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The Hollow Horse



  
    The war had lasted for ten long years. On the beaches of Troy, the sand was dark with old blood and the wreckage of a thousand battles. The Greek soldiers were exhausted. Their armor felt heavy, their swords were notched, and the fatigue of a decade lay upon them like a physical weight. They dreamed only of their homes across the sea, of their wives and children who might no longer recognize them. They had won many fights, but the high walls of Troy still stood, defiant and unbreakable.

    Odysseus, the King of Ithaca, sat by a dying fire. He looked at the discouraged faces of his men. He knew that strength alone would not win this war; they needed something else. They needed a trick.

    He stood up and walked to the tent of Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek forces. Inside, the kings and princes sat in silence.

    "We cannot breach the walls," Agamemnon said, his voice rough with despair. "Perhaps the gods have abandoned us."

    "The walls cannot be broken from the outside," Odysseus said, stepping into the light. "So we must go inside."

    He explained his plan. It was a strange and dangerous idea, but the leaders listened. They would build a massive wooden horse as an offering to Athena, the grey-eyed goddess of wisdom. They would hide their best warriors inside its hollow belly, burn their camp to ash, and sail their ships behind the nearby island of Tenedos. If the Trojans believed the Greeks had given up, they would drag the offering into their city.

    For three days, the carpenters worked. They built a horse of pine and oak, tall as a siege tower, with a secret hatch in its side. Then, the camp was set on fire. The thick black smoke signaled the end of the siege. Odysseus and his chosen men climbed into the dark, cramped belly of the wooden beast. They sat in total silence, holding their breath, their hands gripping the hilts of their swords.

    Through the thick wood, they heard the Trojans emerge. They heard shouts of joy and wonder.

    "They have gone!" a Trojan voice cried. "The Greeks have fled!"

    There were arguments outside. Some wanted to burn the horse, but others shouted that it was a holy gift. Eventually, the desire for victory overwhelmed their caution. Ropes were attached, and with a great grinding of wheels, the horse was dragged through the gates of Troy.

    Hours passed. The sounds of celebration outside—music, laughter, and drunken shouting—slowly faded into the silence of sleep. Inside the horse, the air was hot and stale.

    "Now," Odysseus whispered.

    He unlocked the hatch. It swung open with a quiet groan. A rope ladder unrolled, and one by one, the Greek warriors descended into the sleeping city. Odysseus crept to the battlements and waved a flaming torch. It was the signal. Out at sea, the Greek fleet turned back toward the shore.

    The rest of the night was a blur of fire and chaos. The Greeks opened the gates, and their army poured in like a flood. They set torches to the houses, and the sky turned red with flame. The Trojans, waking in confusion and terror, reached for their weapons, but it was too late. The city of Troy, which had withstood ten years of siege, fell in a single night.

    Amid the destruction, Odysseus moved with purpose. He led his men toward the house of Apollo’s priest, a man named Maron. While other soldiers were looting gold and silver, Odysseus sought to protect the holy man. He stood before Maron’s door, shielding the priest and his family from the violence.

    "Spare him," Odysseus ordered his men. "He is a servant of the gods."

    In gratitude, Maron gave Odysseus a gift. It was not gold, but twelve jars of wine. This was no ordinary drink; it was dark, sweet, and terrifyingly strong, a drink fit for the gods themselves. Odysseus accepted the heavy jars and had his men carry them to the ships.

    By dawn, the city was a smoking ruin. The Greeks loaded their ships with plunder—gold cups, woven rugs, and bronze armor. They laughed and cheered, drunk on victory. In their arrogance, they forgot the gods who had given them this triumph. They lit no fires of sacrifice; they poured no wine in thanks. They simply hoisted their sails, believing that they were the masters of their own fate.

    Odysseus stood at the stern of his black ship, watching the smoke of Troy disappear over the horizon. He thought of Ithaca, his rocky island home. He thought of Penelope, his wife, and Telemachus, the son he had left as a baby.

    "We are going home," he said to the wind.

    But the wind did not answer.
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The Raid on Ismarus



  
    The fleet sailed north, pushed by a favorable breeze. The men were in high spirits, but their supplies were running low after the long siege and the celebration. They needed water and fresh meat before the long crossing of the open sea.

    "Land ahead!" the lookout shouted.

    It was the coast of Thrace, the land of the Cicones. The city of Ismarus stood near the shore, surrounded by vineyards and fields of sheep. The Cicones had been allies of Troy, which made them enemies of the Greeks.

    Odysseus saw an opportunity. "We will make a quick raid," he told his captains. "We land, we take what we need—food, water, perhaps some cattle—and we leave immediately. Speed is our shield."

    The ships hit the sand, and the Greeks surged forward. The men of Ismarus were unprepared. They fought briefly, but they were farmers and merchants, not hardened soldiers like the Greeks. The city fell quickly. Odysseus and his men gathered supplies, driving sheep and cattle onto the beach.

    "To the ships!" Odysseus shouted. "Load the supplies and push off!"

    But the men did not listen. They had found wine in the city, and fresh meat was roasting on the fires they had built on the sand. They were tired of discipline. They wanted to feast.

    "Why should we run?" Eurylochus, one of the officers, argued, tearing into a piece of roasted mutton. "We are the conquerors of Troy. Who can stand against us?"

    Odysseus walked among them, urging them to move. "This is enemy territory," he warned. "The Cicones have neighbors inland. If we stay, we die."

    However, the men ignored him. They drank until they could hardly stand, sleeping by their fires as the sun went down.

    Odysseus’s fear was justified. While the Greeks feasted, the survivors from Ismarus had run inland. They called to their kinsmen, the Cicones of the mountains. These were not farmers; they were warriors who knew how to fight from chariots and on foot. They gathered in the darkness, as numerous as the leaves in autumn.

    When the sun rose, the beach was surrounded. The Cicones attacked with the fury of a storm. Spears rained down on the hungover Greeks.

    "Stand and fight!" Odysseus roared, putting on his helmet.

    The battle raged all morning near the ships. The Greeks fought bravely, but they were outnumbered and trapped against the water's edge. They held their ground while the sun climbed the sky, but as the afternoon came, their line began to break.

    "Back to the ships!" Odysseus commanded. "Row for your lives!"

    It was a chaotic retreat. Men scrambled over the sides of the wooden hulls, dragging their wounded comrades. They cut the anchor ropes and rowed desperately through the surf, arrows splashing in the water around them.

    As they reached the safety of the deep water, a heavy silence fell over the fleet. Odysseus looked back at the beach. Bodies lay scattered on the sand—six men from the crew of every ship.

    "We stayed too long," he said quietly. "We let our pride make us foolish."

    The men were ashamed. They had traded their safety for a meal and a few hours of rest. But the punishment was not over.

    The sky turned a bruised purple. Zeus, the King of the Gods, was angry at their arrogance and their raid. He sent a terrible storm from the north. The wind screamed through the rigging, tearing the sails to ribbons. The ships were tossed like toys on the massive waves.

    "Lower the masts!" the helmsman shouted over the roar of the gale. "Or we will capsize!"

    They drifted for two days and two nights, helpless against the power of the storm. The men huddled under the benches, wet and freezing, praying to the gods they had ignored only days before. If they had not raided Ismarus, if they had sailed straight for home, they would have been safe. Now, they were lost in the wild, unknown sea.
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The Fruit of Forgetfulness



  
    The storm that Zeus sent did not end quickly. For nine long days, the winds blew with terrifying strength, pushing the Greek ships farther and farther away from their course. They were blown past the island of Cythera, far beyond the maps they knew. Odysseus gripped the tiller until his hands bled, fighting to keep the ship upright in the crushing waves.

    Finally, on the tenth day, the wind died. The sea became calm and glassy. In the distance, they saw a low, sandy coastline. The air here was heavy and warm, and a sweet smell drifted from the land.

    "We need water," Odysseus told his men. "Beach the ships."

    They pulled the ships onto the sand. The men were exhausted and shaken by the storm. While most of the crew prepared a meal, Odysseus chose two of his fastest runners and a herald to go inland.

    "Find out who lives here," Odysseus ordered. "See if they are friendly."

    The three men walked into the trees and disappeared. Odysseus waited by the ships. He ate with the others, but his eyes remained fixed on the forest line. An hour passed. Then two. Then three. The sun began to sink lower in the sky, casting long, golden shadows across the beach.

    "They should be back," Odysseus muttered. A cold feeling of dread settled in his stomach. He had lost men to spears and storms, but this silence was different.

    He took his spear and followed their tracks. The forest was not dark or threatening; it was beautiful. Strange flowers grew in the grass, and the air was thick with the scent of honey. Eventually, he came to a clearing.

    There, he found his three men sitting on the ground. They were surrounded by the inhabitants of the land—gentle, smiling people who offered them flowers and fruit. The three Greeks were not bound or hurt. They were simply sitting, smiling vaguely at the sky.

    "Stand up!" Odysseus commanded, stepping into the clearing. "Report to me."

    The men looked at him with blank eyes. They did not recognize their king. One of them held a half-eaten fruit in his hand. It was the lotus.

    "Go away," the soldier said dreamily. "We want to stay here. We want to sleep."

    Odysseus realized the danger immediately. The lotus fruit was a trap. It did not kill the body, but it killed the mind. It destroyed the memory of home, of family, and of duty. If his men ate this, they would never leave. They would sit here until they died, dreaming of nothing.

    "No," Odysseus said.

    He grabbed the nearest man by his tunic and hauled him to his feet. The man began to weep, tears streaming down his face.

    "Let me stay!" the man cried, struggling weakly. "I don't want to go back to the sea! I don't want to remember!"

    Odysseus did not listen. He was stronger than them. He dragged the weeping man back toward the beach. He returned for the second, and then the third. They fought him like children, crying for the sweet fruit they had left behind.

    When they reached the ships, the rest of the crew looked on in shock.

    "Tie them up!" Odysseus shouted. "Drag them under the benches and bind them fast!"

    "But Captain," Eurylochus asked, "what is wrong with them?"

    "They have eaten the fruit of forgetfulness," Odysseus warned, breathing hard. "If you taste it, you will forget Ithaca. You will forget your wives and your children. You will never go home."

    He looked at the dark trees. He could see the shapes of the Lotus Eaters watching from the edge of the forest, holding out their flowers in silence. It was a temptation stronger than gold.

    "Launch the ships!" Odysseus roared. "Push off! Row! Row before anyone else tastes that fruit!"

    The men, terrified by the madness of their friends, scrambled to their stations. The oars slapped the water, churning it white. Odysseus steered them away from the peaceful coast, back into the grey, unforgiving ocean. Beneath the benches, the three men continued to weep, mourning the loss of a dream they could no longer remember.
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