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For my sister, Lauren










 ‘For there is nothing in this world so cruel and so shameless as a woman when she has fallen into such guilt as hers was . . .


. . . her abominable crime has brought disgrace on herself and all women who shall come after – even on the good ones.’


— Homer, Odyssey


 


 


‘She, the ruin of both Troy and her own fatherland . . .’


— Virgil, Aeneid
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Prologue


She sat frozen, hands bloody. When she closed her eyes, she could still see it. She squeezed her eyelids tighter, sent her shaking breath into the silence. And still she could see it. White turned red. Eyes dead.


She dipped her trembling hands into the water, tendrils of blood spreading instantly through that once-pure bowl. Now her forearms, now up to her elbows, until the bowl was dark and refilled and dark again. Even once her arms were white, once the dark water had been taken away and the shaking had stopped, in her mind’s eye the red remained.


How had it come to this? How did any evil come to be? Was it the work of the gods? A punishment for some other evil? Or did they sit above, impassive, watching as one stone hit another, and another? Blank faces blinking in the dust of the landslide.










Part 1










Chapter 1


Klytemnestra


‘Klytemnestra! Have a care, girl! Your spindle’s gone all a-wobble!’


Klytemnestra’s eyes snapped into focus at the sound of her name. In front of her the spindle bobbed, her carefully spun wool unravelling quickly. She stopped it with her hand.


‘Not like you, Nestra,’ tutted Thekla, turning back to her work. The crease in her nurse’s brow lingered, but at least she had returned to calling her Nestra. Klytemnestra had never really liked her full name – it was too big, too cumbersome – but she liked it even less on a sharp tongue. It was her sister, Helen, who had taken to calling her Nestra when she was too young to manage the whole thing, and it had stuck ever since.


Helen was sitting beside her now. They had been working wool together all afternoon, and Klytemnestra’s arm was beginning to ache from holding up the distaff. Her sister was singing a song to herself as she watched her spindle twirl on its thread, and though Helen had a sweet voice, she only knew half the words and kept repeating the same verse. Klytemnestra wished she would stop.


The women’s room was dim, the walls plain, the air thick and still. As one of the innermost rooms of the palace, it had no windows through which daylight might spill, nor any fresh breeze to break the stagnation. It was summer, and the warm air was made warmer still by the many women who filled the room, lamps and torches illuminating their dark heads and their white, working hands.


Klytemnestra’s woollen dress clung to the sweat of her back as she looked over her shoulder towards the brightest corner of the room. There stood the looms, three large wooden frames with half-finished cloth stretched across them. Only two were being worked at present, by the most skilled of the household slaves. Admiring and envious, Klytemnestra watched as they led the shuttles back and forth, building their clever patterns thread by thread. It was like watching a mesmerising dance, or the playing of a complex instrument.


‘You know,’ came Thekla’s voice, ‘we could start you on loom work soon.’


‘Really?’ asked Klytemnestra, pulling her eyes from the dancing hands.


‘You’re eleven now. In a few years you’ll be married, and what kind of wife will you be if you don’t know how to weave?’


‘I would like that very much,’ she replied with a grateful nod. Working the loom certainly looked more interesting than spinning.


Helen stopped her singing. ‘Can I do weaving too?’


Klytemnestra rolled her eyes. Helen always wanted to do what she was doing, even though she was two years younger. She hadn’t shown the slightest interest in the loom before now.


‘I think you’re still a little young, Mistress Helen. You’ll get your chance soon enough, though.’


Helen made her face into an exaggerated pout and turned emphatically back to her spinning. Klytemnestra knew she would soon forget she was supposed to be sulking, though, and sure enough her face smoothed as her attention became absorbed once more by the motion of her spindle.


The three of them continued working for a little while until Thekla said, ‘I think that’s enough work for one day. Why don’t you girls go and find some food?’


Klytemnestra stopped her spinning. ‘Can’t we go and play outside for a little while before supper? It’s not dark yet. I can’t stand being indoors all day.’


‘Ooh yes, can we?’ piped Helen.


Thekla hesitated. ‘I suppose so,’ she sighed. ‘But you must take a slave with you. So that you’re not alone.’


‘But we’ll be with each other!’ Klytemnestra protested. ‘It’s no fun when there’s someone watching.’ She gave Thekla a pleading look but the nurse’s face was unwavering. ‘Fine,’ she said with an indignant huff. ‘We’ll take Agatha.’ The girl was between her and Helen in age, and a better playmate than any of the sour-faced escorts Thekla might have chosen for them.


The nurse looked unconvinced but she nodded her assent.


‘Agatha! We’re going to play outside, come with us,’ Klytemnestra called across the room before Thekla could change her mind. The slave girl shuffled over to them, head bowed, while Klytemnestra took Helen’s hand and headed for the door. The three of them were already halfway down the corridor when Thekla called after them.


‘Keep close to the palace! And don’t stay out too long or you’ll be brown as goatherds! And who will marry you then?’


 


The three girls left the palace and walked down the hill to the meadow, Klytemnestra leading the way. The grass was high, the dry seeds brushing off on her dress as she strode through it. The sparse trees rustled above their heads and she was glad of the fresh breeze on her arms after so long in the women’s room. Once they were far enough away from the palace not to be overlooked, she stopped.


‘What shall we play?’ she asked the other two.


‘I’ll be a princess,’ said Helen, without hesitation. ‘And Agatha can be my handmaid.’


Agatha nodded shyly.


‘But you are a princess,’ said Klytemnestra, exasperated. ‘Don’t you want to pretend to be something different? Like a sorceress or a pirate or a monster?’


‘Nope. I’m always the princess.’


‘All right, fine. Then I’ll be the king,’ sighed Klytemnestra. She had learnt that it was easier to just let Helen have her way. Otherwise she would start crying.


Helen snorted. ‘You can’t be a king, Nestra. You’re a girl!’ Helen looked over at Agatha, encouraging her to join in with the joke. Agatha let out a quiet giggle, but clamped her lips shut when Klytemnestra shot her a scornful look. Agatha looked at her feet.


‘Fine then. You can be the princess, Helen. Agatha, you be the handmaid. And I’ll be the nurse.’ She thought for a second. ‘But I’m a nurse that can make magic potions,’ she added.


‘What are you playing?’


The voice came from behind them. A boy’s voice. Klytemnestra spun round to see who had spoken.


The boy was sauntering towards them through the long grass, now only a few paces away. He was a little older than they were – tall, but without his first beard. He had long, dark hair and a smile that made Klytemnestra suddenly shy. She had seen him arrive at the palace with his father a few days ago. Some sort of diplomatic visit, she supposed, or maybe just passing through. People came and went all the time, on their way through the mountains or coming up from the coast. Her father’s hearth was always lit, but it was rare to have a guest so young. Usually, the only noble-born boys around were her twin brothers, Kastor and Pollux, but they were too old to play games with her and Helen. And Thekla said it was unseemly for princesses to play with slave boys. Surely they could play with this boy, though? He was a guest.


‘He-hello,’ said Klytemnestra, her tongue suddenly clumsy in her mouth. ‘We were just about to play a princess game.’ She cringed at how childish it sounded, and hurriedly added, ‘It’s just silly, really, but Helen wanted to play. We can do something else if you want to join in.’


There was that smile again. ‘No, a princess game is fine.’


Klytemnestra was worried he was laughing at them, but at least he wanted to play. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.


‘Theseus. My father and I are visiting from Athens.’


‘Theseus,’ she repeated. ‘All right, well, Helen was going to be the princess, and Agatha – she’s just our slave – she was going to be her handmaid. And I’m a nurse who can make potions. What do you want to be?’


‘I’ll be a foreign king. A great warrior.’


Klytemnestra smiled, pleased that he seemed to be entering into the spirit. ‘Well, how about you get shipwrecked on our shore and then I find you and heal you with a potion and . . .’


But Theseus didn’t seem to be listening. He had turned away from her and was looking at Helen instead.


‘You do indeed look like a princess, my lady,’ he said, with an exaggerated bow. ‘You’ve got the brightest hair I’ve ever seen.’ He raised a hand, as if he might touch it. ‘It’s like fire. And your skin’s so white – like a real lady. I bet you’ll be as beautiful as Hera herself when you’re fully bloomed.’


Helen giggled, but Klytemnestra was annoyed. People were always commenting on Helen’s hair. She didn’t see what was so special about it. And her own skin was just as fair as Helen’s. Besides, she was nearer ‘full bloom’. Helen’s chest was as flat as a boy’s.


She tried to bring his attention back to the game. ‘Anyway, I was thinking you could be shipwrecked—’


Theseus cut in. ‘How about I’ve just arrived from a battle, and I’ve got a wound that needs herbs to heal it. You have to go and fetch the herbs.’


‘All right.’ Klytemnestra smiled, glad he had given her an important role. ‘I’ll go and do that.’


She walked a little way from the others, towards the river, imagining herself venturing into the mountains on her quest for rare herbs. She could hear Helen ordering Agatha about as she stooped to pick a plant with small white flowers. She went on a little further until the rush of the river’s flow replaced Helen’s commands and giggles. She stooped to wash her hands in the clear water but the wool grease clung to her skin, stubborn as ever. There weren’t many interesting plants by the river, but she picked a few wildflowers and grasses nonetheless. She wondered if she’d have to pretend to put a poultice on Theseus’ wound. The thought made her nervous, but excited too. She’d never touched a boy before – other than her brothers, and they didn’t count.


When she was satisfied she had found enough magic herbs, Klytemnestra gathered the stems in one hand and headed back into the heart of the meadow. But as she drew closer to the place where she had left the others, something felt odd. And then she realised: she could no longer hear Helen’s voice. She lengthened her strides.


As she drew nearer she found she could not see Helen either. Nor Theseus. Nor Agatha. She scanned the meadow, squinting in the light of the lowering sun.


She broke into a run. Panic was rising in her throat now. Stupid, stupid! She should never have left Helen. If anything had happened to her it would be her fault. They were supposed to look after one another. What if a wolf had come? Or a boar? They didn’t usually dare to come so close to the palace, but it wasn’t unheard of. Or what if they had been captured? Taken by slavers or some foreign wanderer seizing the opportunity. Theseus wasn’t old enough to fight off full-grown men.


She thought she must be at the place where she had left them now. Still no sign. She kept running. Suddenly her foot caught on something and she tumbled into the grass.


‘Ow!’ came a small voice.


Klytemnestra sat up and saw what she had tripped on.


‘Agatha? What are you doing lying in the grass? Where’s Helen?’


The slave girl was holding her stomach where Klytemnestra had kicked her. Wincing, she said, ‘She’s playing with Theseus. He said he was kidnapping her, and he stabbed me – in the game, I mean – and he said I was dead now and I had to lie down and be quiet. I heard them run off but I don’t know where they went. I was being dead.’


Klytemnestra’s stomach clenched. ‘You stupid! You can’t let Helen be on her own with a boy!’ She jumped up. ‘We’re going to be in so much trouble,’ she moaned, almost to herself.


Agatha’s eyes had grown wide and fearful. Tears started to shine in them. ‘I’m sorry, mistress, I’m sorry,’ she said, her voice cracking. ‘I was scared of him.’


‘Sorry’s no use,’ spat Klytemnestra. ‘We need to find them.’ She cupped her hands round her mouth. ‘Helen!’ She took another lungful of air. ‘HELENNN!’


She scanned the meadow, turning until she had come full circle. There was no sign of them, or where they might have gone. She started to run – better to look somewhere than nowhere – but stopped after just a few steps.


‘It’s no use us running after them. Then we’ll be lost too and no one will know what’s happened. We need to tell my father.’


Tears were running freely down Agatha’s cheeks now. ‘But we’ll get in trouble,’ she whimpered.


‘It’s too late for that. Come on!’ Klytemnestra grabbed her wrist and ran towards the palace, dragging Agatha behind her.


 


Klytemnestra had been locked in her chamber for what felt like hours, though she could tell from the light that the sun had not yet set, so it couldn’t have been very long at all. She wished someone would tell her what was happening. Had Helen been found? Was she all right? She didn’t even have Agatha with her to share her anxiety. Her guilt. Father had kept the slave girl with him when he shut her in here. He had been so angry when they’d told him. No, not angry. Afraid, perhaps. She’d never seen her father afraid before. He had sent Kastor and Pollux out on horses, and half the palace guard on foot too, to look for Helen and the boy.


Time passed. Klytemnestra fiddled with her hair, pulling it, tying it in knots. She sat hunched on the edge of her bed, thinking about all the things that might have happened. Even if Helen and Theseus were safe, Helen was still alone with a boy. Klytemnestra knew what boys did to girls. What men did to women. Thekla had explained it all to her when she had asked why the sheep climb on top of one another. And if that happened to Helen . . . well, she’d never get a good marriage. Klytemnestra felt sick. She had let her sister down. She was usually so responsible. Helen was young and sometimes foolish, but Klytemnestra had always been there to keep her safe. She’d been so stupid today, though. Why had she been so desperate for Theseus to like her? He was just a stupid boy. Helen meant more to her than any boy. More than anyone at all.


She started to cry. Silent, angry tears. Angry at Theseus. Angry at stupid, beautiful Helen. Angry at herself.


Then she heard the door bar being lifted. She quickly wiped the tears from her face and stood up. She hoped with all her heart that Helen was about to walk into the room.


But when the door opened it was Agatha who stumbled through, pushed from behind. She let out a pitiful yelp and then the door was closed behind her. Her face was streaked with tears, her eyes red and puffy. She staggered forward a few steps then stopped, as if she couldn’t go further. She stood frozen, steadying herself against the wall with an outstretched hand.


‘Agatha?’ Klytemnestra asked warily. She could tell something was wrong. The slave girl had been crying when they told her father about what happened. Irritating, fearful tears that she had no time for. But the fear that had filled her eyes then had been replaced by something more unsettling now. A hollowness. Klytemnestra took a step towards her. And another. It wasn’t until she was level with her that she saw it. Illuminated by the flickering lamplight, Agatha’s narrow back was striped with gashes. Streaks of nauseating red burst through her shredded white dress, her shredded white skin. She had been beaten, then. This was what she had been so afraid of.


‘Oh, Agatha,’ gasped Klytemnestra. She moved to embrace her but stopped as she saw the girl flinch. ‘I’m so sorry. I should have told him it was my fault too—’


‘He knows it was your fault,’ Agatha said dully. ‘That’s why he sent me in here. So you’d see.’


Klytemnestra looked at her, confused.


‘He couldn’t beat you,’ Agatha murmured. ‘You’d get scars.’


All at once, understanding rushed upon Klytemnestra, and she hung her head. Her father was punishing her through Agatha. Her stomach turned at the thought of it. He probably beat her harder just to make his point. She needed to see the pain. He wasn’t a cruel man, her father, but he could be cold when he needed to be. And his children’s safety was very important to him.


She wanted to hold Agatha, to bathe her wounds, but she was afraid of hurting her further.


‘Do you know anything about Helen?’ she asked quietly.


Agatha shook her head, eyes lowered.


More time passed. Occasionally Agatha would whimper, but apart from that the chamber was silent. The two of them sat on Klytemnestra’s bed, waiting. Agatha’s blood was dripping onto the bed covers, sullying them, but Klytemnestra didn’t care. She took Agatha’s trembling hand in hers.


There was a noise from the corridor. Klytemnestra’s eyes darted to the door. Please let it be good news. Please let her be safe.


When the door opened, it was her father who stood in its light.


‘We found her,’ he said, but he wasn’t smiling. His brow was creased, his face tired. His eyes flicked to Agatha and away again. He looked sad. He stepped to the side, and there was Helen, looking bright-eyed as ever, if a little sheepish. She trotted into the room and their father withdrew, closing the door behind him.


As soon as the door shut, Klytemnestra jumped up and hugged her sister.


‘What happened? Where did you go? Are you all right?’ She looked Helen up and down, searching for signs of injury.


‘I’m fine. Theseus and I were just playing. I don’t know why everyone got so scared.’ She flicked her hair back from off her shoulders. ‘He kidnapped me and we found a cave downriver and we hid there.’


‘But . . . did he touch you, Helen?’ Klytemnestra asked.


‘Touch me? That’s what Father wanted to know too. He shook me hard when he asked me. It hurt.’ She rubbed her upper arm, frowning.


‘But did he, Helen? Did he touch you?’


Helen rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, he touched me. He held my hand when we ran away from Agatha. And then when we were in the cave he stroked my hair, and . . . and he kissed me,’ she said, with a shy smile. She blushed, but there was something else in her expression too. Klytemnestra thought it looked like pride.


‘He kissed you?! And . . . and that was it? Nothing else happened?’


Helen looked more worried now, seeing the concern on her sister’s face. ‘Well, he asked me to sing for him, and I danced too, and then Pollux found us.’ She started to get upset. ‘That was all. He was nice. He kept saying how pretty I was. And now Father has sent him away. I bet it’ll be ages before there’s another boy to play with.’


‘Truly, Helen? That was all that happened?’ Klytemnestra pressed.


Helen nodded.


‘Then all is well.’ She sighed with relief, and allowed herself to smile. ‘Nothing bad has come of it after all.’ But as she said it, she remembered Agatha sitting behind her. She wasn’t sure Helen had even noticed she was there.










Chapter 2


Helen


It had been a boring day. In fact, it had been a boring month. Ever since Theseus and his father had gone back to Athens, every day had been the same. The same as it always was. Spinning and spinning the wool until it felt as if her eyes were spinning in her head. And today had been even worse because she hadn’t had Nestra to keep her company. Her sister was finally being taught to use the loom and so Helen had been stuck with Thekla all day. The nurse kept telling her stories, but she’d heard them all before. They were baby stories. Didn’t Thekla realise she was grown up now? She wanted to hear grown-up stories. Real stories. About danger and betrayal and revenge and love. Love most of all. Nestra told her such stories sometimes, but she just made them up in her head.


The afternoon was coming to an end – at least, Helen thought it must be. She’d been in the women’s room for hours. Surely the sun would be going down soon.


‘Can I stop?’ she asked Thekla.


The nurse’s brow wrinkled as she considered the modest bundles of spun wool piled in Helen’s basket. ‘Yes, I suppose that’s enough for today.’


Helen looked over to the corner where her sister sat at a loom. A slave stood over her, giving instruction. Helen opened her mouth.


‘Your sister’s busy,’ said Thekla. ‘Don’t go bothering her.’ The old nurse looked over towards the guard who stood on the other side of the main doorway. Helen’s father had taken to posting one there. ‘You can ask the guard whether he’ll watch you outside. You could take Agatha if you wanted.’


Helen screwed her face up. Agatha was no fun any more. She was even quieter now than she had been before and she was always so scared of getting into trouble.


‘I don’t want to play with Agatha,’ Helen said, but only quietly. The slave girl was just on the other side of the room, and she didn’t want her to hear.


‘Well, why don’t you go and sit with your parents? They may still be in the Hearth Hall at this hour. I’m sure they’d want to see you.’


Helen hesitated. She liked sitting on her father’s knee. He would hug her and make her laugh and tell her about all the things going on in the palace. But if her mother was there . . . Helen always felt uncomfortable around her mother. It wasn’t that she was cruel to her. She never was. And sometimes she could be very loving. But other times she would be cool and distant. She would pretend she hadn’t seen Helen when they passed in the palace, even though Helen had caught her eyes as they flicked away. Sometimes she would leave a room when Helen entered, saying she was tired or that she didn’t feel well. A couple of months ago, Helen had found her mother in her usual seat by the hearth, with Nestra sitting beside her. They were spinning wool together, talking and laughing. Helen had wanted so much to join them, but when her mother spotted her she quickly put down her wool and made her excuses. It was like a punch in the stomach. Why couldn’t her mother sit with her as she sat with Nestra? It was as if there was something in Helen that repelled her.


Deciding to take the chance over another hour of Thekla’s stories, she put down her distaff and headed for the door where the guard stood. Perhaps her father would be in the Hearth Hall after all. As she continued past the guard and down the corridor, he followed automatically. It had been annoying at first, not being allowed to wander the palace alone as she used to, but she had grown used to having a shadow over her shoulder.


She was soon outside the hall, which lay at the very heart of the palace, just off the central courtyard. She stopped under the porch before entering and peered through the partly open door. At the far end of the room her father’s throne stood empty. Her heart sank a little. There beside it sat her mother, on her ornately carved chair, the hearth fire burning brightly before her at the centre of the room. The only other figure present was one of her mother’s handmaids. The two women were sitting in silence, spinning.


Helen didn’t want to look stupid in front of the guard by turning around and going back the way she had come. And besides, her mother might be in a good mood today. You could never tell. So she took a deep breath and stepped through the door.


Her mother looked up as Helen walked around the circular hearth towards her. And she smiled. Helen let out a sigh of relief and smiled back, quickening her pace.


‘Helen, come and sit by the fire with me,’ her mother said as Helen was drawing near to her. Such a simple request, but it made her heart lift. This was all she wanted. Her mother was so beautiful, so graceful. Helen just wanted to spend time with her, to please her, to be like her.


There were several stools at the edge of the hall. Helen fetched a low one and pulled it up beside her mother. She left a couple of feet between them though, not wanting to push her luck.


Helen let out another little sigh as her shoulders relaxed and her lips spread into a contented smile. The Hearth Hall was her favourite room in the palace. The fire at its centre meant that it was always light and warm, even at night, and in the daytime the sun’s rays would spill through the square hole in the ceiling, illuminating the bright frescoes that ran around the walls. Scenes of the hunt, of men feasting, of women in sumptuous skirts, all brought to life in a whirl of blue and yellow and red. Helen liked the animals the best, the lion and the boar and the graceful deer, the way they leapt and twisted, wild and beautiful.


Her mother continued with her spinning, lips silent. She eased the rich purple wool from distaff to spindle, coaxing it down through her long, pale fingers. Helen recalled the touch of those fingers on her skin. The soothing coolness of them, the roughness from years of working the wool. A woman’s hands were never still. Even a queen must spin and weave and stitch. But it was the queen who spun the finest wool, who wove the most important cloth. The king’s cloth.


‘What are you going to make with that?’ Helen asked, looking over at her mother shyly.


‘A cloak for your father. A king needs a fine cloak when he rides to war.’


War? Fear spiked in Helen’s chest.


Her mother must have seen it on her face because she said, ‘Don’t worry, child. Your father just needs to help one of his friends. He won’t be away for long. And the gods will keep him safe.’ She gave Helen a reassuring smile, but looked as though she didn’t believe her own words.


‘When is he going?’ Helen asked.


‘As soon as he has gathered his men. And as soon as I have finished his cloak,’ she added with another small smile.


‘Then you must stop!’ Helen cried in earnest. ‘Stop spinning. Don’t weave his cloak for him, then he can’t leave!’


Her mother chuckled quietly. ‘That is not how it works, Helen. He will still go, cloak or no cloak. But we want him to be warm on his journey, don’t we? And for him to look splendid, so everyone will say, “There goes a great king.”’


Helen nodded, but she was scared. She may be young, but she knew how wars worked. Men went and they didn’t come back.


‘Now look, Helen, your hair’s all a mess,’ her mother tutted. ‘Whoever arranged it for you this morning didn’t do it tight enough. It’s all coming loose on top.’ She motioned to the handmaid behind her, who jumped to her feet. ‘We can’t have you running about like that. How about you let Melissa redo it for you?’


Helen knew she was trying to change the subject, but nodded obediently. She didn’t recognise the handmaid; she must be new at the palace. She was young and plain-looking, with a round face and a kind smile. Helen straightened her back and soon felt the handmaid’s fingers working to undo her hair.


‘Hello, Mistress Helen,’ came a chirpy voice from over her shoulder. ‘So nice to meet you at last. My name’s Melissa. You just let me know if I pull too tight.’


Helen thought her manner a little overfamiliar for a slave, but she quite liked it. So many of them never spoke at all. They were like ghosts.


Her mother was still spinning her wool to Helen’s left. She could just about see the purple-covered spindle as it hovered at the edge of her vision. She kept her head fixed straight ahead though, so the handmaid could do her work. Despite her fear for her father, Helen was happy. She could feel her mother’s presence beside her as they sat in comfortable silence.


Melissa had finished undoing her hair now and began to run a fine-toothed comb through it. The comb made her head tingle as it brushed her scalp.


‘Ooh, don’t you have such lovely hair, Mistress Helen,’ she sighed. ‘I think your mother must have been visited by Zeus himself to birth a child with such fire in her.’


There was a sudden movement to Helen’s left, then a thwack and a sharp yelp behind her. Helen spun round. Melissa was reeling on the floor, holding her head, fear and confusion in her wide eyes. Helen looked up to see her mother standing over the slave, shaking as she massaged her hand. Her expression was strange. Somewhere between rage and pain.


‘Get out.’ Her mother’s voice was low and hoarse. ‘Both of you. Get out.’


Helen was terrified. She’d never seen her mother like this before. She was on her feet and running from the hall before the slave even had time to get up. She never saw Melissa again.


 


That night, Helen lay awake in bed. She had replayed what had happened in the Hearth Hall over and over in her head, trying to make sense of it. All she could think was that it must have had something to do with her hair. That was what had upset her mother. When Melissa said how lovely her hair was.


Maybe Mother was jealous, thought Helen. It made sense. Queen Leda was famous for her beauty, but her hair was nothing special. It was dark as pitch, like Father’s, like her brothers’, like Nestra’s. Like most of the palace. But Helen’s hair . . . it shone. Like fire. Like gold. Everybody always said so. It was special, a gift from the gods. Like Melissa had said, just before . . . Yes. It made sense. Her mother was jealous. Maybe Helen could try covering her hair. Maybe then her mother would love her like she loved Nestra and the twins. But why should she have to hide herself? The thought of it made her suddenly angry. Why should she have to barter for her mother’s love, when her siblings got it for free? She couldn’t help it if she was the most beautiful.


Something else was playing on Helen’s mind, too. Her father was going to war. The thought made her stomach feel like it was filled with lead. She wondered whether Nestra knew. I should tell her, she thought. Her sister should know. Besides, she didn’t want to think about it alone.


‘Nestra?’ she called quietly into the darkness. Her sister’s bed was only a few feet away. ‘Nestra, are you awake?’


‘Yes,’ her sister whispered back.


‘I found out something today. Something bad.’ Helen paused. ‘Father’s going to war.’


‘I know,’ said Nestra.


‘You do?’ asked Helen, sitting up.


‘They’ve been making preparations for weeks, haven’t you noticed?’


Helen was a little irritated. For once she thought she had known more than her sister.


‘Mother’s making Father a purple cloak,’ she offered, though she knew it was hardly prime intelligence. She just wanted to show she knew something Nestra didn’t.


‘Hmm,’ was all her sister said in reply. ‘I asked Thekla and she confirmed it. But she said he shouldn’t be away for more than a few months.’


‘Aren’t you worried for him?’ Helen asked.


‘Of course I am. But he’s strong, and clever. He’s been to war before. A good king always helps his friends.’ Her voice sounded like it was wavering slightly, though. She carried on. ‘Thekla . . . Thekla said that if the war goes well, if the men prove themselves, then he might start looking for suitors. I’ve already started my bleeding, but she says Father won’t want me married straight away. He needs to find the right man, to make sure Sparta is strong.’


Helen was silent for a minute. Too many things were changing. Father going to war. Nestra getting married. Everyone was going to leave her. She wished her mother was leaving instead of Father . . . No, that was a horrible thing to think. She loved her mother. And Nestra wouldn’t really be leaving. She’d still be here. She was the heiress of Sparta, so her husband would have to come and live here with her until they became the new king and queen. It was she, Helen, who would have to leave. That was what she really feared, she realised. Once Nestra was married, her own wedding would soon follow. And then she really would be alone.


‘Who do you think you’ll marry?’ Helen asked at last, lying back down.


‘Well . . . whoever gives the greatest gifts, I suppose. Or the best warrior. Father will decide who is the man most worthy to rule.’


‘Yes, but who do you want to marry?’ pressed Helen. ‘What do you think your husband will be like? You must have thought about it.’


It was a few seconds before Klytemnestra answered. ‘Someone kind, I hope. And wise. And a good father.’


‘I hope my husband is handsome,’ said Helen, imagining what he might look like. Would his eyes be dark, or green like hers? ‘Tall, and good at running and riding and wrestling. And nice, of course. He has to be nice to me.’


‘Gods willing, we will both get good husbands. And lots of strong, healthy children,’ said her sister.


‘Yes,’ Helen agreed. She did want to get married. She wanted to become a woman. She wanted to run her own household and be consort to a powerful man. But she didn’t want to leave her home.


‘I’m scared, Nestra,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t want to go and live somewhere else.’


‘You might not have to,’ came her sister’s voice from the darkness. ‘Father may get you a husband who’ll come and live here with us. Then we can be one big family, and raise our children here together. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?’


Helen didn’t respond. It was true, her father might do that. But she knew he would have to do whatever was best for Sparta. And so would she.


In the absence of a reply from Helen, her sister continued, ‘Don’t worry about the future, Helen. You never know what will happen. We’ll be all right, though. Father will make sure of it. Everything will be fine.’


That’s easy for you to say, thought Helen as she fell into an uneasy sleep. You’re the heiress.










Chapter 3


Klytemnestra


Three Years Later


Father was coming home. He’d sent his herald ahead to announce the army’s arrival into Lakonia, and he was due in Sparta this very afternoon. Klytemnestra was feeling like she could finally start to relax. Her father was safe, and uninjured. The campaign had been a success, so the herald said, just like the one before it, and the one before that. And yet every time her father left Klytemnestra’s stomach knotted itself like a ball, becoming tighter and tighter as the weeks passed. Every time he left she knew that he might not return. It was a thought she couldn’t push from her mind. What would she do without him? What would Sparta do? Her mother had been making sacrifices to the gods all summer, asking for the king’s safe return. It seemed the gods had listened, finally.


A huge feast was being prepared in the palace, to welcome the warriors home. The smell of roasting meat had reached the Hearth Hall, where Klytemnestra sat with her mother and sister, waiting. Kastor and Pollux were there too, playing dice at a table in the corner. Father had decided they were too young to join him on campaign, being only eighteen, and had left them to defend the palace instead.


Though Klytemnestra had been worried for her father as the length of the war grew, she had also felt guiltily grateful. The longer he was at war, the longer her marriage would be delayed. It wasn’t that she was afraid to marry, but she knew that everything would change once she did. She and Helen would no longer be able to spend all their days together, and her freedom to wander outdoors would be even more restricted than it was now. Her mother barely ever left the palace. And there were other things that came with marriage, too . . . things she was not sure she was ready for. When the time came, though, she would do everything required of her. She was determined to be the best wife there ever was, to win praise for her loyalty, her prudence, her chastity, her obedience and, gods willing, her many strong children.


There were times she felt frustrated to have been born a girl. She wanted freedom. She wanted authority. She wanted to do something other than work wool all day. To ride and hunt and travel and debate, as she saw her brothers do. To compete and win prizes, to compose songs and not just dance to them, to speak and really be heard. But each time she felt those frustrations rising, she pushed them down. She had to make her peace with that which could not be changed. So she bit her lip, worked hard at her weaving, nodded obediently and smiled prettily. If the gods had willed that she be a woman, she would be the very best woman she could be.


And that time was fast approaching. She was of marriageable age now and, being the heiress of Sparta, this fact would not have escaped the notice of Greece’s bachelors. She was a valuable prize and there would be many nobles wanting to win her. Soon she would fulfil the purpose she had been preparing for since she was old enough to hold the spindle, the purpose her father and her mother and Thekla had been preparing her for: to secure her house and her father’s line, to secure Sparta’s future. It was a heavy prospect and yet, despite herself, the thought of it brought a flutter of excitement to her chest.


There was a noise from the far end of the hall. A moving of feet on stone, the deep creaking of the great wooden doors. Klytemnestra gripped her spindle tightly as her father’s herald appeared between them. He took a deep breath and addressed the hall.


‘Lord Tyndareos, King of Sparta, has arrived.’


 


The feast had been going on for a couple of hours, during which the Hearth Hall had echoed with laughter, song, and tales of valour. The noblest of the warriors were feasting there, along with the king and his family, while the rest of the men and the palace household were getting their fill outside in the courtyard. It was a warm summer evening, and the afterglow of the setting sun still hung in the sky. The meat was finished now but the wine still flowed. Klytemnestra had even been allowed a cup and sipped it carefully, breathing in the sweet, herbal fragrance. Her sister was sitting beside her, giggling as one of the palace dogs licked meat-fat from her fingers.


Klytemnestra scanned the room, her thoughts still occupied with one subject above all others. Could one of these men be my future husband? They were all proven warriors, and wealthy. Perhaps Father would choose a suitor from within Lakonia, one who had impressed him on campaign. She studied each of the faces illuminated by the hearth fire, some lined and weary, some bright and expressive, and wondered whether she was looking upon the face of her future.


Her thoughts were disturbed by a hand on her shoulder. She jumped slightly, and looked up to see her father standing beside her.


‘Klytemnestra.’ He said her name with unusual gravity. ‘I must speak with you.’


Her heart began to race. This is it, she thought. She tried not to let her agitation show, rising calmly from her chair and smoothing her skirts before following him from the hall.


He led her out through the revelry of the courtyard and into the quiet of the corridor that led to her own chamber. And there he stopped. There was no one to be seen; everyone was at the feast.


‘That should be far enough,’ her father said. ‘I just thought we should have a little privacy. I won’t keep you from the feast for long.’ His face looked strange, almost nervous. It wasn’t an expression she was used to seeing there.


‘What is it, Father?’ she asked, as if she had no idea.


‘You are betrothed, my daughter.’


He has chosen then. She took a breath, a little disappointed that he had not asked her opinion of the suitors. But perhaps it had been too much to hope for. Her father was wise and prudent; she had to trust that he had chosen the best man.


‘To whom?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice level. She felt as though he must be able to see her heart thumping through her dress.


‘To Agamemnon, King of Mycenae, as he has just become.’ His voice sounded tight, and he seemed to be avoiding her gaze.


‘A king?’ she said, confused. ‘Why would a king want to marry me? He already has a kingdom. Why give up one for another?’ There was a bad feeling growing in the pit of her stomach.


‘I’m sorry, Nestra,’ he said very quietly. He was still refusing to look at her.


‘Father?’ she said, her voice cracking slightly. She was becoming afraid.


‘I’m sorry, my child. It was necessary.’ He looked tired, and sad. He raised his hand to his face, shielding it from her view. ‘You will marry King Agamemnon and go to Mycenae to be his queen. It has been arranged. As soon as his kingdom is in order he will come for you. I . . . I hope you will be happy.’


‘But Father . . . I am the heiress. I’m supposed to stay here. To be Queen of Sparta.’ She tried to take his hand in hers, but he pulled it away. ‘Why? Why have you done this?’ Tears were welling in her eyes. She could barely talk for the sobs in her throat. ‘Am I not good enough? I have always . . . I have tried to show you that I am worthy. Please, Father, please. Don’t send me away.’ She sank to her knees and took the hem of his mantle in her fists, sobbing against the pillar of his leg. ‘Please, Father.’


He stood stiffly, but placed a light hand on the top of her head.


‘It has been decided,’ he said. ‘Your sister . . .’ he began, but stopped.


‘Helen?’ Klytemnestra looked up, suddenly angry. ‘You’ve chosen Helen over me? Is that why you’re sending me away?’ He said nothing. ‘She’s a fool. Just a beautiful fool. And you’re a fool if you think she’ll be a better queen.’


‘Enough,’ snapped her father, and with that she knew she had gone too far. He took his hand off her head and wrenched his mantle from her fingers. ‘I have told you your duty. Now honour your father and obey.’


She looked up at him, speechless, and his eyes finally met hers. They were set hard, and yet she saw an apology in them too. If he was sorry then why do it? Why punish her when she had only ever strived to be the daughter he wanted her to be – the daughter Sparta needed her to be?


‘We all must do things we would rather not.’ He sighed, his eyes softening a little. ‘Now, you may calm down and come back to the feast or go to bed. Whatever pleases you.’


And with that he walked away from her, back towards the noise of the courtyard. She was left kneeling on the hard floor, her chest heaving with angry sobs. Once she had regained enough control to stand, she made her way to the chamber she and Helen shared.


She lay on her bed, fully clothed, the smoke of the Hearth Hall still in her nose, her father’s words ringing in her head. Everything had changed. Her whole life, the life she had imagined for herself, was gone. She would not raise her children in these halls. She would not care for her parents as they grew old. She would have to leave behind everyone she had ever known. And the landscape too, the hills, the river, the trees – the boundary markers of her world. The more she thought about it, the angrier she became. It was a bitter realisation to learn that despite all her efforts, despite all the times she had held her tongue, all the limits she had accepted, all the desires she had quashed, she could not even hold on to the future she had submitted to. Not even that was hers.


Tears were running into her ears. She wiped them away with the sleeve of her dress and turned over onto her side. There across the chamber stood Helen’s empty bed. She imagined her sister still sat in the Hearth Hall, as carefree as she always was, laughing in her pretty little voice. In that moment she hated Helen for getting to keep the things she would lose. And yet she knew that it wasn’t fair to hate her. One of them was always going to have to leave. She had just never imagined it would be her.


 


Klytemnestra lay there for some time, her sobs coming and going. They ebbed as she calmed herself, telling herself there was no use in tears, but then they would come anew when she thought of leaving her home, of the people she would never see again, of being alone in a foreign land with a husband whose nature she did not know.


Eventually, she was able to master herself. Tears would not help her, but that did not mean there was nothing to be done. She would not give up her birthright so easily. She would go and entreat her mother. She was sure she would disapprove of Father’s decision. Her mother had raised Klytemnestra to be queen since she was a small child and had talked about how they would one day raise her own children together, here in the palace. Her mother would support her. She would talk to Father, make him see sense. This was not the end. Betrothals could be undone.


Mother is probably in her chamber right now, she thought. She never stayed late at feasts, often retiring to bed as soon as etiquette allowed. Klytemnestra knew she must go to her now, while she was alone. The sooner the better. Agamemnon may come to collect her at any time.


She got out of bed and left her chamber. She could still hear sounds of revelry from the heart of the palace, but the corridor was quiet. Her parents’ chamber was not far from her own. She walked down the corridor a little way before turning into another one. Halfway down it she could see a slither of light on the floor of the otherwise gloomy passage, leaking from beneath the door of her parents’ chamber. She was right; her mother was there. Klytemnestra’s heart fluttered with hope, and she headed towards the light.


As she drew near, however, she heard voices. Raised voices. One was her mother’s, and sounded angry. The other voice belonged to her father.


Klytemnestra stopped. If her parents were arguing this was not the right time to speak to them about her marriage. And if they caught her out here, they’d think she was eavesdropping. She silently turned around and started back the way she had come.


But then she heard her name. They were talking about her. She stopped again. She knew she should go back to her chamber, but if their argument concerned her, she had a right to know, didn’t she? And if they were arguing about her betrothal . . . The temptation was too strong. She crept back towards the light.


She was at the door now. It was fully closed, but in the darkness she noticed a gap in the solid wood, a small hole where a knot had fallen out, bright with the firelight that spilt through from beyond. She put her eye to it. There her mother sat, on the edge of their marriage bed, her cheeks pink with anger. Father sat beside her, looking weary and concerned at the same time, his hand resting lightly on her mother’s thigh. She was looking away from him. It seemed there had been a pause in their disagreement.


‘It has to be this way, Leda,’ said her father, his voice quiet and cautious.


‘But it makes no sense,’ her mother replied, shaking her head. ‘Why make Helen your heir? She has no real claim, you know she doesn’t. And in any case, Klytemnestra is older. It is her birthright.’ She clasped his hands. ‘And she has shown more promise. She is clever and temperate and obedient. What has she done to make you spurn her?’


Klytemnestra smiled at her mother’s words, warmth spreading through her aching chest. It was just as she had hoped.


‘She has done nothing.’ Her father sighed deeply. ‘I learnt things while I was away. There are . . . rumours, concerning Helen. Such things spread quickly – and widely, it seems.’


Her mother’s face froze and the flush left her cheeks. ‘What rumours?’


Klytemnestra pressed closer to the door.


‘The boy Theseus, the one who was here a few years ago, the one . . .’ Her mother nodded impatiently and he continued. ‘He has been saying things. Things that are not true. He’s been boasting about it to anyone who’ll listen, apparently.’


Theseus? The name was like a knife of guilt in Klytemnestra’s chest. This is all because of that? She should never have let Helen out of her sight.


Her mother, on the other hand, seemed to relax. ‘Well, if that’s all—’


‘It’s not, Leda.’ Her father took her mother’s hands in his. He was looking into her eyes and she . . . she looked scared, as if she knew what was coming. Her bottom lip twitched. ‘People know, Leda,’ he said gently. ‘Or at least they’ve guessed. They’re calling her Helen the Bastard.’


Klytemnestra had to clamp a hand over her mouth to stifle her gasp. Of all the things you could call a person . . . She felt suddenly protective. Who were these people who could speak such lies about her sister?


Her mother drew a rattling breath and closed her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks. Father was squeezing her hands tight. He looked like he might cry too. But as Klytemnestra watched their faces, mirrored in grief, she realised that they were not outraged. Their expressions were almost accepting, as if they had been waiting for this day to come.


‘I’m sorry, my love,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry we have to talk about this. I would have spared you it if I could.’ He raised a hand to her mother’s face and delicately wiped a tear from it. ‘But do you see now? Helen will never get a good marriage. Perhaps she won’t marry at all. Not when people are doubting her virginity and her parentage both. Not unless we make her a more attractive prospect. If we make her heir to Sparta, they won’t care about rumours. They’ll fight to marry her.’


‘But it shouldn’t come at a cost to Nestra,’ her mother croaked. ‘She doesn’t deserve this. She deserves to be happy. My poor daughter—’


‘And what about Helen? She’s your daughter too.’


‘What about her?’ her mother snapped. Klytemnestra was shocked to see her face twist with contempt. ‘I wish she’d never . . . I tried . . . I tried to . . . I took herbs.’ Her mother’s eyes were full of pain as she turned her face away from her husband and gazed, unseeing, at the door. ‘Klytemnestra is my true daughter. Our daughter. Born of love.’


Klytemnestra began to realise the meaning of her mother’s words, and yet it was too much to take in, as if the words themselves were too large, too momentous to squeeze through that little gap in the wood.


Her father looked pained. Lines of sadness were drawn on his face, made deeper by the lamplight. He placed a hand tenderly on her mother’s cheek and turned her face back towards him. ‘You are not a cruel woman, Leda. Think what you are saying. What joy will Helen find in life if she does not marry? If she does not have children?’ He lowered his eyes. ‘I know they hurt you.’ Her mother gasped back a sob. ‘I know they did. But it wasn’t Helen, she didn’t hurt you. It’s not her fault.’


Her mother was sobbing freely now, body shaking, wrapped in the strong arms of her husband. Eventually she found some composure. When she spoke, though, her voice was barely audible. Klytemnestra had to strain to hear.


‘I know. I know it’s not Helen’s fault. It’s my fault. I was careless. But I can’t bear to look at her, sometimes. She reminds me of . . . of them, and of what happened, of how I disgraced you. Of how I continue to bring disgrace upon you.’ Her voice broke again and she shook her head. ‘I’m so sorry. I ruined everything that day. And now poor Nestra has been robbed of her birthright because of me.’


Klytemnestra knew she didn’t understand all that was being said, but her mother’s pain was clear. She wished she could run in and hug her. Tell her that it was all right, that she didn’t blame her.


‘Please don’t, my love. Please don’t say those things.’ He pressed his forehead to hers, hands cradling her dark head. ‘It’s not true. You know I don’t blame you.’


Her mother continued, her breathing ragged. ‘I had hoped that once Helen was married, once she was gone . . . But now I must lose the daughter I love and be haunted for ever by the one who remains.’


Her father looked up, his head heavy. ‘I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was to bring you further pain. But I must do what is best – for both of my daughters.’


Her mother lifted her eyes to meet his, but Klytemnestra could not read her expression. Eventually she said, ‘You are a good man, Tyndareos,’ and let her head fall onto his chest. The fire that had been in her before seemed to have died, leaving a sudden, feeble acceptance behind it. A small, selfish corner of Klytemnestra’s heart winced as she saw her mother give in. Her only champion had given up the fight, and yet her mother looked so frail, so broken from her efforts, that she knew she could not blame her. The two of them sat in silence for a minute or so before she straightened up and said, ‘Tell me more about my daughter’s betrothed.’


Her father gave a quiet sigh of relief. ‘He is a worthy match for Nestra. A formidable man, a great leader of men. He has won a wide kingdom, and wealth with it, but that is just the beginning. I believe he will become a great lord of Greece. Greater than myself.’ Klytemnestra was listening intently, keen to hear all she could about this man who had so impressed her father that he would give her away so easily. She saw her mother scoff, her dark eyes sharp with scepticism. ‘Truly, my love,’ he continued, ‘I have seen it in him. He hungers for power, and has the means to get it. And that is why we must secure our link with his house.’ Her mother looked as though she was going to interrupt, but her father seemed to anticipate what she was going to say. ‘He won’t take Helen – I have already suggested it. He needs a queen who’ll reinforce his legitimacy, not bring it into further question. And he needs heirs now. Helen is not ready. She has not yet started her bleeding, has she?’ Her mother reluctantly shook her head. ‘He is past thirty, waiting until his kingdom was won to marry, but now he needs children to secure his house.’


‘I cannot argue against you, it seems,’ said her mother, her tone resigned. ‘All that you have said is fairly reasoned. I should have expected no less from you.’ She gave him a small smile, from one corner of her mouth.


‘All will be well, you shall see,’ said her father, returning her mother’s half-smile with a full one. ‘Both your daughters shall be queens. The most praised and envied wives in all Greece. We shall send Klytemnestra to Mycenae with all the ceremony she deserves, and make Helen the most desired bride of her generation.’


‘By attaching your kingdom to her,’ said her mother with a sigh.


‘Not only that, my love, not only that. But it will certainly help. Men soon forget whispered words when they hear the call of a throne.’ He grinned, trying to coax another smile from her mother’s lips. ‘We’ll turn everything to our advantage, you’ll see.’


There was a noise from somewhere on Klytemnestra’s side of the door. Not close by, but too close to ignore. People were beginning to leave the feast. She had to get back to her chamber. Her parents were still talking but she couldn’t risk being discovered. She stepped carefully away from the door and then walked briskly back to her room. When she got there she quickly tucked herself up in her bed.


Her heart was racing, and not just from fear of getting caught. She had heard so much in the last few minutes, so much that was new and confusing. Helen the Bastard, her father had said. Klytemnestra still wasn’t sure she understood everything she had heard, and some of it was already slipping from her memory, but she knew what those words meant. Father was not Helen’s father. Pulling the covers up to her chin, she wondered if Helen knew. No. Of course she didn’t. She would have said something. They shared everything with each other. And surely her parents wouldn’t have told her, if it was supposed to be a secret. Helen never could keep her mouth shut. Should I tell her? thought Klytemnestra. If I don’t tell her before I leave, she may never know. But perhaps that was for the best, she thought as she turned onto her other side, trying to get comfortable. Helen loved Father. She was proud to be his daughter. She would be so upset if she knew the truth, and what would be gained?


Something else she had heard was troubling her more than Helen’s parentage. People wouldn’t marry Helen because of Theseus. It didn’t matter that he was lying. He had been alone with her. He could claim whatever he liked and people would believe him. The thought of it made her so angry, to think of him bragging about it, laughing as he ruined her sister’s future. She could hear it now, that carefree, careless laughter of boys who know the world is theirs to waste.


She threw the covers off herself, suddenly hot with anger, and yet beneath her rage at Theseus there was another feeling, darker and deeper and more difficult to confront. Guilt. Helen had only been young; she hadn’t known what she was doing. But it had been her job to protect her sister. To guard her virginity, her reputation. Helen had only been allowed such freedom because her parents trusted Klytemnestra to be her sister’s keeper. And she had let her down. Her sister wouldn’t get a good marriage, because of her.
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