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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 10

Helen

Menelaos arrived in Sparta at dusk, a month after their betrothal had been decided. A great feast was prepared so that Sparta’s new heir could meet and drink with Helen’s father and brothers, and with the other noblemen of Lakonia. Helen, too, was present at the feast as custom demanded, though she felt more like an elaborate decoration than a guest. Father had insisted she be covered with a veil so thick that she could not see through it – not even the light of the hearth fire. It was such a strange and frustrating experience to hear the feast going on about her, to know that her husband-to-be was so close by, and yet to be unable to see anything. Her father only allowed the veil to be lifted so that Alkippe could give Helen sips of wine and morsels of food, and even then it was not lifted high enough nor long enough for her to get a view of the man to whom she would soon be bound. Though she usually enjoyed the food and music and frivolity of such occasions, it was a relief when after an hour or so she was led back to her chamber, where she could throw off the hateful veil and breathe the unstifled air.

The next day brought a long afternoon of anticipation as she awaited the wedding procession that would take her from her father’s palace to her new home a little further along the river, which had been built to house her and her new husband until such time as he replaced her father as King of Sparta. When her handmaids finally came to prepare her in the early evening, Helen was pleased to see the much finer veil in Alkippe’s hands, like a glimmering net of gold. Now at last she would be able to look upon her betrothed, she thought with satisfaction. And yet once she was dressed, with the shining veil laid like filigree over the copper of her hair, and led through the palace to join the procession outside, her heart sank when she learnt that Menelaos had already taken up his position at the head. She asked her mother which horse was his, and tried to make out his features in the evening light, but almost as soon as her eyes had found him her father was taking her hand to lead her to the bridal chariot. She mounted it alone, the gleaming centrepiece of the whole procession, and though she felt the eyes of Sparta upon her, as the chariot began to move, she looked ahead through the crowd and the darkness and the smoke to that golden helmet glinting in the torchlight.

When they arrived, Helen was told to wait in the marriage chamber. She wasn’t alone, of course. Her two handmaids and her old nurse, Thekla, had accompanied her so that they could perform their duties. They undressed her from the bridal outfit she had worn on the short journey from the Old Palace to this new building. The earthy smell of ochre hung in the still air of the chamber from walls freshly painted only days before.

The women proceeded to bathe Helen, scrubbing at every inch of her skin with pieces of coarse cloth until it felt raw and tingling. When she made a noise of complaint her nurse said, ‘Hush, we need to wash the child from you.’

Once she was dry they stood her up and set to work on their next task: massaging scented oil into her skin. It made her smell of flowers and sage, and gave her white skin a pearly sheen. Finally the women brought over a small bowl filled with strongly scented rose water. Helen couldn’t see that she needed more perfuming; she already smelled sweeter than she ever had in her life. But as Thekla dipped a single finger into the fragrant water, she was relieved to see that she was not about to be dowsed. Instead, with delicacy and precision, the nurse dabbed the scent onto the pale pink of Helen’s nipples. Helen was a little taken aback, but she did not let it show. She was a woman now, and this was obviously how women were prepared. And when Thekla asked her to lie back on the bed, so that she could put some of the rose water between her legs, Helen obeyed without protest. When she arose, though, there was a sense that something had changed, that parts of her body had been elevated to a level of importance they had never held before.

Her shining skin exposed to the evening air, Helen began to shiver, and was grateful when the women helped her back into the bridal dress. It was simple in style but richly dyed with saffron, with a smell that contributed to the intoxicating cloud of scents that already hung about her. They replaced the fine veil too, but left her hair unbraided, her wrists, throat and ears unadorned. The time for display had passed; now it was down to her to impress her husband.

Adraste left the room now, no doubt to relay that the preparations had been completed.

Thekla spoke softly in Helen’s ear. ‘Now we are done, your husband will come to you. He will no doubt lie with you as is proper for a husband to lie with his wife. Do not be afraid. I shall be just outside the door. It may hurt when he puts it in you, but you must let him do what he will. Indeed, what he must. It will go better for you if you receive him willingly. Try to please him, Helen. Gods willing you shall have a blessed life together.’

Helen did not understand all that the nurse had said to her, but she gave a stiff nod nonetheless, and returned the woman’s kind smile. Thekla shuffled to the corner of the room to wait with Alkippe so that Helen was left standing alone in front of the bed, her eyes fixed on the door. Now that she was here, in her bridal chamber, she realised that she didn’t really know what to expect. All her thoughts had been spent picturing what her husband would look like, what she would wear for the procession, what their bridal gifts would be. This part of the wedding had remained a vague blank in her imagination, and now that she was here it was no clearer. She wished now that she had asked more questions when she had had the chance.

Minutes passed, with no sounds beyond the door, no sound in the room except Helen’s shallow breathing and Thekla’s restless shuffling. Helen perched herself on the edge of the bed and waited.

A noise. Footsteps in the corridor. Voices. Male voices. Helen quickly rose to her feet and stood as straight as she could, arms by her sides, chin slightly raised. She felt frozen solid as she waited for the door to open. It was only as she heard the bar being lifted that she realised she had been locked in.

The door opened, and in stepped two men. One was fair-haired and of a good height, the other dark and slightly shorter. Helen knew the fair-haired one as her husband from the glimpses she had caught during the procession. He was wearing a fine red tunic and sturdy boots, but had removed the gleaming armour he had been wearing earlier. She couldn’t help but be a little disappointed, now that she saw him up close. Even through the haze of the veil she could see that he had a large scar over his right eyebrow, which marred his face with its dark streak. And there was a crookedness to his nose, as if it had been broken more than once. His hair was light in colour and not unattractive, but his beard was more mottled and had a dirty look about it. Some of the men at the tournament had been much more handsome.

Helen tried not to be disheartened, though. She had been promised a warrior and a warrior was what she had got. Though he was a little rough-looking, he seemed strong and healthy. Her mother had always said that was what was most important, in husbands and sons.

Helen realised she had been holding her breath, and carefully let it go. Menelaos had given her a quick glance when he came in, but was now muttering something to the dark-haired man. The pair seemed to agree on something, then faced the room again. Menelaos gave a curt nod to Thekla and Alkippe, and they scuttled out, the nurse giving Helen one last look of reassurance before she left.

The dark-haired man closed the door behind them, but stayed in the room.

‘This is Deipyros, my companion,’ said Menelaos, waving a hand towards the dark-haired man. His voice was low and gruff. Helen was expecting him to carry on and explain why the other man was there, but he didn’t.

‘I am Menelaos, son of Atreus, your bridegroom. I am come to conclude the marriage rites.’

He spoke as if addressing an audience, though she stood alone. He was older than Helen by ten years or more, and had a firm, steady bearing, and yet she thought she sensed an uncertainty in his stride as he crossed the room to stand in front of her.

With no more words he raised his hands and removed the veil from Helen’s head. Their eyes only met for a fleeting moment, however, before he began to slide the saffron dress from her shoulders. His calloused fingers felt rough against her skin. She was used to being touched and handled, dressed, undressed, and bathed by her serving women, but this was entirely different. These were the hands of a man, and a strange man at that. She had to stop herself from recoiling.

As the dress fell to the floor Helen felt more exposed than she ever had in her life. Her heart racing, she maintained her steady gaze, looking straight ahead over Menelaos’ shoulder. She could feel his eyes on her, drinking in the sight of her naked body.

He did not touch her again, however. Rather he took several steps backwards, and continued to regard her. She watched his eyes as they flicked from her breasts to her hips to her ankles, and came back to rest on the hair-covered patch beneath her belly.

‘Do you bleed?’ he asked.

Helen was startled by the sudden question. She realised he meant her monthly blood, so she gave a twitching nod.

Then he turned to his companion. ‘Her breasts are still buds. Her hips are too narrow. Do you agree, Deipyros?’

The dark-haired man, who was also surveying her from the corner, gave a nod. She felt like a heifer being examined for sacrifice. Her skin was getting pimpled without her dress to keep off the evening chill. She wanted to wrap herself in her arms and turn away from both of them. But she was Helen of Sparta, and a little girl no longer. She fixed her eyes on the wall once again and pursed her lips to stop them from quivering.

‘A child too soon would be risky,’ said the dark-haired man, his eyes still lingering around her hips. ‘She is still young. I suggest that you wait, but it is your choice, of course.’

‘You counsel well, Deipyros. I will wait.’ She couldn’t tell whether her husband’s face showed disappointment or relief. ‘But the marriage must still be completed.’ Menelaos looked at his companion. Deipyros nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him.

Helen knew she had failed in some way. She pressed her lips harder together and blinked to hold back the tears that stung her eyes. Despite all the oils and perfumes, she was not good enough. Not woman enough. But at least he had not left altogether. He was still willing to take her as his wife. She and Nestra would still be doubly bonded, as sisters twice over. She would still be Queen of Sparta, one day.

Menelaos crossed the room once more. Again, he seemed uncertain. Or maybe she was imagining it. Maybe she just didn’t want to feel like the only one who didn’t know what was going on.

Her husband stopped in front of her. He too smelled of scented oil. She wondered if he had rose water on his nipples, or anywhere else . . . The thought made her blush.

He lifted her chin now so that she had no choice but to look into his eyes. They were dark, and difficult to read. She tried to avoid staring at the scar.

Gently, he took a lock of her hair in his fingers. ‘Your hair is very . . . fine,’ he murmured.

She smiled. A genuine smile. Something about her had pleased him, at least.

‘Thank you, my lord.’

‘Yes. I am your lord now, as you are my lady, and so we shall be for as long as we live.’ He allowed her the smallest smile. Then he hesitated, before leaning forward and kissing her softly on the lips. His moustache tickled her nose and his breath smelled of wine. It wasn’t unpleasant, yet she had expected to feel . . . more. She realised he was watching her expression and tried to smile but her face felt stiff. When he spoke again his voice had lost some of its softness.

‘Now, we must complete the marriage, if you are to be my true woman-wife.’ He paused. ‘That is what you want, isn’t it?’

She gave a small nod.

‘Then you must lie back on the bed and open your legs.’

Her stomach dropped. She remembered her utter nakedness, forgotten momentarily as he touched her hair and kissed her lips. Yet she nodded obediently and did as he had asked.

Menelaos seemed to hesitate. Then, to her surprise, he moved away from her and walked over to the chest beside the bed. He picked up the small pot of olive oil that sat on top of it and poured a generous amount into the palm of his hand. Then he lifted his tunic.

Helen thought she should look away, but her head would not turn. His member was stiff and thick and, as she watched, Menelaos ran his oiled hand over it several times so that it glistened.

Helen had seen men naked before, of course, when they wrestled in the palaestra or ran their races down by the river. She had seen their members, but never like this. And never this close. It frightened her.

The nervous feeling that had been sitting in her stomach all evening flared stronger now. She didn’t want Menelaos to come any closer. She wanted to hide under the covers, to call for her nurse. A small whimper escaped her throat.

He was back beside the bed, in front of her, now leaning over her. Her legs were still wide open, despite her overwhelming desire to close them. She felt so exposed. She closed her eyes, as if she could hide behind her eyelids. Then something fleshy was touching the place between her legs. A finger, she thought. No, larger than a finger. And then it was entering her. She gasped at the sudden intrusion. It felt alien, unwelcome. And thick, too thick, burrowing into her body. She wanted it to stop. He was hurting her. She opened her eyes, reached out her small hand towards his chest, trying to push him away. And then it was gone. He slowly straightened up and moved back from her, avoiding her eyes. She snapped her legs shut and rolled onto her side, drawing her knees towards her chest and blinking back tears.

‘I’m sorry if I hurt you, my lady,’ said Menelaos, his voice gruff, but with something that may have been genuine concern running through it. ‘It is done now. You are a maiden no more, but a woman-wife, in name and in body.’

She raised her head a little. ‘I am?’

But he had already turned away. He stood beside the chest again, wiping the oil from himself with a cloth. His back to her, she allowed herself to uncurl a little

‘I shall not enter you again,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘Not until you are fully grown and ready to bear children.’ His voice sounded strange, but she could not see his expression. Though she was relieved, she once again felt as though she had failed somehow.

When he finally turned to face her he did not smile, but he did not look angry either. He opened his mouth as if to say something more, but closed it again before any words came out. Instead he sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, and stooped to untie his boots.

Beyond his bowed head, over on the chest, Helen saw the cloth he had cleaned himself with. And there on the pale linen, illuminated in the lamplight, she saw the dark streak of blood. Her blood. The sight of it made her feel ill. It made her think of her first ‘woman’s blood’, as Thekla had called it. This was not the first, nor would it be the last of her blood taken in payment for womanhood.

Suddenly, fear rose again in her chest. The sting of pain that had shocked it back before became something deeper, a hollow haunting that spread through her body. The feeling that she had lost something, that she could never get it back.

Menelaos had stood up again now and was removing the rest of his clothes. She turned her eyes away and spotted the saffron dress, abandoned on the floor. She got up from the bed as lightly as she could, trying not to look desperate as she threw it back over her head, eager to cover her nakedness. As she stood in the middle of the chamber, hugging herself with shaking arms, she realised that Menelaos had got under the bed covers. His face was turned away from her, his breathing quiet.

She hesitated. She should return to the bed, she knew. And yet something held her rooted to the floor. That hollow fear, thumping in her chest.

She could leave. She could go out into the corridor and cling to Thekla’s knees, beg her to take her back to the Old Palace, her old room, her and Nestra’s, the room of her childhood. She didn’t want to sleep here with this strange man.

She listened for any noise beyond the room. Nothing. Perhaps Thekla had gone. Perhaps the dark-haired man was out there. Perhaps she had been locked in again. She felt utterly alone.

As she stood there the restraints she had put upon herself began to crumble. Tears welled in her eyes and spilt down her cheeks. Her voice broke out from her throat in a whine.

There was a sound from the bed. Helen turned to see Menelaos sit up and look at her. He opened his mouth, but seemed unsure what to say, and closed it. When he opened it again, he said, ‘Put out the lamps before you come to bed,’ and laid back down.

Helen did as he commanded, still sniffling. When the room was dark she felt her way over to the bed and slid herself in, taking up as little space as she could so as not to risk brushing Menelaos. She lay on her back, silent tears running into her ears. As her husband’s breathing slowed and turned to snores, she wondered why she had been so desperate to become a woman. How stupid she had been. Womanhood was strange and painful and humiliating. And there was no going back.





Chapter 11

Helen

Two Years Later

All was silent as Helen entered the Hearth Hall, following behind her husband. It was not an empty silence, but live and bristling, full with stopped chatter and stifled coughs. All eyes were on Menelaos as he took his measured strides across the hall, but Helen also noticed them flicking to her, her husband’s lesser shadow. No, they weren’t looking at her. It was her swollen belly that drew their eyes.

Menelaos had reached the hearth and stopped before it. Helen took her place beside him, feeling the heat of the flames on her face as she drew close to them. She wondered if the baby could feel it too. Instinctively her hand moved to her belly, a shield between the fire and the life inside her.

Her husband was handed a large golden chalice, filled with wine. Raising the cup high, for all to see, Menelaos poured its contents into the flames, making them hiss and flicker. That was a good sign; the gods were pleased.

The libation offered, Helen’s husband turned his back on the flames and addressed the hall in a loud voice. ‘The gods accept me as your new king, and demand that you do the same.’

Today was the day. Menelaos was finally gaining the kingdom he had been promised more than two years ago when he had won his bride. And Helen was finally becoming a queen. Ever since she had become the heiress, the idea of it had thrilled her. Helen, Queen of Sparta, she would announce in her head. She liked the sound of it. But now that the time was here she was a little frightened. It was a big responsibility being the wife of a king, and she already felt the weight of it upon her. The only reason this was even happening was because of her, because of the child she carried. Once the pregnancy had been confirmed, her father had agreed that he would step aside and hand his kingdom on to his successor. It was the reason she had been given such a prominent role in the ceremony, too, placed beside her husband. They needed to put her on show as a proof of fertility, a promise of legacy. She knew that was all she was, really, as she stood here in front of the hearth, silent and actionless. But she felt the pressure of it nonetheless. She was only just seventeen and yet a whole kingdom had put its hopes in her, was dependant on her for its very security. She, Helen, was the vessel of its future.

Her father stepped forward now, taking the crown from his own head. He held it out towards Menelaos, who took it respectfully from his hands. It was a band of finely wrought gold, with long, golden points fixed on top, like rays of sunlight. As her husband settled it onto his own head, his image of royal splendour was complete. He wore an exquisite purple mantle, threaded with gold at the hems and down the front. More gold ringed his neck and hung from his ears and now, with the addition of the crown, it burst from the top of his head too. He shone like the fire in the hearth behind him. Even Helen, accustomed as she was to such finery, had to admit he looked magnificent. She felt a swell of pride as the whole hall looked upon her husband, the king, with reverent admiration.

With the coronation complete, the final preparations for the feast could be carried out. A great number of sheep and goats were sacrificed, as well as two muscular bullocks. The sight and smell of the blood made Helen nauseous, and she didn’t like watching as the life was stripped from them one after another. But she knew it would please the gods, as well as the many people who had gathered to see their new king, and both were of great importance today.

Once the gods’ share of fat and bones had been burnt as offering, the meat was roasted, and the feast begun.

 

Helen didn’t really feel like eating at the feast. She kept getting pains in her belly and her back was aching. It was nothing to worry about, she knew. Likely just the baby kicking as it often did. But it was uncomfortable all the same, and was spoiling her appetite. She knew the feast was important, and it was nice to be celebrated, even if it was only in the reflected glow from her husband, but really all she wanted right now was to go and lie down in the cool quiet of her chamber.

Helen’s mother sat on her right. She, too, was barely eating, but then she never did seem to have much of an appetite. Helen had watched her mother grow thinner and thinner over the past years, since Nestra had left. It was like she was slowly disappearing, shrinking to nothing. Her famous beauty had withered, lost in the hollows of her grey cheeks and the dark patches beneath her lustreless eyes. Helen wished there was something she could do to bring some brightness back to her. But maybe she had helped her, in a way, by becoming queen. Helen knew her mother found it hard, going out in front of people, being the focus of attention, letting people see what she had become, but now her mother would be free from public duties. Now she could live out her days in peace and privacy. And perhaps a grandchild would be a new source of joy for her. Helen hoped so, cradling her belly as she thought of hearing her mother laugh again.

‘Is something wrong, Helen? Is it the baby?’ asked her mother beside her, looking concerned as Helen stroked her belly.

‘No, no, everything’s fine,’ she said with a smile. ‘I was just thinking about what it will be like when the baby is here.’

Her mother gave a small nod, and her look of worry ebbed.

‘I am proud of you,’ said her mother quietly. ‘You know that, don’t you?’ She glanced into Helen’s eyes and down again.

Helen’s heart fluttered. ‘Yes, Mother,’ was what she said, but she hadn’t known, not until that moment. How could she know, when her mother barely spoke to her? When she barely ever saw her? Tentatively, she reached out to her mother’s bony hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. She wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do, but she didn’t want to lose the moment. She wanted her to know how much her words meant to her, how much she meant to her.

Her mother gave a ghost of a smile and patted Helen’s hand before drawing hers away.

‘I have been praying to Eileithyia that the birth goes well,’ she said, her face serious again. ‘There is always a danger with these things, you know.’

‘I know,’ Helen replied. ‘I’m not worried though,’ she said, and she wasn’t lying. Nestra had already given birth to two children with no problems. Why should hers be any different? There was no sense in worrying about what might happen, not until it did. That was what she figured, anyway.

To her left sat Menelaos, in all his splendid regalia. She turned to him now, trying to catch his eye. She was feeling happy and proud, her mood buoyed by her mother’s words, and she wanted to share it with her husband somehow. A smile between them would be enough, but he didn’t look her way. She began to reach towards his hand with her own, but just then one of the local nobles engaged him in conversation, and the opportunity was lost. Barely a word had passed between them all day; she simply wanted an acknowledgement of their shared fortune. This afternoon they had become King and Queen of Sparta – didn’t it warrant some sort of comment, or at least a tacit exchange?

This frustration was not new to Helen. She had not chosen her husband, not really, nor had she loved him when they were bound to one another, but she had entered into her marriage with an open heart. She wanted love and passion, such as she had heard about in all those stories Nestra had told her when they were little. She wanted a connection. She wanted to share every peak and trough of her life with her husband. But sometimes she felt as though she were married to a stone wall. Menelaos talked little and shared even less. Despite their physical intimacy, Helen felt as if she barely knew her husband. In the absence of words, she could only ever guess what he was feeling, and what he felt about her. He was never cruel, had never raised his voice at her, or his hand, and she knew she should be thankful for that, but she hated being so full of doubt all the time, about whether he was content, whether she pleased him, whether she was good enough. She had never dreamt she would have this problem – she had been the most desired bride in Greece! Men had composed poems about her, competed to praise her, to prove their love to win hers. But Menelaos was different. If he loved her, he did not say it. If he thought her beautiful, he kept it to himself.

But Helen had a new hope now, in the child she carried. Menelaos’ feelings were not so unreadable where the baby was concerned. He would stroke her belly with touching tenderness, smiling absentmindedly as he did so. He had made sure Helen was given every comfort while she was pregnant and showed concern at every twinge. Helen knew he would love this baby, whatever he felt about her, and it was her desperate hope that through this child she and Menelaos would grow closer. After all, not only their blood but their hopes and fears, their joys and worries would be for ever united in this new life. Yes, this child would be the beginning of their love, the union of their souls. Helen was sure of it.

Having failed to gain her husband’s attention, Helen decided she might have some food after all. She reached over towards some lentil broth, not sure she could stomach the meat, but as she did so the pain in her belly returned, stronger than before. She flinched and knocked over a cup of wine near her elbow. She sensed both Menelaos and her mother turn in her direction, but she was too absorbed by the pain to apologise for the wine.

‘Is it your time?’ came her mother’s worried voice from beside her.

Helen looked up at her, suddenly scared. ‘I don’t know. Is it?’

She felt her husband’s hand come to rest gently between her shoulder blades. Finally, she thought, feeling the connection she had been looking for all evening. But when he spoke it was not to her but to her mother.

‘Is it now?’ he asked.

The pain was subsiding. She was about to tell them so, when she felt a wetness down below. Worried she was bleeding, Helen stood up, and as she did so more wetness ran down her legs. Terrified, she lifted her skirt. There was a small puddle on the floor between her feet, but it was not blood.

‘It’s time,’ said her mother.





Chapter 12

Klytemnestra

Today, like most other days, Klytemnestra was weaving in her chamber. She had been working on a fine, patterned dress for several days now, and before that it had been a mantle, and before that a tunic. This was how she spent her days, here in this room. Once the children were older, no doubt she would be able to do her work in the Hearth Hall, to watch people come and go and sit beside her husband as he carried out his affairs. Perhaps she would even be able to aid and advise him. But for now her place was here, and she didn’t begrudge her confinement. The girls made every day different – sometimes joyful, sometimes trying, but never dull. They were like the sun, painting her world in light and shade, bringing definition to an otherwise grey, formless existence.

Iphigenia was now three years old, her blond curls grown to longer ringlets, and her character blossoming day by day. Her speech was coming on, and she would sing little songs to herself as she played with the wooden dolls her father had had made for her. She had a sweet soul, and was so gentle with her younger sister. Nothing made Klytemnestra happier than seeing the two of them play together, though occasionally a pang of sadness would spring up amid the joy, as she was reminded of times spent with her own sister.

Elektra was only one and a half, but already showing a strong spirit. She had Agamemnon’s eyes, and when she set her jaw just so, in a look of unmovable defiance, then more than ever was she her father’s daughter.

A pull on Klytemnestra’s skirt told her that Elektra was at her feet. Settling herself into a seated position, she began to pull on the loom weights dangling around her head.

‘Eudora,’ Klytemnestra called over her shoulder. ‘Would you come and move Elektra? She’ll spoil my work.’

Her handmaid did as she was bid and scooped the child up in her arms, taking her back over to the seat where she sat spinning. Elektra made a protest at first, but soon settled down. Eudora had been invaluable to Klytemnestra these past years, not only as a servant, but as a friend. They were raising her children between the two of them and she knew she could rely on her as an ally in all matters. In fact, if it weren’t for Eudora, Klytemnestra would feel very alone in the palace, despite it having been her home for over four years. She was an outsider here, even now.

Her feeling of isolation had grown stronger of late. She feared she was losing her husband, the one person who truly tied her to this place. He still slept in their chamber most nights, but recently it seemed that was all he wanted. Before now they had made love almost every night. He had always seemed to want her, no matter how long the day or how late the hour. And Klytemnestra had looked forward to those times. Not at first, perhaps, when the marriage was new and her husband a stranger, and the experience more daunting than exciting. But she had come to find pleasure in it, and an intimacy that had grown deeper with time. There, alone in the darkness together, Klytemnestra almost felt that she and her husband were equals. She would even sit atop him sometimes, controlling his pleasure with the movement of her hips. She liked that feeling, the power of it. It was a feeling she seldom enjoyed in the daytime, as she performed the head-bowed shuffle of the deferent wife, but there in the darkness, away from the world, she could be different. He could be different.

And then it had stopped. He had only taken her once in the last month, and even then there had been none of the usual tenderness, the playfulness, the teasing, the passion. It had been almost dutiful.

Klytemnestra suspected she knew the cause of her husband’s disinterest; he was getting his pleasure elsewhere. A concubine. Eudora said she had seen a new girl around the palace. Young and pretty, and a little dazed-looking. She was not a servant; it was Klytemnestra’s business to know the comings and goings of slaves. She was the mistress of the household, after all, even if she did not spend much time outside her chamber.

No, this girl was Agamemnon’s new plaything, she was sure of it. Why else would her husband suddenly turn from her? She was not yet twenty, still in her prime. She didn’t blame the girl; likely she had little say in the matter. Her husband was King of Mycenae – what girl could refuse him? But that didn’t stop her feeling bitter about it. She knew it was the way of men to take other lovers. She had braced herself for it ever since that lonely journey over the mountains, had told herself that if she could harden her heart it would not matter, that she would still be queen and her children still his heirs. But it had proved more difficult than she had imagined. No amount of bracing could stop that blow, or the hurt it left.

As her hands moved across the loom they became angrier with every shunt of the shuttle. Hadn’t her father always been faithful to her mother? As far as she knew, he had. Was it so much to ask for her husband to do the same? Or at least to wait until she were old and used up before casting her aside? A bitter smile twisted her tight lips as she imagined the situation reversed, imagined herself leading some handsome young man to her chamber for all the palace to see. Agamemnon would flay her in the street.

She realised she had stopped her weaving, fingers shaking as she held the shuttle. Was it rage or fear that made her tremble? Her marriage was still in its infancy and yet she felt as if it were already crumbling. If she could not keep Agamemnon in her bed, their intimacy would die, she would lose what little influence she had and be subjected to a life of loneliness, impotence and irrelevance. The thought of that life stretching out before her made her cold with dread.

But it was not here yet. She had to at least try to bring her husband back to her, while he still cared about her enough to listen. She should go to him now, she resolved, while that trembling energy still gave her courage.

Leaving the girls with Eudora, Klytemnestra left her chamber and headed for the Hearth Hall, where she guessed Agamemnon would be at this hour. She hoped her husband wouldn’t disapprove of her walking unattended – she was only moving within the palace. On the way she wondered whether she ought to have changed, to have put on something more alluring, if she was hoping to win him back. No, she thought. Shallow tricks were not necessary. Her husband was not an animal; he would listen to her words. Reason and duty and, she hoped, his affection for her would win him over, not flesh and finery.

She reached the vestibule of the Hearth Hall with her heart racing. Despite all that had happened between them in the last four years, she still feared Agamemnon a little. But she could already see through the open doors of the hall that he was there, and alone. Now was her chance.

He looked towards her as she entered and sent his booming voice across the hall. ‘Do you have no ladies with you?’

Klytemnestra flinched inwardly. This was a bad start.

‘Eudora was busy with the girls,’ she said, hoping to soften him with the mention of his children. ‘It was only a short way.’

He looked a little annoyed, but didn’t say any more. Instead he beckoned her towards him.

‘I’ve had news from my brother,’ he said when she was a few feet away.

News from Sparta? The prospect filled her with excitement and worry in equal measure.

‘Menelaos has been made king,’ he said. ‘Your father still lives,’ he continued, just as she was opening her mouth to ask, ‘but Tyndareos has abdicated, passing the throne on to his rightful successor.’

‘Is there any news of Helen?’ she asked. They had been told of her pregnancy months ago, and Klytemnestra had been making dedications to both Eileithyia and Artemis ever since.

‘Your sister has given birth to a healthy girl,’ said Agamemnon, almost with disinterest. ‘I’m beginning to think the daughters of Tyndareos are incapable of bearing sons,’ he added with a touch of venom.

Klytemnestra bowed her head a little, as if with shame. She knew Agamemnon was disappointed that she had not yet provided him with a male heir

















Author’s Note

The Trojan War has been a perennial subject of Western art and literature for the last three millennia. The story was extraordinarily popular among the Greeks themselves, from Homer through the works of the great tragedians, through pottery and visual culture, and later through to their cultural successors in the Roman Empire. The ancient world largely treated the Trojan War as a historical event that had really taken place, with some even attempting to trace their lineage from its great heroes and thereby claim their share of hereditary glory.

Modern scholarship has taken a more sceptical approach to the war, or at least to the version of it presented in ancient literary and artistic sources. However, there is some archaeological evidence that suggests that a war such as the one described by Homer may have in fact taken place. Ancient Hittite documents refer to a conflict between the kingdom of Ahhiyawa (Achaea, an ancient name for Greece) and the city of Wilusa (Ilios, later known as Troy). Archaeologists also claim to have found the actual site of Troy at Hisarlik in northern Turkey, as well as evidence of its destruction by fire sometime around 1180 BC.

To correspond with this archaeological timeline, Daughters of Sparta opens at the end of the 13th century BC and is therefore set within the Mycenaean civilisation of the Late Bronze Age, so called due to the dominance of Mycenaean culture in Greece at this time. However, my aim in writing this novel was not to argue for the historical reality of the Trojan War. Nor was it an attempt to tell a story that is historically true, but rather to tell one that could be described as historically authentic – that is, a reimagining of the Trojan War myth that was consistent with the material evidence we have for this period of pre-history, as well as being a reworking of and response to the canon of ancient literature that was built upon the myth. Daughters of Sparta therefore weaves archaeological reality with mythological tradition, but also imagines a new story to fill the gaps left by each of these frameworks. At its heart the novel is not even a retelling of the war itself, but of the private lives of Helen and Klytemnestra, two characters whom I found to be either inadequately or unfairly treated across the ancient sources. What were these women thinking? What did they feel? What made them act the way they did? If they really had lived, as royal women in Bronze Age Greece, what might their lives have been like? These are the questions I found myself asking, and which I hope I have answered in Daughters of Sparta.

If you would like to learn more about this period of Greek civilisation, The Cambridge Companion to the Aegean Bronze Age (2008) is a good place to start. I would also recommend Bettany Hughes’ wonderful book Helen of Troy (2005), which was a great source of information and inspiration during my research. And for anyone interested in reading more generally about the experience of women in the ancient world, Sarah B. Pomeroy’s Goddesses, Whores, Wives and Slaves: Women in Classical Antiquity (1975, revised edition published 1994) provides an accessible overview and has become something of a go-to guide.
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