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A Note to the Reader
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This novel is a fictionalization of real events from the ancient world, viewed through a science fiction lens. The source material comes from the classics. That is, the poetry and tragedy plays of ancient Greece, which recorded the history of the House of Atreus across millennia.

Those plays did not flinch. Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides chose darkness deliberately. Greek tragedy was never meant to flatter its heroes. It was meant to illuminate the human condition through their failures. The themes these playwrights preserved... violence, sexual assault, incest, infanticide, matricide, and vicious cycles of revenge... were not cautionary inventions. They were, in all likelihood, the events as they actually occurred. To soften them would be to lie about them.

I have not lied about them.

I have handled this material with modern care and sensitivity, but I have not sanitized it. What you will encounter in these pages is difficult and, at times, deeply uncomfortable. That discomfort is not gratuitous. It is the point. These stories survived thousands of years precisely because they confront something true and unresolved about human nature. They address our hunger for power, our capacity for cruelty, and our painful, imperfect attempts at justice.

This series is written for adult and young adult readers who are ready to engage with history on its own terms. It asks the questions the ancients asked: What does violence cost across generations? Can cycles of vengeance be broken? And when we make our choices... shaped though they may be by circumstance, by ambition, by forces beyond our control... are we ever truly free?

Those questions have no easy answers. They didn't then. They don't now.
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Chapter 1: Radiant Witness
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I have watched Tantalus and his descendants since before Mycenae had walls. 

Many years ago, I stood in a courtyard and watched the newest member of the House of Atreus draw his first breath. His name was Agamemnon. I let myself hope that he would be different than those who came before him. It wasn't the first time. I had let myself hope with his father, and his father's father, and every cursed son of Tantalus before him. But they all turned out the same in the end.

I had continually whispered into the conscience of Agamemnon's ancestors, across the years. I wanted, badly, to believe that a man born into a family built upon blood, deception and horror could rise above it all, and choose a different path for himself. But each time I hoped, my hopes were dashed. Until, finally, I no longer believed they would ever change. Despite that, I continued to whisper to Agamemnon.

There is a shore in Aulis, in Greece, where a thousand ships once waited for a wind that would not come. Where a king slew a sacred deer out of sheer boredom and where his fate was sealed by the actions of one of my siblings, the goddess, Artemis. He stood at the edge of a choice no father should be asked to make. Where a young girl, who did not know what her own composure would cost, would someday die.

I will not describe what happened there. Not yet. Not because it is too terrible to tell. I have watched worse, and told worse, and I will again before I finish writing down the full story that I wish to convey to you. For now, after millions of years of life, I am at the end. My death is near, and I want this history to survive me.

I hesitate only because you do not know these people yet. You have not seen who Agamemnon was before the throne broke him as a man. You have not seen Clytemnestra's face turn to stone a second time, nor do you yet understand why she will remember the day for the rest of her life, and beyond it.

So, instead, I will show you how it began. Not at an altar. Not with a sacrifice. Long before that. Eighteen years earlier, in a palace built by a man who once served his own sons to their father at a feast and called it justice, a Spartan princess arrived to smooth relations between two kingdoms. She did not yet know she had walked into the middle of a curse built over four generations. Nor did she know that something was waiting for someone new to either break it... or complete it.

That is where the story starts.

What happened at Aulis is coming. I will not pretend otherwise. I will not lie to you. Nor will I soften it when it arrives. But these people, and not only these people, but also my own siblings, the "gods," deserve to have their story told with honesty, rather than as a lie dressed up as mercy.

Grief can mean far more than happiness once you know what it cost to earn. But, so can hope. Bear witness with me. Because it all began, as most things do, with a choice someone thought very small.
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Chapter 2: The Cost of Silence
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Mycenae, Ancient Greece – Palace of King Atreus – 18 Years Earlier - 3,230 years ago

Clytemnestra, princess of Sparta and priestess of Hera,  stood in the courtyard of Mycenae's Temple of Hera, watching smoke spiral upward from braziers positioned at precise intervals around the sacred space. The incense hung so thick in the air it stung her eyes.

Around her, the Mycenaean priestesses moved through their duties. But something was wrong. The younger priestess to her left held her shoulders too rigidly. The older woman near the altar kept glancing toward the palace gates.

"The offerings are prepared, my lady," said Eurydice.

She was the eldest priestess. Perhaps fifty years old, dark hair streaked with gray, eyes lined with wrinkles that came from watching too many things she could not change. "Will you inspect them before we begin?"

Clytemnestra followed her to the altar. Fresh barley cakes, honey, a young lamb without blemish. Everything according to custom. Yet Eurydice's hand trembled as she gestured toward the arrangements.

"Something troubles you?" Clytemnestra asked quietly.

Eurydice's eyes darted toward the palace, then back. 

"No, my lady. All is as it should be." Eurydice's hand trembled. 

Clytemnestra had arrived only three days ago as part of her father's diplomatic mission. King Tyndareus valued his alliance with Mycenae despite Atreus' reputation for brutality. When you commanded the largest army in Greece and controlled key trade routes, reputation mattered less than utility.

I am here to smooth relations between Sparta and Mycenae. To show that Hera blesses this union. Not to make waves.

A young servant rushed into the courtyard and made direct for one of the priests near the eastern colonnade. Urgent whispers. Clytemnestra caught only fragments.

"The king's men."

"Another execution."

Her stomach tightened. The fourth since her arrival.

The priest's face went pale. He hurried to Eurydice and repeated the news. The older woman's composure cracked for just a moment, revealing something that might have been grief or rage or simply exhaustion. Then the mask returned.

Before Clytemnestra could speak, a palace guard appeared at the courtyard entrance. Young, perhaps twenty, with the hard eyes of someone who had learned not to question orders.

"Princess Clytemnestra of Sparta," he announced formally. "King Atreus requests your presence in the palace megaron for a celebration of Mycenae's strength. Your attendance would honor us."

The phrasing was courteous. The underlying command was clear.

"Of course," Clytemnestra said, keeping her voice steady. "I would be honored to attend."

––––––––
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KING ATREUS’ COURTYARD had been transformed into a theater. Banners bearing the golden lion of Mycenae hung from every column. Long tables were heavy with food and wine. Musicians played near the eastern wall, their cheerful melodies obscene given what Clytemnestra suspected was coming.

King Atreus held court in the megaron, the great hall at the heart of his palace. His throne stood against the right-hand wall, with his back against the solid stone of the citadel. This ensured that no man could approach unseen.

The circular hearth at the hall's center blazed with flames. Its light caught the frescoes on the walls: depicting bulls, processions, and the hunt. Smoke hung thick in the air, mixing with the smell of roasting meat.

Atreus reclined on cushions of dyed wool, his body angled toward the room like a man who never truly rested. Attendants moved quietly between him and his low table, setting down cuts of meat, barley cakes, dark wine mixed with water. Fifty years old, powerfully built despite the iron-gray hair, he wore his age the way the citadel walls wore theirs. Proof he had survived many enemies.

To his right sat his two sons, Agamemnon and Menelaus, sharing a table. Beyond them, the megaron opened into the courtyard where nobility and warriors gathered in careful hierarchy. The tables were arranged according to rank. The highest-ranking nobles were positioned closest to the king. Common soldiers stood in the outer court.

Every placement, every cup distributed, every portion allocated was a statement of power. The king sat at the apex of it all, and everyone faced him, always lower, always aware of the stone wall at his back.

As a virgin priestess of Hera, modesty required Clytemnestra to wear a semi-translucent veil. But she studied everything she saw with analytical precision. Menelaus was a few years younger than his brother, Agamemnon, with an open face that still held traces of boyhood. He stood slightly behind his brother.

It was Agamemnon who attracted and held a majority of her attention. He looked about twenty-four or twenty-five, which was consistent with the information about him that she’d been briefed on, before leaving Sparta. He was tall and lean, handsome, with a regal bearing. He had the look of a well-trained warrior. 

A guard escorted her to a position near the platform. Close enough to show honor. Far enough away to maintain her status as observer rather than participant.

"Princess Clytemnestra," King Atreus called out, his voice carrying easily across the megaron. "Thank you for joining us. Sparta's presence graces our celebration."

"The honor is mine, great king," she replied, executing a formal bow that satisfied protocol without suggesting subservience.

Atreus smiled. He gestured to a servant, who brought forward a chair positioned to give her an unobstructed view, positioned among the highest nobility, at his right side. She sat and a personal table was brought for her.

'He wants me to see his power and carry word to my father...’ She thought to herself.

Then, the musicians fell silent. Conversation died. Every person in the courtyard turned their attention toward the king.

"Now, we shall witness justice done," Atreus announced. "We will demonstrate how Mycenae deals with those who would undermine the foundations of our city-state, and the stability we have built."

Guards emerged from the palace, dragging seven men in chains. Nobles, she could see, from their bearing, and the remnants of fine clothing. But they had been beaten. Blood marked their faces. Their hands were bound behind their backs.

"These men," Atreus continued, "have been found guilty of opposing the royal tax assessments. Stirring up dissent. They have spread their poison among the merchant class. They have questioned my authority and encouraged others to do the same."

One of the prisoners, an older man, lifted his head.

"We asked only for fairness, my lord. The taxes have tripled in two years. Our people starve..."

Atreus' expression didn't change. 

"Did I give you leave to speak?" Atreus asked.

"No, my lord, but..."

"Silence him."

A guard struck the man across the mouth with casual efficiency. The old nobleman fell to his knees, blood streaming from split lips.

Clytemnestra's hands clenched in her lap. Every instinct screamed at her to intervene. This is not how her father ruled. This was unjust. But she was a guest in a foreign court, representing her father's interests. One wrong word could shatter the alliance Sparta desperately needed. 

"The sentence for undermining the king's authority is clear," Atreus said. "Each of these men will have his left hand struck off. A permanent reminder of the cost of treason."

The courtyard erupted in murmurs. Even among those accustomed to Atreus' brutality, it seemed excessive. These were not common criminals. Their families were well thought of. Now she understood the faces of the Mycenaean priestesses of Hera. All of the priestesses, generally speaking, came from the noble families, and they were, no doubt, aware that Atreus was about to cut the hands off their relatives, friends or associates.

But Atreus seemed unconcerned by the murmurs and the discontent it might signal. He gestured toward the executioner. A massive man stepped forward carrying an axe.

The first prisoner was forced to his knees. His hand was placed on a wooden block. Clytemnestra forced herself to watch, even as her stomach churned. She would not let anyone see a princess of Sparta become squeamish, no matter what the atrocity.

When the executioner raised his axe, Agamemnon moved.

Clytemnestra saw the tension in him. Almost as if he were bracing for a blow, himself. 

He stepped forward, leaning close to his father. The movement was smooth, practiced. His voice was too low for Clytemnestra to hear, but she watched Atreus' face shift from certainty to irritation to calculation.

Agamemnon's expression remained neutral, but his shoulders carried tension. The posture of someone balanced between obedience and defiance. One wrong word and he would incur his father’s wrath. But he held his ground, and for thirty seconds that felt like an eternity, father and son existed in silent negotiation.

Finally, Atreus raised his hand. The executioner lowered his axe.

"My son reminds me that the House of Atreus can also show mercy," Atreus said, though his tone suggested he found this concept distasteful. "Therefore, I will offer these men an alternative. A fine of one hundred gold talents each. To be paid within one month."

The amount was staggering. Enough to bankrupt all but the wealthiest noble families. But it was better than mutilation.

"However," Atreus continued, his voice hardening, "if any of you are discovered engaging in similar activities in the future, there will be no further mercy granted. Your hand will be taken, and possibly your head as well. No pleas will be heard. Do you understand?"

The prisoners nodded frantically, relief and terror warring on their faces.

"Take them away," Atreus commanded. "They have one month to pay the fine. If they do not, the executioner will finish what we started today."

As the guards dragged the prisoners back toward the palace, Clytemnestra found her eyes drawn to Agamemnon. He stood motionless beside his father's throne, his expression revealing nothing. But he had risked his father's displeasure to prevent seven mutilations. 

The festivities resumed with forced gaiety. Wine flowed. The musicians played. Nobles laughed too loudly and drank too quickly, trying to wash away the memory of what they had almost witnessed.

Clytemnestra picked at her food, maintaining the appearance of participation while her mind worked through all the implications. Her father needed to know about this. Not just Atreus' brutality, but of the fear that permeated every level of Mycenaean society.

But what could her father do with that information? Break the alliance, leaving Sparta vulnerable to northern aggression? He wouldn't. She was sure of that. There was no good option.

––––––––
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THE SUMMONS TO ATREUS' private chambers came that evening.

She had expected it. The "celebration" was the performance. Now came the private conversation where the real message would be delivered.

She was escorted through corridors lined with tapestries depicting Mycenae's victories. Past rooms where servants moved quietly, eyes downcast. Guards stood at every corner. The palace felt to her like a fortress of unhappiness.

Atreus' private study was surprisingly simple. Maps covered the walls, showing trade routes and territorial boundaries. A desk held scrolls and correspondence. The only luxury was a wine service of exceptional quality, cups carved from alabaster and inlaid with gold.

The king stood by the window, looking out over his domain. He didn't turn when she entered.

"Tell me, Princess," he said, "what does Sparta think of today's events?"

Clytemnestra chose her words carefully. 

"Sparta appreciates strength, my lord. We understand the challenges of maintaining order."

"A diplomatic answer." Atreus turned to face her. His expression mimicked paternal warmth, but his eyes remained cold. "But I asked what you think, not what your father's diplomats would say."

She met his gaze steadily. 

"I think justice and terror are not the same thing, though they may sometimes appear similar from a distance."

"Interesting." He poured two cups of wine, offering one to her. She accepted it but did not drink. "You sound like my son, Agamemnon. He has similar ideas."

He moved to the desk, gesturing for her to sit. She remained standing.

"Let me share the truth with you, Princess," He sipped his wine. "Loyalty is a luxury. Fear is what keeps a king on his throne when all else fails."

"My father rules through respect, not fear."

"Does he?" Atreus' smile sharpened. "Or does he rule through Sparta's military reputation, which is itself built on fear of what Spartan warriors can do? Your father understands that power requires a foundation. Mine is simply more honest about its nature."

The argument carried some truth. Sparta's strength did rest partly on other kingdoms' fear of its warriors. But there was a difference between respect earned through martial prowess and compliance extracted through brutality.

"Your father allied with me," Atreus continued, "because he needs Mycenae's wealth and numbers. The alliance stands because he is a practical man. So am I."

Much as she would have liked to deny it, he spoke the truth. 

'My father knows what Atreus is. But he believes the alliance is necessary.’

"I see understanding in your eyes," Atreus said. "You're intelligent, Princess. Too intelligent to hide behind comforting illusions. The world is built on hard choices. Your father makes them. I make them. Someday, if the gods will it, my son will face similar choices."

He set down his wine cup with deliberate care.

"When you return to Sparta, tell your father that Mycenae remains strong, that our alliance serves both kingdoms' interests. Most importantly, tell him that I am the devil he knows. And in these uncertain times, that may be the most valuable thing I can offer."

It was a dismissal wrapped in courtesy. Clytemnestra bowed with precise formality and turned toward the door.

"One more thing, Princess."

She paused.

"My son interceded today. Convinced me to show mercy." Atreus' voice carried a note of almost academic curiosity. "What did you think of that?"

Clytemnestra considered her answer carefully.

"Your son showed courage."

"Or weakness. Sentimentality that may undermine him when he rules." 

––––––––
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THAT NIGHT, CLYTEMNESTRA stood on the balcony of her chambers, looking out over Mycenae.

The city sprawled below, its walls and buildings illuminated by torchlight and moonlight in equal measure. From this height, it was beautiful. The palace complex rose like a crown atop the hill. The lower city spread outward in concentric rings. Trade routes stretched toward distant horizons, carrying wealth from every corner of the world to and from Mycenae. It was both beautiful and powerful. But, it was also a hollow place.

She thought of the seven noblemen who would spend the next month desperately trying to raise an impossible sum of money. Of the priestesses whose hands were shaking during sacred rituals. Of Agamemnon's eyes and his quiet intercession that had saved seven hands.

What could she do? She was a princess masquerading as a priestess. She had no army, no power, no real voice. Her mission was given to her by her father, King Tyndarius of Sparta. She was to observe and advise. Pretend to perform the rituals of Hera. Bless the alliance. But for reasons of political necessity. The mindset of these two cities, though both Greek, was as different as night and day. 

A sound in the courtyard below caused her to look. A solitary figure was walking in the shadows. But even from this distance, she knew who it was. Prince Agamemnon seemed different than his father, King Atreus. More humane and decent. It didn’t hurt that his height, obvious strength and the way he held himself made him interesting to every young woman. She secretly watched him until he disappeared into the palace's labyrinthine corridors. 

Then, Clytemnestra turned from the balcony and moved to the small altar in her chamber. As a priestess of Hera, she maintained all the proper appearances. She lit the incense, poured a libation, and knelt before the goddess's image. But the prayer that formed in her mind was not a traditional one.

She thought of Atreus' words about choosing allies. About her father's pragmatic acceptance of an alliance with Mycenae. Atreus was obviously a monster. What would happen if she sent word of this to her father? Would he dismiss it simply as the cost of politics? Probably.

As she mulled the idea of complaining to her father she poured the libation. The wine pooled on the stone, and she whispered:

'Hear my prayer, Hēra Basíleia, oh great and powerful Queen of the gods! When the gods next demand blood, let it be the blood of this tyrant and not of a decent man...’

The incense smoke rose straight and pure, carrying her unspoken oath toward whatever powers might be listening. Probably none, she decided. The gods were probably just imagination and nothing more. Meanwhile, outside her chamber, Mycenae slept quietly. The largest city-state of Greece. It was a beautiful city, but it was run by a tyrant.

She moved over to the desk in the corner of her room and began to write a message. She wrote about King Atreus’ brutality, and his son’s intercession. When she was finished, she rolled the scroll and slipped it into a carrying canister, sealing it with her personal version of the royal seal of Sparta.
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