He was only a boy when he had left, and now he was a young man. But there were a great many suitors always hanging around them at their house, competing for Penelope's hand in marriage, because she was the queen, and they were believing or hoping too, that Odysseus had died, and that one of them might take his place. 

Although she made excuses and tried to trick them, to delay her decision to choose one of them, it was hard for Penelope to keep the suitors at bay. Dissatisfied and annoyed, they began to intrude, helping themselves to the family's resources, sleeping at the house, eating their food, making a mess, and despite supposedly being there to compete for Penelope, they also were starting romantic relationships with some of the maid servants. As time went on, the suitors became more persistent, argumentative and demanding, as well as jealous of Penelope and Odysseus' son, Telemachus, and they became insulting and threatening to him too. 

But Athena had been watching over Telemachus as well as his father, and she encouraged him to go away for safety, and stay at the house of Nestor, on the Greek mainland, a man who was another one of the greatest warriors at Troy, and who would also be able to tell him what had happened since the end of the war, to his father.

And although Odysseus was so far away, and had no contact with his family, he had also found out what had been happening to them back home, because of the people he met, who helped him. 

On his voyage he went to the island of a revered witch-goddess called Circe. At first she had been hostile and malevolent, even turning all the crew, for a time, into pigs, and holding them in a pig sty. But after Oysseus had asked the gods to protect him from her magic, they became friends, and then she began to help him. Circe told Odysseus, that the best way to find out how to overcome the curse against him, so that he could travel home safely, was to go to Hades, in the underworld, which was the realm of the dead, and speak to the departed spirit of a famous wise, blind prophet, called Tiresias, and ask him. 

When Odysseus got to Hades and found him, Tiresias told him that the only way that he could overcome the curse against him, was if he and his men could resist eating the cows and sheep on the island of Thrinacia, that belonged to Helios, the Sun god, when they reached the island and rested there on their journey. But also that, if they did not resist, and they killed and ate any of Helios' sacred flocks and herds, not only would they not have succeeded in passing the test, but they would be doomed to suffer much more than they would have if they had never gone there. 

Odysseus had met the souls of other dead people he had known in Hades too, including the spirit of his dead mother, and that was how he heard the news about his family. He asked her about them because he was worried that they may have given up on him, and because she was a dead soul who could now see everything, she told him what was happening. She said that Penelope had remained loyal to him, and she Telemachus were still faithfully waiting, but that they were being continually harassed by the group of suitors. So Odysseus was relieved, but now also even more desperate to get back home too. 

Another of the spirits that Odysseus had met in Hades was one of his young crew members, Elpenor, who had only just recently died, in a simple, careless and sad accident, he had fallen off the roof of Circe's palace, where he had been sleeping. They had had to leave in a hurry and had left his body at Circe's house without burying him. Elpenor's spirit couldn't speak to Odysseus, but it was looking at him sadly and anxiously, as if to ask for his help, and Odysseus had decided then, that he would go back to Aeaea and give Elpenor a proper funeral, before going back on the journey. So after Hades, he and his men turned around, and went back there again to Aeaea next. 
















