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			For Jacqueline,
We shared such happy times immersed in the magic of Greece.

		

	
		
			And it is the eternal rule that drops of blood spilled on the ground demand yet more blood.

			Aeschylus, The Libation Bearers 
(Translator: Herbert Weir Smyth)
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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Sometimes I hear murdered children in the corridors of the palace. I told my husband once. He said it was only foxes crying on the hillside below the citadel, pigs squealing within the walls. He hates to be reminded of his family’s crimes, but the murdered children beg for justice. They sob and whisper, and I make plans.

			My husband is waging war overseas. How natural it feels to rule in his place, instead of listening from the shadows while he decides our destinies. When he returns, I’ll arrange a celebration feast. He will not attend it.

			A homecoming marked the first of his family’s crimes, and his homecoming will end them.

			*

			His father, Atreus, plotted the atrocity that began our troubles. Long years have seared it into my mind as if I’d been there. I heard it from Thyestes, Atreus’ brother, who told it over and over in his drunken waking hours and in his screaming, nightwalking sleep. Thyestes and Atreus had cherished a bond of mutual loathing, which Thyestes considered unbreakable. A throne, of course, was the source of their enmity – the throne of Mycenae. Small wonder, then, that Thyestes experienced a pang of misgiving when Atreus invited him back to Mycenae for a reconciliation feast, after a spell in exile. But a man who takes no risks makes few gains.

			The scene: Atreus’ hall. A log fire crackles on the hearth. All else is silence – no bard, no tumblers, no guests attend Thyestes’ homecoming celebration, besides his hard-faced host Atreus and, occupying a separate table, a boy of eight cheerless winters and a cringing lad of six.

			Atreus’ lips twitch in a rare smile. “Fill a bowl for my brother.” 

			A slave lifts a lid from a tripod cauldron over the hearth, releasing a waft of something piggish, and carries a steaming bowl to Thyestes.

			Thyestes raises the rim of the bowl to his mouth, tips a stew of some description down his throat. Greasy globules scald his oesophagus. He belches, offers his verdict: “Stinking. Still, I’ve known worse dangers than bellyache since you flung me into exile.” 

			The smile doesn’t reach Atreus’ eyes. “That’s enough of our quarrel, Thyestes. Our family is reunited, and more closely than ever. I’ve been thinking, if I made you Guardian of the Host would you stop hankering after my throne? You’d have  landholdings second only to my own.” 

			Thyestes scratches his neck, shrugs. “Might consider it. Not having any stew, Atreus? What about the whelps? Your youngest  lad looks used to first and second helpings, third too, and licking the cauldron clean.” 

			The younger boy rises, trots towards the hearth with his empty bowl.

			“Sit down, greedy little turd!” shouts Atreus. “You’ll eat when I tell you.” 

			Crimson-faced, the boy shuffles back to his table. His brother quiets his sniffling with an elbow in the ribs.

			The feast continues, hardly a feast at all. Atreus nibbles bread dipped in olive oil, and his sons do the same. The two boys and two men glance up at the sound of footsteps pattering on the balcony overlooking the hearth, the swish of tiered skirts, plumage of a bird in flight.

			“Aerope, you spying bitch,” Atreus bellows, and the bird – his queen – steals back to the balcony. “Get down here and show my brother your famous hospitality. I’m sure he’s missed it.” 

			While they wait for the queen to make her way downstairs, Atreus watches Thyestes, and Thyestes watches him back. An age seems to pass before the scarlet curtain in the doorway peels open and Aerope, stalked by an armed guard, enters the hall. The youngest boy jumps up and squeaks a filial greeting; the elder grabs the child’s hand, jerks him back to his stool. The guard sets a third stool at the children’s table, and the queen accepts it. She sits with her head bowed. She wears a traditional open-fronted jacket designed to expose bare breasts, the nurturing potential of womankind. A thin blouse disappoints Thyestes’ probing eyes.

			“She covers her tits these days,” says Atreus. “I’d make her veil her sly face too, if it didn’t betray her secrets. Well, Aerope, aren’t you greeting Thyestes? Doubtless you’d be friendlier if I left you alone together.” 

			The queen murmurs, “Atreus, why don’t you ask the bard to sing?” 

			“Woman, why don’t you eat something? Perhaps I’d find you more palatable with some meat on your skeleton. What about you, Thyestes, how do you like my wife?” 

			“Just spit out whatever you have to say,” says Thyestes.

			“Oh, I won’t be the only one spitting something out tonight. You’ve always wanted what was mine, haven’t you, Thyestes?” 

			“If you mean the throne of Mycenae, it was never your birthright.” 

			“No!” Atreus’ fist crashes against the table. “I won it through merit. The Mycenaeans wanted me, they didn’t want you. Our nephew was a fool to name us his joint successors when he went to war. If we’d ruled together, we’d have torn this kingdom apart.” 

			“Only one arse can fit on a throne,” agrees Thyestes.

			“His Followers begged me to rule alone after he got himself killed. We were strangers in Mycenae, but the Mycenaeans knew you for what you are. And, be sure of this, they will always remain loyal to me. They have men’s faithful hearts.” Atreus tips his cup, tosses the contents in his wife’s face.

			Aerope sits frozen, makes no sound. Then she rises, dabs at her blouse with fluttering hands. Her younger son whimpers. The elder gnaws a hunk of bread.

			“Did I give you leave?” shouts Atreus, and the queen falls back to her stool. “You took it anyway. Whore! I know what you did.” 

			He gestures brusquely at the slave to refill Thyestes’ bowl. Thyestes forces down another mouthful of stew. The  seasoning is pungent, probably to disguise rancid meat. His stomach, though, has tensed for a different reason. Somehow his brother has learned the truth at last.

			“It was you who stole the fleece of kingship,” Atreus accuses Aerope.

			Her gaze fastens on the flexing and unflexing of his fingers.

			“You gave it to Thyestes so he could wear it on my coronation day. Because of your treachery, the Mycenaeans decided the gods had chosen him instead of me. We spent years in exile before I won back my throne and exiled him. Did you think he’d seize you too, make you his queen? Stupid bitch. Well, Thyestes, was she a good tumble before you threw her away?” 

			Thyestes picks a sliver of gristle from between his teeth with his thumbnail and flicks it at a hound padding hungrily around the hall. “As you say.” 

			Soundless tears mingle with the wine on Aerope’s cheeks. A womanly mistake, to imagine a lover must love her in turn, to believe he will deliver her from a miserable marriage bed. Some women see only what they long for, raise towers on foundations of wax.

			“A scribe told me of her whoredom after I caught him trying to crawl inside her skirts himself,” says Atreus. “He saw the two of you, all those years ago, sprawled over a bench in her throne room. Seemed to think his tardy information would save him. I cut off his cock and watched him bleed to death in the courtyard.” “Can’t blame a man for trying,” says Thyestes.

			Veins bulge in Atreus’ neck. “Blame? If I’d known how far you’d betrayed me, I’d have killed you when I won back my throne, not let you fornicate in exile with other men’s wives.” 

			“It certainly hasn’t all been bad,” says Thyestes. “But enough now, stop flirting with me. Return my spear and we’ll decide this as men, or else I’ll take my leave. Your wife’s hospitality is always my pleasure, but I’ve other beds to warm.” 

			At last a smile reaches Atreus’ eyes. “Oh? Thinking of visiting another old lover or two, catching up with some stray pups? I always say a man should acquaint himself with his children. Yet you haven’t recognised yours tonight.” 

			Thyestes frowns at the two boys seated with their mother. The elder has Atreus’ dirty-bronze hair and sunburned complexion. The younger is paler, lentils and curds. Thyestes himself is dark as an Egyptian.

			“They’re your brats, Atreus.” 

			“Agamemnon and Menelaus? No doubt. Well, off you go, Thyestes, and take some stew with you.” 

			Before Thyestes manages a scornful rebuff, the queen’s sword-wielding guard seizes him. He considers resisting, but he didn’t survive in exile by acting the hothead. The guard steers him to the tripod cauldron over the hearth. The slave raises the lid. Cold bronze presses against the nape of Thyestes’ neck, makes him bow. Steam stings his eyes. His cheeks swell against a strange familiar reek. He peers through the swirling vapour, roars, falls back, clutches his mouth.

			The heads of his sons have an amber sheen. Their hair sways in the bubbling sauce like tentacles. It catches at three pairs of armless hands, which bob around the children’s faces as if girlishly directing attention towards pretty lips, a dimpled cheek.

			Thyestes grapples with the guard, screaming, kicking, lashing out. He thinks he will die tonight, would welcome death, if first he kills his brother. Atreus has doomed them both, made them abominations in the eyes of the gods. He has daubed a circle in blood, a prison for the generations, a cycle of eternal destruction. Fathers must avenge murdered sons, and sons avenge murdered fathers, brothers will kill brothers, nephews kill uncles, and on and on it goes.

			When men plunge a family into self-destruction, women must find a way to break the curse.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Thyestes had another son, fathered on a peasant woman while he wandered in exile once more after the murders of his innocent children. This boy, Tantalus, became my husband.

			We married when Tantalus was fifteen and I was three years his senior. Thyestes, by then, had returned to Mycenae at the head of a mercenary army and toppled Atreus from the  ivory-plated throne for the final time. My parents had known about the brothers’ feuding, though not that gruesome supper, but with Atreus now dead I overcame their objections to Thyestes’ proposal of a marriage alliance. Mycenae was too glittering a prize to refuse.

			Only when I became pregnant did the misgivings set in.

			Like any girl new to motherhood, I dreaded something happening to my baby. A jealous spirit might steal his breath as he slept in his cradle. A god might strike him with sickness to punish an offence I’d unknowingly committed. I fretted over my abilities as a mother, despite the cousins, nephews and shortlived siblings I’d cared for. Most of all, I feared the ruthless family into which I’d delivered my son.

			Though his birth festivities passed auspiciously, I felt no peace till Tantalus, cradling our baby in his arms, ran three times around the hearth fire at the naming ceremony. Some of the spirits who prowl around unnamed infants would now flutter away, despairing of easy prey. But, even as Tantalus returned our son to my outstretched arms, I wondered if we could ever keep him safe.

			“The little one needs his rest,” said his nursemaid after the guests had presented their name-day gifts.

			I pretended not to hear her. Clutching my child, I sidestepped into the throng of Followers – nobles of the land – who were formerly Atreus’ loyal men and were now subject to the joint rule of Thyestes and Tantalus. They milled around while cooks and carvers prepared the name-day feast over the hearth fire.

			Tantalus touched our son’s flushed cheek. “This heat and smoke isn’t good for him. He should go to the nursery, my love.” 

			He was right, of course. The nursemaid reached for my child, and with a pang of envy and regret I surrendered him. It was our first parting since he tore from my body amid so much pain and blood. He was seven days old.

			The garlanded Followers sat in pairs at small round tables throughout the hall. They picked at the meats and fruits before them with as little enthusiasm as for the earlier rites. Never had I longed for my parents as I did now, surrounded by these men. My mother and father hadn’t travelled to Mycenae for the birth celebrations. Father had broken his leg while hunting and Mother was still polluted from another miscarriage.

			“Try the squid; it’s excellent,” said Tantalus, with an encouraging smile.

			A hovering server placed a stuffed squid on the table. I straightened my back and composed myself. My parents would expect me to mask my fears, to be queenly. I mustn’t think of dead children, mustn’t imagine them weeping in the corridors of the palace. I mustn’t think of warrior princes in exile: Agamemnon and Menelaus and their foster-brother, those three young men who’d escaped when Thyestes retook Mycenae. More thoughts than mine, I was certain, had dwelled on them while my belly swelled with child.

			Tantalus’ father squeezed the backside of a passing flute girl. “Tell the musicians to shush their bellowing, gorgeous.” He grinned sourly at the Followers around the flower-bedecked hall. “Well, ladies? Your looks could curdle water. I think I know why.” 

			I grasped Tantalus’ hand under our table. Surely not even Thyestes was crass enough to say what we all must be thinking? He wouldn’t acknowledge, on my son’s name day, that my baby wasn’t the only claimant to the throne.

			Thyestes squared his jaw, his black beard jutting. “Musing on the sons of the potter, painter and piss-pot emptier, are you, ladies? Atreus was a cuckold. His sons could be anyone’s. But Tantalus is true born, and now he’s given Mycenae an heir of his own.” 

			“A queen too, to rule over us,” said a Follower.

			Thyestes glowered at me. “Little Clytemnestra? My boy alone shares my throne, and no bony-arsed girl will ever sniff the cushion. He’ll learn soon enough to reward her delusions with his belt.” 

			“If I may speak?” I ignored the heat rising in my cheeks. “The gods favour men with thrones and women with sons. My only ambition is to raise my child to be a wise ruler of this kingdom.” 

			“Well said,” agreed Tantalus.

			“Enough said.” Thyestes tossed a gnawed bone to the floor, where snarling hounds fought over it. “Now, ladies, no more scowls. No muttering in the corridors where you think I haven’t ears. Serve me loyally and you’ll never be short of land or rents, your store cupboards will overflow. Atreus was never so generous.” He banged his cup on the table. “What happened to the music? Bring out the dancing girls!” 

			But not even somersaulting women, their skirts as short as men’s, could lift the mood in the hall. The Followers spoke in such a broken hum that I caught few of their words – except, once or twice, the names of Atreus’ sons.

			Thyestes grew increasingly drunk. His bleary gaze kept drifting to a tripod cauldron steaming on the vast central hearth, then he’d bounce a dancer or two on his lap and drain his cup. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

			I whispered to Tantalus, “Let’s go to our chamber.” Close the door against these men.

			Thyestes slurred a song and fondled a Nubian dancer’s thigh as we approached his table to bid him goodnight. 

			“Who’s that?” Red-eyed, Thyestes peered at Tantalus like a man half blind. “Which one is this?” “Father, it’s me,” said Tantalus.

			The Nubian sprang aside as Thyestes flung his arms around my husband in a fierce embrace and winded him with pounding fists. “I can’t bear your pretty little face,” he said, and shoved my husband away.

			Tantalus turned mournful eyes to me. Tonight, they said, we would hear Thyestes roar in his chamber; the nightmares would return.

			Tonight, dead children would scream in the palace.

			*

			We entered the wide vestibule, the painted floor cool beneath our feet. Night muted the vivid colours of the wall frescoes all around us. The bronze-plated door to the porch stood open and, behind us, the guards kept the scarlet curtain swept aside to draw out some heat from the hall.

			Parched from the smoky hearth fire, I inhaled a breath of soothing air. Tantalus wrapped his arm around my shoulders and pressed his cheek to mine. If Thyestes was watching us from the hall, he’d mock us in the morning. Still, I let my body sag into Tantalus’ side and we made our way upstairs.

			Thyestes had insisted our marriage chamber should be next to his apartments. Not only must we endure his nightly grunting with slave girls, but he often burst in on us, open-eyed yet trapped in nightmares. We never told him, next morning, of his hours spent weeping like a baby in his son’s arms.

			Yearning ached in my breast. “I should check on Iphitus.” 

			Tantalus drew me onto our bed. “Not now, my love. You’ll only wake his nursemaid.” 

			“But he’s my baby.” 

			He smiled at the peevish tone of my voice. “And he’s the luckiest in the world to have you as his mother.” 

			He reached into my hair, which I was growing from the shaven style of maidenhood. He plucked out the combs and pins used by my servants to create the illusion of tamed womanly locks, leaving me self-conscious, girlish again, as the ends of my curls tickled my neck.

			We lay in our ceremonial clothes, too weary to undress – he in his long tunic, me in tiered skirts and a short-sleeved jacket. 

			So little time had passed since my mother led our wedding  celebrations, since those first shy nights of discovering each other’s bodies and discovering ourselves. After Mater Theia blessed my womb, we feared to harm the blossoming seed. And now, on our first night since my purification from childbirth, my body hurt too much to even imagine joining with Tantalus in love.

			His fingers trailed up and down my arm till his touch, for once, grew absent as Thyestes with the dancing girls. “I’m afraid, Clytemnestra.” 

			I stiffened. My tranquil husband rarely sensed the lurk of danger. “Why?” 

			“Father. I can’t help him.” 

			I could have reassured him – what harm, to lie? But no one could free Thyestes from the past. “Oh, Tantalus. How ever did you spring from such a family?” 

			On my wedding night, I learned the extent of my new family’s depravity. Flushed from our marriage celebrations, Tantalus had summoned the nerve to untie my girdle, when his father tore, howling, through our chamber. An age seemed to pass while I waited, alone and shaken, for my husband to settle the sleepwalking Thyestes back into bed.

			When we lay again in each other’s arms, desire snuffed out by the interruption, we talked and shivered into the grey hours of morning. He told me of that ungodly supper and the years Thyestes spent gathering an army to storm Mycenae. Atreus hadn’t fallen to Thyestes’ spear, but he fell all the same, and Thyestes sent for Tantalus to keep him safe from Atreus’ ousted sons.

			And now we’d given another child into this family.

			“We’ll keep Iphitus safe,” said Tantalus, reading my thoughts as if they were frescoes on a wall. “We’ll rule Mycenae together, you and I, even if the Followers don’t approve. We’ll be a brilliant king.” 

			His words thrilled me. He looked so young, smiling at me with his trusting dark eyes. He was, to me, like a beloved brother and precious charge. How wise of Thyestes to claim him after fourteen years of absence from his life. Thyestes bargained on Tantalus’ youth and modesty to disarm the Followers – and so did I.

			With our fingers entwined, my husband fell asleep. I watched the flutter of his eyelashes against his hairless cheeks. Deep within the palace, a woman shrieked and a man laughed, slaves and Followers playing love games as the night deepened. All else was silence, except for Tantalus’ gentle breathing.

			I rose and tucked the bedcovers around my husband’s shoulders. What a burden those shoulders bore. To a boy of barely sixteen summers, raised by his mother’s family of shepherds, fell the duty of defending the kingdom and our helpless child from circling vultures. We would bear that duty together.

			Soft rugs brushed my feet as I walked to the window seat. Through the window slit I gazed up at Arachne’s Peak, the highest of the two sacred mountains between which our citadel nestles, together known as the Mother’s Bosom. “Mater Theia,” I whispered, “embrace no more of your children too soon.” 

			Wind gusted down the scrubby slope. From somewhere beyond the citadel came a scream, high and mournful, ghostly in the darkness. It came three times. Foxes, or Mater Theia crying out for her children.

			Three murdered sons of Thyestes, unburied and restless. Three sons of Atreus, eager to avenge their ills in turn. It must end here. I must stop the wheel of retribution from spinning, mould a lynchpin of wax. Thyestes might jeer at me for being ambitious, “a king with pretty tits.” He should call me, rather, the mother of a son.

			With a last look at my peaceful husband, I crossed the chamber and opened the door. I wouldn’t disturb Iphitus. I just needed to hear him breathing, to see his sleep-dewed face peep from his swaddling. To brush his lips with the lightest of kisses.

			Guards rarely patrolled the upper floors of the palace, but tonight they stole along the corridors, alert as weasels. A necessary precaution, I supposed – thanks to Thyestes’ generosity with the wine, more than a few fights had erupted between guests bedding in the palace for the birth festivities.

			Thyestes, despite my protests, had insisted on placing Iphitus in a nursery at the far end of the domestic quarters, so he wouldn’t be woken in the night by a bawling infant. Out of pity, I’d bitten back a retort. As I neared my destination, the occasional crimson-cloaked Follower brushed past me, though most would sleep tonight in the hall. Some faces I recognised; others escaped me. I ignored everyone and pushed down the memory of Thyestes’ coarseness towards me in front of these men at the name-day feast.

			Head down, a Follower almost collided with me. There was something in his glance as it darted from mine. “Forgive me,” he muttered.

			I swept past him. I was queen of Mycenae, and a king’s daughter too. These men might dislike the new rule, but the gods allowed it. Mortals must accept the will of the deathless ones.

			“At your service, lady, O queen,” sniggered another Follower, further along the corridor. He bobbed his head sycophantically.

			A swell of laughter rose from the hall and swallowed my rebuke. I’d meant to quicken my pace at the balcony over the hearth. Now, I drew away from the wall’s protective shadow and stood at the railing, as Aerope once did during that terrible feast. I gazed down into the hall through the wispy smoke of the ever-burning hearth fire.

			Tables were overturned. Food lay trampled into the floor. A horde of Followers blocked the curtained doorway. More Followers crowded around Thyestes, chanting his name and jostling each other for a better view. He held a huge silver rhyton above his head and drunkenly tried to balance on one leg. Instead of pouring a libation to the gods from the sacred horn, he aimed the spout at his mouth. He seemed not to know what he was doing. He swayed like a rotten tree, prevented from toppling by the Followers’ shoving, grabbing hands.

			I turned away with a sickened stab of pity. This was a king? But at least he’d sleep soundly tonight, too far gone for dreams.

			I met no one else till I reached the nursery. Two guards stood outside the door, heads together, whispering: “. . . gods… abandoned…” Their heads snapped up, eyes blinking stupidly at my approach. Without another word, they slunk off down the corridor.

			On any other occasion, I’d have ordered them to stop, to explain themselves and pay me respect. Instead, I flung open the door, which my maids had smeared with pitch to ward off evil spirits. I needed no time to adjust to the darkness inside. I could have reached the cradle blindfolded.

			Iphitus lay swaddled and still. My stomach lurched. I touched his cheek, and his sleepy coo was almost lost in my sigh. My fears drained like the rush of wine from Thyestes’ rhyton.

			His nursemaid groaned and stirred in her bed.

			“Go back to sleep,” I told her.

			I drew a stool to the cradle and sat admiring my baby. Was there any living creature, even a god, so perfect? But such thoughts anger the deathless ones and must be quickly renounced. “Ugly boy,” I said, though I couldn’t help smiling, since I didn’t mean it.

			I longed to unwrap Iphitus from his swaddling. Already, during his short waking hours, he tried to wriggle his arms when he saw my face or heard the jangle of my jewellery. Such early awareness was a sign of high intelligence. And the way he seemed to focus on the sway of my seal ring, which hung on a cord around my neck, suggested an instinct for authority. This ring, a wedding gift from Tantalus, was engraved with the guardians of Mycenae, Mater Theia’s twin lionesses. The guardians reared at either side of an altar, over which coiled a snake, symbolising my rebirth into my husband’s house.

			I reached up to touch the golden ring. My hand met with bare skin. The cord must have worked loose as I lay beside Tantalus.

			In the corridor, a woman screamed.

			I sprang to my feet and gathered up Iphitus. The nursemaid tumbled from her bed. She reached for my child.

			I turned from her. “Go see what’s happening.” 

			She opened the door a crack. “It’s Followers, with a maid. I think they mean to…to…” 

			Disgusted, I threw wide the door and hurried into the corridor, followed by the nursemaid. “Let her go at once!” Three Followers froze in their efforts to drag a writhing slave girl into a chamber. One smirked and said, “Just having a bit of fun.” 

			His disrespect stunned me. “Are you drunk, to speak to me this way?” 

			Iphitus chose that moment to give a lusty cry.

			“Go give your child some tit, woman,” said the Follower, “unless you want to join us.” 

			One of his accomplices stared into the shadowy corridor. “Pan’s cock! It’s time.” 

			Feet pounded towards us. Before I could see who approached, the Followers dropped their victim. The one who’d addressed me so rudely grabbed my collarbone and thrust me backwards into the nursery. He slammed the door in my face as the nursemaid tried to follow me. I heard someone strike her, the thud as she hit the floor.

			Iphitus bawled. I clutched him too tightly, I knew, but my muscles had spasmed. All along the corridor, doors opened and slammed. A pair of swords scraped.

			A lone male roar shocked me into action. I laid Iphitus in his cradle and dragged the nursemaid’s bed to the door. It was too light for a barricade, oxhide stretched over a wooden frame. I glanced desperately around the room. What other furniture? A table. A three-legged stool. I set them on the bed, heaved a chest on to the overturned table and placed the cradle beside the chest.

			“Father will come,” I whispered as I lifted my howling baby from the cradle. I clasped him to my breast. “Grandfather will come.” 

			I thought of Thyestes swaying on one leg in the hall, swilling the gods’ portion as the Followers crowded around him. This was no surprise invasion: the Followers had planned a revolt. I imagined my husband waking in our bed, Tantalus the shepherd boy, who’d never fought a battle in his life. Oh, let them not hurt him! Let them oust Thyestes and set Tantalus alone on the throne.

			“Father will come.” A sob caught in my throat.

			Something slammed against the door. The wood creaked, the bed jolted. A muffled curse outside.

			I shrank back and shielded Iphitus between the wall and my body.

			Another thud. The stool went flying. It rolled towards us. A third. The door split. Cradle, chest and table crashed to the floor.

			A man burst into the chamber. Even in the dim lamplight from the corridor, his face and corselet gleamed with blood. He reached me in a few strides.

			“Tantalus?” I heard myself say.

			“Dead.” His muscular arms reached out. He ripped Iphitus from my breast. His voice came gruff through my screams: 

			“They gave me no choice.” 

			No choice. Time and my heart froze.

			He caught my baby by the swaddled feet. Iphitus choked on a scream. I threw myself against the man. He might have been granite. He clamped a hand over my face and shoved me to the floor.

			“Look away,” he said.

			He swung Iphitus as though my baby were a hurling stone, as if the unyielding wall were an endless, empty sky. I tried to scramble up. My arms and legs gave out, my body pitched forward.

			I will not describe the sound I heard next, though I hear it over and over in my dreams. Then came only a woman’s screams, my own.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			I lay in an unfamiliar bed; someone must have carried me there. A night passed, or two, three. I curled into a ball. 

			Perhaps I could curl up so tightly I’d disappear and no one could call me back.

			Always there came a woman’s voice: “Eat something. Drink. You must sit up.” 

			Sometimes wine moistened my lips, barley gruel was spooned into my mouth. I let it dribble out.

			“We heard you were a sensible lady,” persisted the voice, “so summon your strength.” 

			Leave me to my memories of my child, I told it silently. Leave me to my nightmares.

			Once, a draught rippled the bedcovers and the chamber door opened. A man spoke, gruff, rapid – whether a guard, a slave or a son of Atreus, I didn’t care, though if the latter I ought to have torn his heart out. I knew, of course, that no other than Atreus’ sons had destroyed my world.

			He asked if I was ready.

			“Give me a few more days with her,” answered the woman, softer than with me, “please.” 

			“Sooner we get this done, the better,” grumbled the man.

			Another time, I heard Tantalus whisper in my ear, “Look away.” Fingers stroked my bare arm. I opened my eyes to see my baby’s killer thrusting above me in his bloodied corselet. Hymen, O Hymenaeus, sang a chorus of children’s voices. I turned my face and wept.

			“Tut, lady. What good do tears ever do?” said the woman. 

			“It’s time to bathe.” 

			“Get him off me,” I sobbed. “I smell him.” 

			She gathered me in her arms, efficient as my mother, though lacking tenderness. Till now, I hadn’t really seen the woman. She was slightly older than me, narrow face, narrow hips, narrow everything, with an expression neither kind nor unkind. She took a kylix from the bedside table, held the rim to my mouth and tipped my chin, forcing me to swallow sour wine. She broke a few crumbs from a seed cake and pushed them between my lips.

			“That’ll do it,” she said. With her arms around me, she steered me to a clay bathtub in the middle of the floor, and into cool water.

			My weakness should have shamed me; my instinct wasn’t the natural one – I didn’t think of my duty to live and gain vengeance. I bent my knees and let my back slide down the glazed interior until the water covered my face. The woman drew me up, her hands beneath my armpits. I slid down again. She drew me up. I slid down.

			And so we continued, till she tried to haul me from the bath. I made my body like stone – easy to do – and she ran into the corridor. Her shouts faded as my head sank, as water filled my mouth and nostrils.

			My body betrayed me, or else the gods wanted me to live, for my throat sealed up. I could only weep at my failure, my tears futile as raindrops in the Sea of Aegeus.

			A man, not a god, plucked me from the tub and carried me back to bed as if I were an infant. His eyes were wide and blue in a full-moon face; I met them with all my hatred for the world. He blinked at me and shifted his gaze to my naked belly. His cheeks flamed brighter than his red-gold hair. He turned away.

			“Will she be all right?” he asked.

			“She has to be,” replied the woman. “Lord, won’t you…?” 

			“Oh, pardon me! Well, I’ll be going.” Above his festive kilt, the man’s fleshy back muscles twisted as if he would face me again. He froze. “If you’re quite well, lady?” 

			Laughter bubbled up from my throat, convulsing my body as he hurried from the chamber. He stumbled once, over his own boots. Everything had become startlingly clear, as if I’d emerged from a cocoon, from suffocating darkness. I knew who this man was and what today would bring.

			“I’m quite well!” I shouted hoarsely, though by now he was probably downstairs and halfway across the courtyard. “But you’ve had a fright!” I rose, dripping wet. “Is it unlucky, Helen? My bridegroom’s seen me naked.” 

			She stared at me. “My name isn’t Helen, it’s Harmonia. Come, I’ll dry you and anoint you.” 

			I held out my arms, so she could rub me down. “Don’t play silly games, little sister, not today. Hurry up and dress me. And promise you won’t make eyes at him during the wedding feast.” She dried me silently.

			I lifted my hair while she massaged perfumed oil into my neck and shoulders. “I must admit, I’d hoped Tantalus would be handsome, but we women must love our husbands just the same. Oh, I do wish you were coming with me to Mycenae.” 

			She led me to a table littered with ivory pyxides. I touched one of those small boxes and snatched back my hand. “Where did these come from?” 

			“From your old chamber. Sit, lady.” 

			She lied, of course. Mama would have considered such beautiful pyxides too extravagant for an unmarried girl. I sank onto a stool and closed my eyes, while the lids of those familiar boxes clacked open and shut, releasing acrid odours of powders and paints. A brush fluttered over my face, breasts, arms and hands. I hardly knew if I was awake or dreaming. If this… this person – who seemed not to be Helen after all, who called herself Harmonia – hadn’t kept pausing to grip my shoulders, I might’ve keeled slowly from the stool.

			At some point, she pinned up my hair and raised me to my feet. She shrouded my legs in heavy skirts and forced my arms through jacket sleeves. My body felt numb, swaddled. She set a wreath of flowering myrtle on my head.

			The chamber door flew open and a gaggle of maidservants poured through – some vaguely familiar, others strangers.

			“Did you bring the jewellery?” the woman asked them.

			A maid held out a casket and lifted the lid, so the woman could pluck out a few items. I stood as motionless as an idol being adorned by its priestess – hollow, aloof – till the woman hung around my neck a golden seal ring. I grasped the ring, ran my finger over the engraving. Rearing twin lionesses, forepaws poised on an altar…a coiled snake, emblem of rebirth…rebirth into my husband’s house. The House of Thyestes.

			Tantalus, the beautiful shepherd boy, gave me this heirloom on our wedding day, to stamp my authority as queen of Mycenae.

			I ground the seal into my breastbone and willed Mater Theia to witness the mark of a widow whose child is slain. Take my beloved ones to your bosom, Lady of the Black Earth. Do not let their deaths go unpunished. Avenge them, Mother. Avenge me.

			But Mater Theia’s lionesses were more than a symbol of my authority. They guarded the citadel and whichever king ruled over it.

			My arm fell to my side. The woman, Harmonia, took it and led me into the corridor. The maids followed us. 

			*

			Guards patrolled the domestic quarters, as they had on the night I left my sleeping husband’s side to visit our child. For a heart-stopping moment, I wondered if Zeus had turned back time to grant us another chance. Some say he reversed the course of the sun for Atreus when Thyestes first seized the throne. Others deny this and claim the sky dripped blood. But gods rarely take such trouble over the plight of mortals.

			As we passed downstairs towards the porch outside the hall, I remembered walking with Tantalus in the opposite direction after our baby’s name-day feast. I still felt his warm hand on my shoulder, smelled his faint rose-oil scent. But beautiful Tantalus was gone, a mere shade, a ghost. He was gone. And Iphitus, more precious than the breath in my lungs, was gone.

			I pulled free from Harmonia and ran past the pair of guards who stood between the two blood-red columns in the porch. Beyond, in the courtyard, the sun sent up such a glare that I thought the white patches on the brightly patterned floor were a trick of the light. Later, I learned that a few loyal Followers had fought for us on the night of slaughter, and their blood had to be scrubbed from the floor. But most of our fallen defenders had been slaves – men, women and little children, armed with sticks.

			I stopped before Protectress Athene’s shrine, a replica of the one in my father’s courtyard, which I’d commissioned on my arrival in Mycenae. This shrine has three niches, each with a short pillar around which the snake Agathos Daemon, our physical manifestation of the Good Spirit of the Household, likes to coil. And there he was, in the shadowy central niche, sleeping.

			“The Protectress hasn’t abandoned me,” I whispered. “Agathos Daemon hasn’t abandoned me.” Yet those guardians hadn’t spared us the night of slaughter.

			Harmonia took my arm, gently enough but brooking no more resistance. I glanced over my shoulder as she led me back towards the hall. The snake’s glossy head twisted in my direction, his eyes flickered open, and I believed my guardians remembered me still.

			The two guards leaning against the porch columns were more interested in grinning at my maids than investigating whether we had permission to intrude on the men’s inner sanctum. Garlands still decorated the bronze door to the vestibule, as they had during Iphitus’ birth celebrations. Had no one thought to take them down? One of the guards opened the door. I passed through, with the sensation of falling into the maw of a beast.

			“Why did you bring me here?” I asked Harmonia, wondering if the words even left my lips.

			She answered tonelessly, “Because the king demands it.” 

			The king. A jolt passed through me, like a violent awakening from sleep. Thyestes lived? But this couldn’t be. Mycenae had a new king. A wolf, a jackal, a killer of children. Was I still its queen?

			“Walk tall,” said Harmonia, and for the first time her words seemed to be less an order than an encouragement.

			Clutching her arm, I stepped into the smoke and heat of the hall. Tables were set for feasting, as on that last occasion. Joints of meat roasted on spits over the flame-patterned central hearth, between tripod cauldrons large and small. The cooking odours mingled with the stink of so many Followers, who sat clustered around tables, sweating in their white-tasselled crimson cloaks.

			Harmonia led me towards the dais, where a man sat on the throne, the golden sceptre of Mycenae across his knees. My legs buckled.

			A Follower threw out his arms to catch me.

			Iphitus’ killer, ripping my baby from my breast.

			The Follower clasped my clawing hands, while the maids fussed over me. Harmonia put her arm around my back and I leaned into her.

			“He killed my baby,” I whispered.

			Yet she steered me towards him, the monster on the throne. He no longer wore his bloody corselet. Gold and carnelian beads hung over his shaggy chest, above a purple and white kilt. A gold diadem covered his brow. Heavy armlets of every precious metal encircled the muscles that had stretched to snatch my child. Stony-faced, he fidgeted with a finger ring, less at ease in baubles than in armour.

			A flustered voice broke the silence: “Hear me, noble Mycenaeans. In the absence of this lady’s father – that would be Tyndareus – Tyndareus, son of Oebalus – Agamemnon and I stand as her relatives and guardians. That is to say, we, Agamemnon Atreides and Menelaus Atreides, are her kin through her ill-famed marriage to our cousin, Tantalus, son of Thyestes.” 

			Agamemnon, son of Atreus, destroyer of my family, glowered a challenge around the hall from the throne. No one took it up.

			I forced my attention back to Menelaus, who was standing beside the dais – the man who’d lifted me from the bathtub. He flinched as our eyes met, but this time he didn’t look away.

			“It pains me to remind you all that my uncle and cousin were usurpers,” he said. “Traitors to their kin. They brought the gods’ wrath on themselves and on their…their –” he bowed his head, and I swallowed rising gorge – “progeny. Ungodly men cause the gods to deal justice. The godly weep and obey.” 

			“And now the ungodly lie unburied, food for birds,” said Agamemnon, “a lesson to all men.” 

			“Lady,” said Menelaus quietly, “are you quite well?” 

			My limbs trembled so violently that my arm had wrenched from Harmonia’s. I forced it behind my back and used my fumbling fingers to pull the other arm behind me too. Rather the Followers than the sons of Atreus witness my emotion.

			Iphitus, Tantalus and Thyestes lay unburied, beyond Mater Theia’s embrace. Trapped between the realms of the living and the dead.

			My voice sounded as if from the grave that my dead didn’t share: “Quite well…guardian.” 

			Though he grimaced, Menelaus pressed on: “Our desire is to protect this lady, our kinswoman. And so I, as her guar – her kinsman, offer Clytemnestra, daughter of Tyndareus, to Agamemnon, son of Atreus. May she give splendid sons to our house.” 

			I crumpled. I would have screamed, but no sound came from my throat. Through the fussing of my maids, I heard Agamemnon say, “See? She submits.” 

			I tried to rise. My legs might have been hamstrung.

			He added, “I too am willing.” 

			Menelaus sounded shaken: “Let the wedding feast begin.” 

			The maids and Harmonia half dragged, half carried me to an unoccupied table by the hearth, where they bundled me on to a high-backed chair. Agamemnon approached and lowered his bulk on to the chair opposite mine. He snapped his fingers for a slave to serve him. Harmonia, standing behind me, held me in place by the shoulders. She pressed a kylix to my lips. Perhaps the wine she gave me earlier had been drugged too. Conversation no sooner began to fill the hall than my eyelids drooped. I caught my face in my hands, my elbows dug into the table.

			Hypnos, Giver of Sleep, spare me the final rite of this mockery. You showed no mercy at the bridal sacrifice, nor let me slip beneath the water of the nuptial bath. Spare me the marriage bed and the rebirth it brings.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Agamemnon didn’t come to me on our wedding night or in the nights that followed. I lay entombed in grief, trapped within the blackness of its walls. My dead gathered around me. I felt their touch, heard them breathe, whisper, babble and weep. They couldn’t understand their strange, unburied existence. They didn’t know they were dead.

			Harmonia washed me in bed. She forced me to take sips of wine and spoke of the duties and trials of women. I lay there, silent and unmoving, as if a sculptor had carved me. How much time passed, I couldn’t say. At some point, Harmonia seemed to be warning me about something. Agamemnon? Yes, Agamemnon – he grew impatient. He had expectations. He wouldn’t put off visiting his wife for ever. His wife.

			I dreaded him walking in and finding me naked, so I began to let Harmonia dress me. I returned to bed each morning, fully clothed, wrapped not in blankets but in memories of Tantalus’ embrace and of Iphitus’ milky scent.

			When my limbs started to ache, I moved from the bed to a chair. Harmonia coaxed me to take honeyed wine for my hoarse throat. Sometimes I tried some morsel or another. More than a mouthful was too much effort.

			One day, I asked a question and caught myself by surprise: “Is the sun shining outside?” 

			Harmonia turned sharply from the window. In measured tones, she said, “Always. The priests of Zeus sacrifice for rain.” 

			Longing seized me to walk in the citadel, to retrace the steps Tantalus and I once took. He and I used to stroll around the terraces each morning, hand in hand, till the sun drove us back beneath the echoing colonnades of the palace courtyard.

			Harmonia read my thoughts: “If you’d like to take air, I’ll speak to the king.” 

			A queen required permission to leave her chamber? But I was Agamemnon’s queen, and of course I did.

			“He wants to make sure you’re strong enough,” said Harmonia.

			He wanted to ensure I posed no danger to him. Shrewd, suspicious Agamemnon. The absurdity almost made me laugh. I was young, female and friendless. Not even my father had come to my aid. The men of my native Laconia were no match for the might of my enemies here in Mycenae.

			That day passed slower than any other. My thoughts kept straying from my prison chamber, along paths familiar as the bones now protruding from the backs of my hands. My mind led me down cobbled ramps and past the houses of the nobles, counsellors and gods. It carried me out through the Gate of the Sacred Lionesses and far beyond the citadel walls, whose massive heights once reassured me. I saw myself as a speck on the slopes of Arachne’s Peak and Holy Mountain, searching frantically for my dead so I could sprinkle their bodies with earth and pour libations, rites that would bring peace
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