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Prologue 
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This is the story of a great hero named Odysseus, king of Ithaca, who won victory in the famous Trojan War. He was the leader of a great many men. His soldiers fought beside him and were very loyal to him.

This was a time when gods and goddesses roamed and ruled the earth. The home of the gods was Mount Olympus. From up there, the gods watched humans struggle down on earth. Among them was Zeus, king of the gods, with  his children Athena and Hermes. Athena was the goddess of wisdom, strength, and war. Hermes was the messenger of the gods. There was also Aphrodite, the goddess of love, and Hera, the goddess of women and marriage. Poseidon was god of the sea. Sometimes the gods got involved in human lives.

Odysseus and his soldiers angered some of the gods during the Trojan War. Because of this, the gods decided to make Odysseus’s voyage home very long and rough. It became a winding journey—an odyssey—that took Odysseus ten years. Along the way, he and his men passed many islands and met many creatures. Some of the creatures were good and some were bad. Some of them were helpful and some of them meant to harm Odysseus and his men. But Odysseus was lucky. He was helped by the goddess Athena. She took pity on him.

But the best stories start at the beginning. So, then, shall ours.
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The Trojan War began because of love, jealousy, and betrayal. One day Zeus was hosting a wedding banquet on Mount Olympus. All the gods, half gods, and royal people were invited, except for Eris, the goddess of trouble. As revenge for this, Eris came in disguise and threw an apple down onto the banquet table. It was a gift, she claimed, for the fairest goddess in the room.

Athena, Hera, and Aphrodite began to fight over the apple. They asked Zeus to decide who was to get the fruit. Zeus was smarter than that, and refused. Instead, he named a young mortal man to be the judge. His name was Paris, and he was from the city of Troy.

The three goddesses began to bargain with the young man. Hera offered Paris power over lands far and wide. Athena promised him wisdom, strength, and courage. But Aphrodite offered the young man the best prize of all. She promised the love of the most beautiful mortal woman in the world. The young man chose Aphrodite as the fairest goddess of the three. Aphrodite enjoyed her apple.

The most beautiful woman in the world was Helen. She was already married to King Menelaus of Sparta. But Paris didn’t care. He went to Menelaus’s castle and took Helen back to his home in Troy.

Menelaus was furious. So was King Agamemnon, his brother. They set out to take back Helen. Menelaus and Agamemnon took many other men with them, including Odysseus. This group of mighty kings and their soldiers  was called the Acheans. They sailed their great ships to the coast of Troy. This is how the Trojan War began. It lasted ten years.

After years of struggle, the Acheans were finally victorious over the Trojans! Helen was reunited with her true husband, Menelaus. In this final year of the war, Odysseus came up with a plan to destroy the city of Troy and end the war completely. He directed his men to build a giant, hollow wooden horse and told them to climb inside. Odysseus joined them in hiding. The horse was pulled to Troy’s city gates and left just outside.

There was a note around the horse’s neck. It said that the creature was an offering from Odysseus to the goddess Athena. It also said that his army had left Troy. The Trojans were thrilled to find the horse at their gates. To them, it meant the Achean army had given up. The  Trojans dragged the beautiful carved creature into the center of their city. They threw a big party to celebrate winning the war.

Odysseus and his men waited until night arrived and the moon was full. Then they crept out of the giant horse and attacked the celebrating Trojans. The Trojans, who were surprised by the attack, had no chance. Odysseus and his men won the battle and destroyed the city of Troy.

With the war finally over, Agamemnon, Menelaus, and Helen set sail for Sparta. The other Achean kings and soldiers also left to journey home. It had been a long and awful war, and they were ready for peace again.

But the Acheans had angered some of the gods during the Trojan War. The soldiers’ greed and violence enraged them. The soldiers had destroyed many temples to the gods in the city of Troy. This was not allowed. Because of this,  the gods decided that the men would have difficult journeys after the war. The travelers faced severe storms and many shipwrecks. Many of them died trying to get home.

Odysseus desperately wanted to go home, too. After all, he and his soldiers had enjoyed a great victory. He wanted to celebrate with his friends and family. He could not wait another hour to see his wife, Penelope, and his son, Telemachus. But he, too, had a very long and difficult journey ahead of him.

And we shall join him.



CHAPTER 1


Odysseus and Penelope 
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Picture a man sitting on the shore of a beautiful island. The sand is white. The water and endless sky are a brilliant blue. At his side is a beautiful goddess, named Calypso. She loves him and wants him to stay with her forever on this island. Some men would be happy with this, but not this one. This man stares out onto the water. His heart is troubled, and his mind is very far away.

This man is Odysseus. He is dreaming of a land very far away: Ithaca. It is his home, where his wife, Penelope, and his son, Telemachus, still live. He needs to find his way back to that place. He would do anything to be there again.
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Penelope sat on her balcony at her beautiful home back in Ithaca. She stared out into the distance. It was a dark night. A vast ocean separated her from her husband, Odysseus. He had been gone for many years, fighting in the Trojan War. Even though the war had been over for ten years already, Odysseus still had not come home. Yet Penelope had hope that he was alive. She knew her husband was a great, strong man. He would return one day. He simply had to.

In the meantime, Penelope had troubles of her own. It was true—Odysseus had been gone for a very long time. Many people in Ithaca thought he might be dead and that Penelope should find a new husband.

Her trouble started slowly—at first just a couple of suitors arrived. Soon, though, her husband’s house was full of suitors. Each man wanted Penelope to become his wife. These suitors were the sons of Ithaca’s finest men. They were educated, athletic, and clever. Each of them hoped that Penelope would choose him as her husband.

But Penelope decided she could not yet move on. She would not choose another husband. Penelope loved Odysseus too much. And anyway, she had a feeling her husband was still alive. The suitors quickly grew impatient and nasty.

While Penelope stayed in her rooms upstairs, the suitors lounged around all day throughout Odysseus’s enormous house. They only went home late at night and returned early every morning. The men made themselves quite at home. They relaxed on fine couches and ordered the servants to bring them food and drink.

But Penelope was clever, too. She began to work on a big needlework project. She was making a great tapestry to hang on her wall, in honor of her husband. It contained threads of fancy gold and silver, deep blue and fiery red. Penelope sent word to the suitors. She would choose one of them to marry, she told them— as soon as she had sewn her last stitch.

All day she sewed. This pleased the suitors and bought her more time. But at night she would sit by candlelight and secretly undo her stitches.

On this night, Penelope sat on the balcony, taking out the stitches she had made that day. The winds that came off the ocean created a sad melody. She wept for Odysseus. She let her mind imagine what kind of beautiful tapestry she could make one day, and not have to undo, to honor her husband.



CHAPTER 2


Athena Helps Odysseus 
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The gods had started to feel sorry for Odysseus. They sat high up on Mount Olympus discussing him. Some of them took pity on him, especially the goddess Athena. She had always been fond of Odysseus. Athena hated watching him struggle to make his way home for ten years.

“Just imagine how lonely he must be, stuck on that island so far away from home,” said Athena. “I know Odysseus has made mistakes. He has angered us at times, but I think he has  suffered long enough. We should help him to get home.”

“He has been very generous to us in the past,” agreed Zeus. He reminded the gods of Odysseus’s many sacrifices to them.

Poseidon disagreed. “He blinded my son, the king of the Cyclopes! He does not deserve to return home,” he growled.

But Zeus was king of the gods, and his choice ruled over all. He decided to send Athena to Ithaca, disguised as a human. She would speak with Odysseus’s son, Telemachus. To help bring Odysseus home sooner, she would make Telemachus feel brave and instruct the boy to search for his father.

Athena leaped up and put on her golden sandals. She flew down from the top of Mount Olympus. When she arrived at Odysseus’s house, she saw Penelope’s suitors lying about. They ate and drank until their stomachs were stuffed. The men littered the floors of Odysseus’s home with scraps of food. They spilled their drinks all over the beautiful carpets and chairs. They gave orders to the servants, who ran around fulfilling their wishes. Athena was shocked.

The goddess, disguised as an older man, saw Telemachus standing in the corner, looking miserable.

“Do you recognize me, Telemachus?” she asked. “I am an old friend of your father’s.”

Telemachus forced a smile. “My father’s friends are always welcome here,” he said. “But not these men!” Telemachus shouted to the crowd of suitors. Not one paid attention to him.

He turned to Athena. “I apologize for my outburst, sir. But I am very upset. These suitors will not leave, and I cannot make them. They sit here all day, eating our food and disrespecting my father’s house. I am at my wit’s end! If only my father were to come back. Then these evil  men would go away. But I’ve given up hope that I will ever see my father again.”

“Dear Telemachus,” Athena said gently. “You are a smart, strong young man. It is time to show Ithaca what you are made of.”

“But how?” Telemachus asked.

“Go to the town hall and call a meeting of the assembly,” Athena said. “You must ask the town’s leadership for help. Invite the suitors. At the end of the meeting, order them to leave your home.”

The next day, Telemachus went to the town hall where Ithaca’s leaders sat. When he arrived, he requested a meeting. The suitors were called down from Odysseus’s home to attend.

The meeting started, and Telemachus stood up to speak. He seemed to stand taller than usual. Athena had cast a spell of pride and courage upon him. He also looked extra-handsome. Athena had done that, too.

Telemachus told the leaders of Ithaca what their sons, Penelope’s suitors, were doing to his father’s home. He urged them to help.

But one of the suitors interrupted Telemachus’s speech. He stood up and told everyone about the tapestry Penelope seemed to be weaving.

“She promised to marry one of us when her tapestry is finished. Penelope works on her task all day long, every day. But one of her maids told me that she unravels her work every night,” the suitor said, bitterly. “I am sorry, but we will not leave until she has made her choice. She must marry one of us.”

“How dare you speak to me this way!” Telemachus roared. “I am the man of the house when my father is away.” Athena’s spell really had made him brave. “I call upon the gods to help me in my struggle. They will punish you who abuse my father’s wealth  and my mother’s kindness.” He glared at the suitors.

At that moment, two eagles appeared in midair. They were involved in a fierce battle overhead. Everyone’s eyes fell on the shrieking, clawing creatures. Then the eagles flew away as quickly as they appeared.

The town’s oldest and wisest man then stood up to say a few words. “You should listen to Telemachus,” he warned the suitors. “Those fighting eagles are a sign. They suggest that trouble lies ahead for those who disobey. I have a very strong feeling that Odysseus will soon return. Let us be wise and put a stop to this wickedness before he comes back to Ithaca.”

But most of Ithaca’s leaders thought Odysseus was dead and that the eagles meant nothing. The suitors refused to leave the house, and the rest of the townsfolk refused to help.

After the meeting, Telemachus felt his  courage fading. Suddenly Athena stood before him again. She was still in her human disguise.

“You are your father’s son,” she reminded him. “Just like him, you are brave and strong. You will not quit or leave a job half finished. If the townspeople will not help you, you must help yourself. I will help you, too. We will find a strong ship and gather a loyal crew. We will set sail and find Odysseus. Let us not waste time. Go home and gather some supplies for the long, and possibly dangerous, voyage.”

When Telemachus returned home, the suitors were in a forgiving mood. “Just give up, Telemachus,” they asked. “Stop fighting us. Sit and have fun with us instead.”

But Telemachus pushed past them. He did not want to hear a word they said. Downstairs, in the storage room, he found the family’s faithful old nurse. He asked her to help him pack.

“But where are you going?” she asked.

“I must set sail to find my father, Odysseus,” Telemachus replied. “This is the only way to make our lives better.” Then he asked her for some boxes of barley meal, fragrant olive oil, and other supplies he would need for a long voyage out at sea.

The nurse began to cry. Even as she helped Telemachus gather supplies, she begged the young man not to risk his life at sea. This nurse had helped raise Odysseus, and she loved Telemachus, too. She could not bear to see him go. “The house of Odysseus,” she said, “has already lost one man.”

Telemachus understood her fear, but explained that he had no choice. “Now promise me that you will not tell my mother what I am planning to do,” he said. “I do not want to worry her. I also do not want her to stop me from leaving.” The old woman swore not to tell his secret.

At the shore, Telemachus found his ship waiting for him. It was loaded with supplies and had twenty men at the oars. Athena, still disguised as a human, stood at the rail. She held out her hand, encouraging Telemachus to board the ship.

After Telemachus stepped aboard, he and Athena took their places at the back of the ship. The goddess sent a fair wind whistling over the deep blue waves. They set off for their journey.
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While Telemachus sailed, Penelope’s suitors continued their bad behavior back in Ithaca. They enjoyed themselves so much that they didn’t even notice Telemachus was gone.

But one day, two of the suitors overheard a sailor talking while they were in town. The sailor had just returned to Ithaca on the same ship Telemachus was using for his journey. The sailor saw the preparations for the young man’s voyage. He told the two suitors that Telemachus had taken twenty men to sea in search of his father.

The two men were outraged, but secretly feared Odysseus’s return. Their eyes flashed with fire as they told the news to the rest of the suitors. “We have pledged our love and given our time to waiting for the fair Penelope. We will not let some stupid boy ruin this for us.”

The suitors decided that they would hire their own ship. Some of them would prepare  the ship and wait in the seas around Ithaca for Telemachus to return. There, the suitors would attack him. They planned to end his life once and for all.

The loyal family nurse overheard the suitors and went upstairs to tell Penelope.

“What are you saying?” she gasped. Penelope was so upset that she had to sit down. “I didn’t even know my son had left Ithaca! Now you are telling me that the suitors plan to get their own ship and try to kill him?” She began weeping loudly.

“I’m so sorry,” said the dear old nurse. “I knew days ago that Telemachus had left to find Odysseus. Your son did not want you to worry and he made me promise not to tell you. Please do not cry. Try praying to Athena. She can surely save him, even from the jaws of death.”

Penelope cried for a great deal longer. But eventually she did pray, and Athena heard  her prayers. When Penelope fell asleep that night, Athena sent a message to her through her dreams. The goddess told Penelope that Telemachus would be fine. He was in the arms of the gods.

Penelope smiled in her sleep.
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