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PIECE ONE — The Barbarian 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The clamour of the market was harsh against his ears, and thick clouds of gnats and flies gathered overhead, a canopy as thick as the sheets of cotton webbed across the narrow streets of Naucratis, in the early morning light. Teucer clasped his hand over the lekythoi as slivers of olive oil trickled down his calloused fingers. The hot air carried the smell of roasted meat and animal shit and bodies that bowed under layers of sweat. It wasn’t Salamis; Salamis had been built with the sea in its foundations, saltwater buried in every stone and slab of wood, seaweed painting the walls a deep ocean green. Sand still tangled between his toes, but now it felt unnatural, and he curled his toes reflexively to shuck the particles off.
The sun had only started to rise, but the city had been awake at the first sign of light. The old woman in the house next to his had woken him and his employer up with a guttural cough and her usual gruff quip: “Where is the boy?” She folded her bony arms over her sagging breasts, only satisfied when Teucer slinked out so she could drag him with her across the city.
Now, the old woman said: “Take this, boy,” She shoved another ceramic vase into his arms. It thunked against the other two none too lightly, and Teucer held his breath; let not the bastards break, he thought. They didn’t. The old woman turned and strode forward, paying little mind to the growing throng of patrons, vendors and their wares, carrying a leg of lamb wrapped in palm fronds.
Teucer followed her out of habit, like a dog would its master, and for no other reason than that. The leather greaves he wore caught on the hairs of his legs, the sounds and smells wrapped around him like the bitter sea. Blood sputtered from a cart beside him—from the man Ajax had slain moments before Teucer could have taken his last breath; from the jagged wound in Ajax’s chest that painted his wife’s hands red—from the cart beside him. From a slab of meat on the cart beside him. His head throbbed where Hektor had hit him with a rock—no, it was the sun. The sun was too heavy on his skin, on his mind. He followed the ripples of the old woman’s blue-white veil, like a dog would its master, the lekythoi and the vase still in his arms, pressing his ears against the jut of his shoulder. He breathed. 
“You walk too fast, old woman,” said Teucer. 
“Or perhaps you are just too slow,” the woman replied. She paused at a stall, eyeing a jar of faience beads, but quickly turned away when she saw she could not afford them. Without a word, she continued down the street, and Teucer followed.
A boy shouted in the near distance, in a language Teucer couldn’t understand, but he caught the eagerness in his voice. The boy looked no older than Teucer had been when he first felt the weight of a bow in his hands, when he first learned to kill a man. But this boy only smiled, his left front tooth missing and hair almost shorn off, and ran past with a skip in his step, a basket of fish strapped to his back. The way the boy smiled reminded Teucer of home.
Until their tutor had scared them with stories of Charybdis and Sirens and other savage water-beasts, he and Ajax loved the ocean. They would run down the side of the palace, down the narrow streets of Salamis and to the beach, where they would swim until their limbs grew taut. Teucer’s mother would tie her skirts up to her thigh and tentatively dip her bronze feet into the water too. But when Ajax caught a mild illness after staying out for too long, the two were quickly forbidden from going to the beach.
“You must get control of your child, Hesione,” his father snarled in the courtyard. “He’s a bad influence on my son.” 
“Teucer is your son, too, Telamon,” Hesione replied carefully. 
The boys crouched behind the balustrades as Telamon’s heels clicked back and forth. His mother stood vigil by the doors.
“He’s a barbarian, woman! But what should I expect…”  
Later that night, Ajax sneaked into his room with a collection of rocks he had found on the beach earlier that day. He was still sniffling and sneezing, wiping thick globules of snot on his arm or the fringes of his tunic, but he sat beside Teucer and started arranging his rocks into various shapes. Once they grew bored of the shapes, the boys started pelting the rocks against the stuccoed wall.
As the sky began turning pale, Ajax whispered: “I don’t think you’re a barbarian.”
“What am I then?” Teucer asked.
Ajax shrugged and threw another stone at the wall. It clanked against the floor and embedded itself between the two. “You’re my brother.” 
The old woman turned down another street in which linen drooped from mud-rock roofs and the city’s soldiers stood distracted, splitting pints of wheat beer and honeyed wine. One man coughed—choked on a mouthful of blood and spit—and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His comrades laughed—they watched him, helpless and unsure—and the old woman weaved between them. Teucer pressed his ear into the jut of his shoulder to deafen the sound. The woman’s sandals churned up a cloud of dust and sand, and Teucer strained to catch up once more. The king of nothing refused to give him a funeral. 
“Are you not tired, old woman?” he asked. 
“Tired …” The old woman made a sound that bled into the buzzing flies. “Expectant, perhaps. Late, maybe. But not tired”
Silt rose from the bottom of the Nile, and the sun hung like a big blister overhead, the kind light suffusing the harbour ahead of them like honey. Teucer blinked back the heat and shifted the lekythoi in his arms. He sucked in another breath, keeping steady focus on the birds as they kicked from their perches like daggers. But a man with weathered, Spartan skin and matted brown hair—a man he recognised—caught Teucer’s eye. The man’s stance was hard, a spirit come to welcome him to Hades. 
It wasn’t him; it was close enough to be.
The king of nothing was alive.



PIECE TWO — King of Nothing
Sing, O Muse, of the madness of Menelaos,
Son of Atreus and King of Nothing,
Who stalked the depths where the sun never meets,
Amongst squids and silent fish,
His men scattered like ash on foreign soil—
A banquet for vultures to feast on.

In Troy, his sword sang, his crown shone,
And he carried Helen, daughter of Zeus,
Through the ash-choked gates,
To return her to the rolling fields of Sparta.
But his pride would undo him,
As he spurned the Gods, who once smiled upon him, 
Before beginning his journey home.
They in turn smashed his fleet to splinters,
And stripped his glory to its bones.

Emerging from the sea,
His tunic hanging in threads,
Into a cave where salt and brine had carved his throne,
The king of nothing knelt by his wife,
And placed half a fish before her
Then he gnawed at the other with his waxy, yellow teeth.
Spraying sheafs of blood against the rocks.
Helen didn't stir.

"Eat, wife," the son of Atreus spoke.
"How will we return to Sparta if hunger will unmake you?
I have seen how death finds those who neglect its call.
It's a death unworthy of us."

But the daughter of Zeus did not move,
Instead, she stared, unbroken, at the jagged stones behind him—beyond him,
And silence stretched between them like the Great Sea outside.
The razed fields of Troy, he supposed she saw,
Where black smoke billows and blood paints the shoreline,
And Fate slices even the strongest of threads.
As that was where their troubles began.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand,
Then stood, his fingers sticky with the fish's blood, and spoke:
"Why must you starve yourself in my presence?" he asked. 
"Do you mock me, Helen? 
Do you punish me for my shortcomings? 
Does your duplicitous mind return to him,
As it did on our marital bed?
Where is your defence of yourself?
Why do you not challenge me as you did before? 
Fight me, argue with me. Dare I say leave me!
Of all things, I miss most your wrath."

The son of Atreus began to walk,
Pacing his new kingdom of sharp stones and ugly creatures,
Which nicked at his naked feet and left red smudges on the rocks.
The sea whispered in voices long known,
Slithering like a serpent through the jagged stones—
To Menelaos, king of nothing
Reminding him of his failings;
The niece you forsook on Aulis, 
The brother whose funeral you refused to give, 
And the man you let steal your wife away, 
to a war that left her broken.

Voices overlapped, echoing through the walls,
Like drops in a cistern, unceasing.
Your crown is ash; your name is to be forgotten,
The scoured beaches of Troy will not remember you.
He plugged his ears as a child would,
To refute the image of his ruin.
She does not love you,
She is bound only by duty, by survival.
She too will forget you.

Menelaos turned to her.
He said, "are you a dog, wife? Are you bound to me
Only by obedience? By a desire to live? By your pride?
But if you are a dog, Helen, then what must that make me?
As I grovel to you, begging for scraps of compassion!
Eat me if you must—and scatter my bones for the birds!
For I am nothing more than your prey,
Nothing more than hollow.
You can bury me in the sand,
Entomb me in distant memories of armies and bloodshed,
And lives we once lived apart.
Even a dog, when it is starving,
Will devour the flesh of its master;
Does the dog not remember its place?
Your silence is cruel."

The sea continued to whisper against the rocks,
and reverberated across the caves facades,
As if shaking a bees nest to hear that foreboding buzz.
The white armed daughter of Zeus
Stared blankly into the blackened rocks,
Where the night consumed even the stars,
As Menelaos, King of Nothing, once more asked her
To eat.


PIECE THREE — Helen
The sun cast long shadows over the houses, flickering when one would obscure it or when something further along in the distance scraped at its bottom like a sharp shard of glass. Sweat beaded down your face as you hunched over your weeds, your hands slick with mud. The grave where you buried your son loomed over you like a shadow from which you received no peace. 
The boy—the one we found in the temple where the Moon rises highest and bathes the city in silver light—and I stalked through the village with the man from Sparta; his hair was brown and matted like fur, and eyes were dark, and a scar the length of his forearm ran down his weatherbeaten calf. You knew him; he was your husbands closest friend. But now your husband now stalks the depths where the sun never meets, amongst the squids and silent fish, and cannot return. 
The Spartan asked the boy where we were going, and he told him his employer. But he didn’t understand his compulsion to bring him to you; it was my idea after all.  
As soon as your golden eyes landed on the Spartan’s face, you ducked your head, covered your soft, round face with your wide arms. The face that launched a thousand ships hidden in shame! 
But the Spartan recognised you, and rubbed his beard with his meaty fingers; You look… He stopped. Why are you not with Menelaos? The innocence of his question cut you deeper than any blade. Your face contorted as those memories—your life before your abduction, the life you were content with—returned. You did not speak. 
The boy stepped forward, unwarranted aggression in his stance: She’s not that Helen. His little arms tightened over the lekythoi and the vase of red paint, his leather vambraces inflating them like a fish full of air. The boy did not belong in such garb. He was not a soldier. No, he was a boy playing games; A boy trying to match up to the man his brother was. His gaze was cold upon the Spartan. 
You wiped your muddy hands on your skirts, though you had smeared much of it across your round, plum cheeks. I noticed you hesitate, a little mouse caught in a trap and unable to find a way out. You breathed. Canopos, you said tersely, parading your dignity as if it still had any worth. Don’t you know they think you a whore? Is he alive? You asked. The boy’s face contorted, confused.
The Spartan regarded you for too long. He glanced you up, then down, and traced the lines in your face as if he was touching them himself. You were used to that, long before Greece thought of you as wanton, duplicitous, when men saw your pretty face and turned to their wives and wondered whether marriage was worth it. Your pretty face could cost a fat man his weight in gold. The way you rolled your shoulders back was tight, forceful, as if your garment suddenly began to shrink. 
The Spartan’s face twisted as he attempted to piece the puzzle together without the most integral parts. You are … real? He asked and stepped forward; his meaty hand outstretched. 
You backed away, and the boy moved between you and him; The boy was still confused, still piecing things together himself, but he loved you. I think I would know, Canopos, whether I was real or not. Half your pretty face was obscured by shadow. What business?  
The Spartan began to piece his story together, but as he mentioned your husband, you ushered him inside. You know the ways of men; Paris started a war for your body, your pretty face. The king of Naucratis did not need such bravado as Paris had; Menelaos dwelt in the depths where the sun never met; he was as good as dead the moment his ship was smashed to splinters. 
Canopos told you of the shipwreck, and of the other Spartans, the surviving Spartans, who were scattered across Naucratis and other such towns like ash. I busied myself in your kitchen, salting the leg of lamb dexterously and feigning ignorance. The boy, too, dared not look you in the eye — the pieces were slotting together for even him — and remained trained on the Spartan. 
When he asked you of your own experiences, you looked down at your calloused hands. It would not be dignified of me to say, you told him, glancing in the direction of the grave in which your young son dwelt. What of my husband, Canopos? You asked. 
It would not be dignified of me to say, said the Spartan. But I shall return to him tonight, if you are willing to help us return home.
You nodded, but your heart tightened. You breathed. The Spartan left later, and the boy scarcely looked at you as he charmlessly lumbered after, into the city where he would find himself at the bottom of a goblet. You confessed to me in the silence your fears, and you asked me what you must do. You asked me, not as a Goddess, but as a friend. As a mother.
Go. I told you. Go home, Helen.  
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