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The Golden Apple and the Runaway Queen



  
    Long before the war, the gods gathered for a great celebration on Mount Pelion. The sea-nymph Thetis, whose silver feet had danced in the waves since the world was young, was marrying a mortal king named Peleus. All the gods and goddesses were invited — all except one. Eris, who was the goddess of arguments and conflict, had been left out. The other gods knew that wherever Eris went, trouble followed.

    The wedding feast was full of light and music. Golden cups passed from hand to hand, and the air smelled of roasted meat and honey. But as the guests laughed and talked, a shadow fell across the table. Eris stood at the edge of the gathering, her dark eyes burning. She said nothing. She simply threw a golden apple onto the table and disappeared. On the apple, three words were written: *For the most beautiful*.

    Three goddesses reached for it at once. Hera, the queen of the gods, who sat on a throne of gold beside Zeus. Athena, the grey-eyed goddess of wisdom and war, whose shield bore the head of a terrible monster. And Aphrodite, the goddess of love, whose smile could make even the strongest warrior forget his name. Each one believed the apple belonged to her.

    “I am the wife of Zeus himself,” Hera said. “Who could be more beautiful than the queen of heaven?”

    “Beauty without wisdom is empty,” Athena answered. “I bring victory and clear thought to mankind. The apple should be mine.”

    Aphrodite only smiled. “Beauty is its own power,” she said softly. “And I am beauty itself.”

    The argument grew louder. Zeus, who wanted no part in this quarrel, raised his hand. “I will not judge among you,” he said. “But I know a mortal who can. Go to Mount Ida, near the city of Troy. There you will find a young shepherd named Paris. He will decide.”

    Paris, who was the son of King Priam of Troy, had been sent away from the city as a baby. A prophet had warned that he would one day bring ruin to his homeland, so his father had ordered him left on a mountainside to die. But a shepherd found the child and raised him as his own. Now Paris lived a simple life, watching his sheep on the sunny slopes of Mount Ida, far from the gold and danger of the royal palace.

    One afternoon, as Paris sat beneath an olive tree, the air around him grew bright. The light was not the gentle light of the sun; it was sharp and hot, like fire caught in glass. Three women stood before him, taller than any mortal woman, and their skin shone with a light that hurt his eyes. He fell to his knees, trembling.

    “Do not be afraid,” Hera said. Her voice was calm, but Paris could feel the power behind it. “We have come to ask you a simple question. Which of us is the most beautiful?”

    Paris looked from one goddess to the next. He was only a young man, a shepherd who had never held a sword or spoken to a king. How could he judge such beings?

    “If you choose me,” Hera said, stepping forward, “I will make you the ruler of all Asia. Every city, every kingdom from the eastern sea to the western mountains will bow to you. Your name will be spoken with fear and respect for a thousand years.”

    Paris listened. Power was a fine thing, but he had never wanted to rule. He had been happy with his sheep and the quiet hills.

    Athena spoke next. “Choose me, and I will give you wisdom that no other mortal has ever known. You will win every battle you fight. Your enemies will fall before you like wheat before a blade. No army will stand against you.”

    Paris thought about battles and wisdom. He had never fought in a war. He did not know if he wanted to.

    Then Aphrodite stepped closer. She did not speak of power or war. She only smiled, and her smile was like warm water after a long thirst. “Paris,” she said, “I will give you the love of the most beautiful woman in the world. Her name is Helen, and she lives in Sparta, in the house of King Menelaus. She is more beautiful than the morning star. Choose me, and she will be yours.”

    Paris did not hesitate. He had never seen a woman like the one Aphrodite described, but suddenly he wanted nothing else. He held out the golden apple to Aphrodite. “You are the most beautiful,” he said.

    Hera and Athena turned away, their faces cold as winter stone. From that moment, they hated Paris and all the people of Troy. But Aphrodite laughed with joy and promised that her gift would come soon.

    Not long after, Paris left the mountains and travelled to Sparta. He went as a guest, claiming to be a prince of Troy on a peaceful visit. King Menelaus welcomed him warmly, for the Greeks believed that guests were protected by Zeus himself. He gave Paris a room in his palace, food from his table, and a seat beside him at the feast.

    That night, Paris saw Helen. She was everything Aphrodite had promised. Her hair was the colour of dark honey, and her eyes held a sadness that made her beauty even sharper. She was the wife of Menelaus, but her marriage had been arranged, not chosen. When she looked at Paris, something moved in her heart — something that Aphrodite had placed there.

    In the darkness, while Menelaus slept, Paris and Helen slipped out of the palace. They took gold and jewels from the treasure room, and they ran to Paris’s ship, which waited in the harbour. The sailors raised the sail without a sound, and the ship slid away from the shore like a shadow on the water.

    When Menelaus woke and found his wife gone, his grief turned to a rage so hot it burned his throat. He had welcomed Paris as a friend, and Paris had stolen everything. He sent messengers to every corner of Greece, calling on the men who had once sworn an oath to protect his marriage. The quiet hills of Paris’s youth were now far behind him, and a dark storm was gathering over the sea.
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The Oath of Tyndareus



  
    Months passed. Menelaus travelled to Mycenae, the great city of his brother Agamemnon, who was the most powerful king in all Greece. Agamemnon’s palace stood on a hill, its walls built from stones so huge that men said giants had placed them there. Inside, the brothers sat together in a room lit by oil lamps, and Menelaus told his story again.

    “He took her from my own house,” Menelaus said. His voice was low but shaking. “He ate my food, slept under my roof, and then he stole my wife like a thief in the night. I want her back, and I want Troy to pay for what he did.”

    Agamemnon listened carefully. He was a tall man with a hard face and eyes that never seemed to rest. He saw not only his brother’s pain but also an opportunity. Troy was a rich city, and its walls had never been broken. If the Greek kings joined together, they could take its gold and glory for themselves.

    “There is a way,” Agamemnon said. “Do you remember the oath that all of Helen’s suitors swore before she married you?”

    Menelaus nodded. Years ago, when Helen was old enough to marry, kings and princes from every part of Greece had come to ask for her hand. They were so many and so proud that her father, Tyndareus, had feared a war would break out among them. So he had made them all swear a terrible oath: if anyone ever took Helen from her husband, every man who had wanted to marry her would join together to bring her back.

    “Call on that oath,” Agamemnon said. “Send messengers to every king who swore it. Remind them of their promise. They must come with their ships and their soldiers. We will sail to Troy together.”

    So the messengers went out. They rode to rocky Ithaca, where Odysseus was king. They sailed to the island of Skyros, where young Achilles lived in hiding. They climbed the mountains of Thessaly and crossed the plains of Argos. Everywhere they carried the same demand: honour your oath, or be named a coward forever.

    Odysseus, king of Ithaca, was not a man who loved war. He loved his wife, Penelope, and his baby son, Telemachus. He loved his island, with its grey olive trees and its quiet harbour. When the messenger arrived, Odysseus listened to the demand and then shook his head.

    “I am not well,” he said. “My mind has been troubled. I cannot leave my family.”

    To prove his words, he went out to a field near the sea. He put a yoke on an ox and a donkey and began to plough the sandy earth. But instead of seeds, he threw salt into the furrows. He wore a madman’s cap on his head, and he laughed at nothing. The messenger watched, confused.

    But among the Greeks who had come with the messenger was a clever man named Palamedes. He did not believe Odysseus’s act. While Odysseus ploughed, Palamedes took the baby Telemachus from Penelope’s arms and laid him on the ground directly in the path of the plough. Odysseus saw his son. He could not continue the trick. He turned the plough aside at the last moment, saving the child. His eyes met Palamedes’s, and he knew the game was over.

    “You are not mad,” Palamedes said quietly. “You are only a man who loves his home. But the oath cannot be broken.”

    Odysseus looked at his wife, who stood pale and silent at the edge of the field. He had no choice. He promised to bring twelve ships to the gathering at Aulis.

    Far away, on the island of Skyros, another mother was trying to protect her son. Thetis, the sea-nymph, had heard a prophecy that her son Achilles would either live a long, quiet life in obscurity or die young with eternal glory at Troy. She could not bear the thought of losing him, so she had hidden him on Skyros. There, in the palace of King Lycomedes, Achilles lived among the king’s daughters. He wore a dress, grew his hair long, and answered to a girl’s name. No one who saw him would have guessed that he was the strongest warrior of his generation.

    Odysseus and a group of Greek leaders sailed to Skyros, suspecting that Achilles was hidden there. They brought gifts for the king’s daughters: beautiful cloth, jewellery, and perfumes. But among these gifts, they also placed a sharp spear and a polished shield. Then, while the girls examined the pretty things, Odysseus ordered a war trumpet to be blown outside the palace walls.

    The sound cut through the air like a knife. The girls screamed and ran. But one of them — the tallest, with shoulders too broad for a woman’s dress — grabbed the spear and shield and turned toward the door, ready to fight. The dress fell away, and Achilles stood revealed. His face was bright with the fire of battle, and his hands knew exactly how to hold a weapon.

    “You cannot hide what you are,” Odysseus said. “The gods made you for war, not for weaving.”

    Achilles looked at the spear in his hands. He had not chosen this life, but he could not deny it either. He agreed to join the fleet, bringing his own soldiers, the Myrmidons, who were famous for their discipline and skill.

    One by one, the kings and princes gathered at Aulis, a port on the eastern coast of Greece. The harbour filled with black ships, their sails furled and their oars resting. The beach became a city of tents and cooking fires. Agamemnon was chosen as the commander of the whole army, and he walked among the kings with the heavy golden sceptre that showed his authority — the decorated staff that marked him as the leader by the will of the gods.

    But even as they prepared to sail, the mood was not one of joy. Many of the men had left wives and children behind. Many had tried to avoid this war. They were bound together not by friendship but by an old promise that none of them had wanted to keep. And as they looked out at the still water of the harbour, they noticed something strange: the wind had stopped. The sea lay flat and grey, and the ships could not move.
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The Gathering at Aulis and the High Cost



  
    Day after day, the Greek fleet sat trapped in the harbour of Aulis. The sails hung lifeless. The water was as smooth as a mirror, and no breath of wind stirred the air. The soldiers grew restless. Food supplies began to run low. The kings gathered in Agamemnon’s tent, their faces dark with worry.

    “We cannot stay here forever,” said Menelaus. “If the wind does not come, we will never reach Troy.”

    Agamemnon sent for Calchas, the priest who could read the will of the gods in the flight of birds and the smoke of sacrifices. Calchas was an old man with deep lines around his eyes. He had seen many terrible things, and he did not enjoy delivering bad news.

    “The goddess Artemis is angry,” Calchas said at last. “You, Agamemnon, offended her. You killed a deer in a grove that was sacred to her, and then you boasted that you were a better hunter than the goddess herself. She will not let the winds blow until you pay for that insult.”

    Agamemnon’s face went pale. “What payment does she demand?”

    Calchas looked at the ground. His voice was barely a whisper. “She demands your oldest daughter, Iphigenia. You must sacrifice her on the altar of Artemis. Only then will the winds return.”

    A heavy silence filled the tent. Agamemnon felt as if the ground had opened beneath his feet. Iphigenia was the child he loved most, a girl of fifteen with her mother’s gentle eyes. The thought of harming her was like a knife in his chest. He wanted to refuse. He wanted to send the whole army home and forget Troy forever.

    But if he refused, the army would blame him. The kings would say he had chosen his daughter over their honour. They might even turn against him. And his brother Menelaus would never forgive him. Agamemnon was trapped between two impossible choices. If he had refused the sacrifice, the ships would never have left the harbour, and his name would have been cursed as a coward. If he accepted, he would carry the blood of his own child on his hands forever.

    In the end, he made a terrible decision. He wrote a letter to his wife, Clytemnestra, who was at home in Mycenae with their children. The letter was full of lies.

    “Send Iphigenia to Aulis at once,” he wrote. “The great warrior Achilles wishes to marry her before we sail for Troy. It will be a joyful wedding, and our daughter will become the wife of the greatest hero in Greece.”

    He sent the letter with a fast rider, and then he sat alone in his tent, staring at the wall.

    Clytemnestra received the message with happiness. She was proud that her daughter would marry such a famous man. She dressed Iphigenia in her finest clothes and travelled with her to Aulis, bringing gifts and servants for the wedding. When they arrived, the camp was full of noise and activity, but no one spoke of a wedding. Clytemnestra began to feel uneasy.

    Achilles, meanwhile, knew nothing of the letter. He was walking among the ships when a servant approached him and congratulated him on his coming marriage. Achilles stopped. “What marriage?” he asked.

    The servant explained what he had heard. Achilles’ face turned red with anger. He had never agreed to marry anyone. His name had been used to trick an innocent girl and her mother. He stormed to Agamemnon’s tent, pushing past the guards.

    “You used my name!” he shouted. “You told them I wanted to marry your daughter, and now you plan to kill her on an altar! What kind of man does such a thing?”

    Agamemnon did not meet his eyes. “The goddess demands it. The whole army depends on it. I had no choice.”

    “You had a choice,” Achilles said. His voice was cold now. “You chose to lie. You chose to use me. I will not forget this.”

    But even Achilles could not stop what was already in motion. The army had heard the prophecy, and they were desperate to sail. The kings pressured Agamemnon to carry out the sacrifice. Iphigenia herself, when she learned the truth, showed a courage that broke the hearts of everyone who saw her.

    “If my death will let our ships reach Troy and bring honour to Greece,” she said, “then I will go to the altar willingly.”

    Clytemnestra wept and begged, but her cries could not change anything. The soldiers led Iphigenia to the stone altar that stood near the shore. The priest Calchas raised his knife, and the sky seemed to darken. The men looked away.

    Then, suddenly, a strong wind rushed through the camp. The sails of the ships filled with air. The ropes pulled tight. The sacrifice had been made, and Artemis had accepted it. The fleet could sail.

    The ships left Aulis that same day, their black hulls cutting through the waves. The soldiers cheered, glad to be moving at last. But on one ship, near the front of the fleet, Achilles stood alone at the rail. He watched the shore of Greece grow smaller and smaller, and he did not cheer. His hands gripped the wood so hard that his knuckles turned white.

    He had come to this war because an oath forced him, but now he had another reason to fight — a darker one. He would never forgive Agamemnon for what had been done in his name. The anger sat in his chest like a cold stone, and he knew that one day, it would break free.

    The fleet sailed on toward Troy, carrying thousands of men and the weight of a terrible secret.
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The Landing at Troy



  
    The Greek fleet appeared on the horizon like a dark storm spreading across the sea. A thousand black ships cut through the grey water, their sails heavy with the wind that had been bought with a girl’s blood. On the lead ship, Achilles stood at the prow, his hand resting on his spear. He had not spoken to Agamemnon since Aulis, and he did not intend to. The shore of Troy was a thin brown line ahead, growing wider with every wave.

    Behind him, Odysseus watched the young warrior’s stiff back. “He will not forget,” Odysseus murmured to Diomedes, who stood nearby. “And that will cost us, one day.”

    Diomedes nodded. “Today, though, we have a city to take.”

    The walls of Troy rose from the plain like something built by gods. They were not the work of mortal men, the soldiers whispered. The stones were massive, fitted together without gaps, and the great bronze gates shone even under the grey sky. On the battlements, Trojan soldiers moved like tiny figures, their spear-points catching the light. Behind those walls lived King Priam, his fifty sons, and the woman whose face had launched this fleet: Helen.

    But the Greeks could not simply sail into the harbour. The Trojans had gathered on the beach, a wall of bronze and leather, their chariots lined up behind them. Hector, Priam’s eldest son and the greatest warrior of Troy, stood at the front. His helmet flashed in the pale sun, and his voice carried across the water as he shouted orders to his men. The beach was narrow, and the Trojans held the high ground. Any Greek who tried to land would have to fight uphill, through deep sand, against an enemy who was ready and waiting.

    Agamemnon’s ship drew alongside Achilles’. The High King’s face was pale, but his voice was steady. “Calchas has spoken again,” he called across the water. “There is a prophecy.”

    Achilles did not turn. “Another prophecy? The last one cost you your daughter. What does this one cost?”

    Agamemnon’s jaw tightened, but he did not answer the insult. “The first Greek to set foot on Trojan soil will die.”

    Silence fell across the nearest ships. Men looked at one another. To step onto that beach was to die. The prophecy was clear. No one moved.

    Then a voice rang out from one of the smaller vessels. “I will go.”

    It was Protesilaus, the young king of Phylace. He was not the strongest warrior, nor the most famous, but he had left a new wife behind in Greece, and he had promised her he would return with honour. Now he stood at the edge of his ship, his shield on his arm, his spear raised. His face was calm, but his eyes were bright with the knowledge of what he was about to do.

    “Someone must be first,” he said, more to himself than to the army. “Let it be a man who loves his home enough to protect it.”

    Before anyone could stop him, Protesilaus leaped. His sandalled feet hit the wet sand of Troy, and for a moment he stood alone on the beach, a single Greek against an army. He drove his spear into the ground as if claiming the land for his people, and then he charged.

    The Trojans surged forward. Hector himself rode down from the dunes, his chariot wheels throwing up sand. Protesilaus fought with the strength of a man who knew he was already dead. He killed four Trojans in quick succession — a spearman from the lower city, a young noble in a borrowed helmet, a chariot driver who had climbed down to fight on foot, and an archer who had wandered too close. Each man fell with a story left unfinished: a mother waiting by the fire, a brother who had promised to share the next harvest, a son who would never learn his father’s trade.

    Then Hector’s spear found him. The bronze point punched through Protesilaus’s shield and into his chest. He fell to his knees, his blood darkening the sand. His last thought, the poets would later say, was of his wife Laodamia, who would wait for him in an empty house until the gods took pity on her grief.

    The Greeks watched their first hero die, and for a terrible moment, they hesitated. The prophecy had come true. The beach was cursed.

    But Achilles did not hesitate. He let out a cry that cut through the wind, a sound of pure rage — rage at Agamemnon, rage at the gods, rage at the war that had already demanded so much and had not yet truly begun. He vaulted over the side of his ship and landed in the shallow water, his armour gleaming. His Myrmidons, his elite personal soldiers, followed him without question.

    “To me!” Achilles shouted. “The beach is ours!”

    He hit the Trojan line like a wave hitting a cliff. His spear was a blur of bronze. He killed a Trojan captain with a single thrust to the throat, then pulled the weapon free and swung it in a wide arc, forcing three more men back. His shield, heavy and broad, knocked a soldier off his feet. The Myrmidons formed a wedge behind him, their spears pointing outward, and they drove into the Trojan ranks with terrifying discipline.

    Hector saw the danger. He turned his chariot and rode toward Achilles, but even he, the greatest of Troy, paused when he saw the fury in the Greek’s eyes. This was not a man fighting for land or glory. This was a man fighting to release something dark inside himself.

    The two champions met at the water’s edge. Hector’s spear glanced off Achilles’ shield. Achilles’ answering thrust missed Hector’s throat by a finger’s width and tore through the shoulder of his armour. They circled each other, breathing hard, while the battle raged around them.
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