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Author's Note
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This novel is a unique depiction of historical events that took place thousands of years ago. The historical data has been sourced from the classics of ancient Greek poetry and tragedy plays. They depict the House of Atreus with themes that include violence, sexual assault, incest, infanticide, and vicious revenge. Most likely, because that is the way it actually happened.

I have attempted to handle these elements with modern sensitivity but I cannot eliminate them without falsely presenting the history. Readers should be aware that difficult and offensive content appears throughout. This is not gratuitous, but I have not sanitized the classics the way Disney, for example, has. I present the history as it was handed down through the millennia. 

While the content may be challenging, it serves a greater purpose: to explore the depths of human ambition, the cost of power, and the cyclical nature of violence and revenge. This series invites readers to reflect on the timeless questions of justice, morality, and the consequences of our choices.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Previously in "House of Atreus"
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Some families are cursed by choice, and this one earned it.

In Book 1, we learned that, long before Troy burned, before the winds failed at Aulis, there was a young boy named Agamemnon. He watched his father commit an act so unspeakably horrible that the gods themselves or, at least, the entities mortals believed were gods, were shocked and took notice. 

A radiant Watcher, eons older than the throne of Mycenae, came to Earth and warned the young boy that what men call "fate" is only consequence, stretched thin across generations. And the boy vowed he would be different than his father.

He was tested on that vow. A brother's rejection of everything held sacred by both men and gods. A prophecy no one should have fulfilled. A child born from horror, raised in exile, sharpened and designed by fate to kill one man. A child who would eventually end the status quo, in Mycenae, with blood.

Agamemnon fled Mycenae as an inexperienced young man with a target on his back. He returned a king, reshaped by exile, by Spartan discipline, and by a love that was never supposed to happen. Princess Clytemnestra, the daughter of King Tyndareus of Sparta, was not meant to be his. Politics required that she be given to another man in marriage. What Agamemnon did to change that would win him a throne, a wife, and a wound in that marriage that would never fully close.

He did reclaim the throne of Mycenae in the end. And he had the opportunity to end the life of the man who'd murdered his father. Instead, he chose mercy. Above him, the powers who called themselves gods took note of that choice. Some were not pleased.

What Agamemnon didn't know... what none of the mortals knew... was that "the gods" were never gods at all. And the cost of mercy, like the cost of everything else in this family, had only been deferred.

Now Agamemnon has a daughter of his own and a throne he still isn't sure he deserves. As war gathers on the horizon, he will soon be asked to pay a price no man should ever be asked to pay.
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Tantalus
└── Pelops + Hippodamia
├── Atreus + Aerope
│  ├── Agamemnon + Clytemnestra
│  │  ├── Iphigenia
│  │  ├── Electra + Pylades
│  │  │  ├── Medon
│  │  │  └── Strophius (named after Pylades father)
│  │  ├── Electra + Peisander

│  │  │    └── Sotar
│  │  ├── Orestes + Hermione
│  │  │  └── Tisamenus
│  │  └── Chrysothemis
│  └── Menelaus + Helen
│  ├── Hermione
│  ├── Nicostratus
│  └── Megapenthes
└── Thyestes + unnamed water nymph
│  ├── Tantalus (murdered by Atreus)
│  ├── Pleisthenes (murdered by Atreus)
│  └── Calaeus (murdered by Atreus)
└─ Thyestes + unnamed other woman
└── Pelopia + Thyestes again — incestuous union
└── Aegisthus + Clytemnestra
├── Aletes
├── Erigone
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Chapter 1: A Daughter's Years


[image: ]


Palace of Mycenae, Greece—3,222 years ago

Three Years After Iphigenia's Birth

The carved lions flanking the great doors had witnessed three centuries of blood and betrayal. Their stone eyes, worn smooth by countless Mediterranean storms, watched as three-year-old Iphigenia traced their weathered faces with tiny fingers.

"Why do the lions always look so sad, Mama?"

Clytemnestra steadied her daughter against the ancient stone. The question struck her as strange. 

"They're not sad, little star. They're watchful. They protect what matters most."

"Like Papa protects us?"

The comparison troubled Queen Clytemnestra, but in ways she couldn't explain to his young daughter. So, instead, she said:

"Yes, like Papa protects us."

Wild thyme had pushed through the courtyard flagstones that morning. Iphigenia knelt among those aromatic herbs, not with any intent to pick them, but focusing on the birds. She held perfectly still, honeyed bread crumbling between her fingers as she waited for the doves to trust her.

"I don’t think you'll catch them that way," Clytemnestra called from beneath the olive tree, though she already suspected that her daughter would prove her wrong.

The birds finally came close. They always did for Iphigenia.

One by one, they grew brave enough to take crumbs from her steady hand. It was her gift. The gift of inspiring trust. She was a magnet for wild creatures. She drew them to her through a level of patience and steadiness that had already become a legend within the palace. What Clytemnestra couldn't know was how that same gift would, in ten years, make her daughter the perfect sacrifice demanded by a capricious goddess. 

Footsteps in armored shoes announced Agamemnon's return from the morning council. Sunlight caught his breastplate as he approached. When he saw Iphigenia surrounded by feeding doves, his expression shifted into a sense of wonder. He smiled.

"What magic is this?" He crouched beside his daughter, instinctively lowering his voice.

"It’s not magic, Papa. They come when they know you won't grab them."

Agamemnon studied the scene. His daughter's absolute stillness. The trust of the wild creatures. The perfect harmony between the child and the forces of nature. 

"Yes, little star," He said, "Patience wins more battles than force."

"Is that why you don't fight your cousin, Aegisthus, anymore?" The innocent question hit him sideways. "Mama said you let him live because fighting makes people forget how to stop."

Even at three, Iphigenia possessed an unsettling ability to sense emotion. Her attention shifted from the doves to her parents' faces, reading expressions carefully.

Agamemnon's jaw tightened. 

"Sometimes mercy is the hardest choice a king can make."

"But it’s the right one, isn’t it?" The little girl asked.

"The right one, of course." he confirmed, lifting her into his arms despite his armor.

Then, he spun her until she shrieked with laughter, and something flashed across his face. Recognition. This child would grow up to be not only a true beauty, but a brilliant woman like her mother.

"I love you, Papa."

"And I love you, little star. More than all the kingdoms of the earth."

The words he spoke were true at the time. But they were also meaningless.

Three Years Later

By the age of six, Iphigenia had outgrown simple games. She shadowed the palace steward through his daily rounds, absorbing the intricate machinery that kept the kingdom functioning. Her questions revealed not just intelligence, but a troubling tendency to probe things that others took for granted.

"Why do some people get more grain than others?" she asked as the man worked through distribution ledgers.

"Because some people do more valuable work," the elderly steward replied patiently.

"Who decides what work is more valuable?"

"The king, child. Your father."

Iphigenia absorbed this with characteristic gravity. 

"What if he's wrong? What if he only thinks something is valuable because it helps him?"

In sixty years of service to the House of Atreus, no one had ever asked him a question like that. It almost felt like blasphemy. The king of Mycenae was an absolute monarch. He was never wrong. And even if he was, no one would ever dare say it out loud.

"We trust that good kings will always choose wisely. The gods guide them toward justice."

"But what if the gods are wrong too?"

The question was one he could not answer. So, finally, instead of answering, he handed her a wax tablet and guided her small fingers around the stylus.

"Perhaps you should learn to read and write, young princess. Words have power to preserve the world when our memory fails us."

Instead of practicing her letters, however, Iphigenia spent far more time drawing horses. Magnificent creatures with flowing manes and proud necks, running free across imaginary plains. When Clytemnestra found the tablet later, she stared at the drawings for a long time.

Her daughter's horses were always running away from something.

But what were they running toward? That remained unclear.

In the afternoon, Agamemnon took Iphigenia to the stables. The smell of hay and leather filled the air as he lifted her onto Zephyr, the gentlest mare in the royal herd. But as they moved through their slow circuit of the yard, Iphigenia's attention kept drifting to the stallions in the far paddock.

They were magnificent beasts too proud and dangerous for any young child to ride. Their necks arched as they paced the boundaries of their enclosure like caged lightning.

"Can I ride one of those Papa?"

Agamemnon followed her gaze to the stallions. 

"Perhaps. When you're older. When you've learned how to control them. They need to know that you are the master. And, that requires discipline, on your part and on theirs."

"They don't look disciplined. They look... free."

"Freedom and discipline aren't opposites, little star. The greatest freedom comes from mastering yourself so completely that no one else needs to. Those stallions can do that, but only for riders who know how to control them."

Iphigenia pondered her father’s wisdom even as Zephyr carried her in careful circles. 

"Is that why you became king? To be free?"

It was an odd question. He no longer thought of kingship as freedom. It was actually, in some ways, the exact opposite. It was mostly duty, burden, and honor. That was the price to pay to ensure a noble family’s name commanded respect, rather than pity. But looking at his daughter, seeing her natural grace in the saddle and the way her eyes constantly sought the horizon, he realized she would experience the world differently.

"Kings are never truly free, Iphigenia. We serve our people, the gods, and our oaths. But we do choose how to serve."

"What about queens? Are they free?"

From the stable doorway, Clytemnestra's laugh held no humor. 

"Queens, my darling daughter, serve at the pleasure of kings. But we choose how to make that service count."

That evening, walking through the palace gardens, Iphigenia asked the question that would echo through Clytemnestra's dreams for years:

"Mama, when I grow up, will I get to choose who I become? Or will Papa choose for me?"

Clytemnestra knelt and took her daughter's hands, studying the face that grew more beautiful each day. More dangerously so. 

"Your father loves you more than his own life, Iphigenia. He would never ask you to become something that would hurt you."

That lie came easily. Almost naturally.

Even as she spoke the words, Clytemnestra wondered if love is ever enough when duty calls. Some men claimed to love their families more than their ambition. But, usually, they’d never been forced to choose between them.

That test was coming even though none of them, not even the king, himself, knew it.

Three More Years Later

By the age of nine, Iphigenia had grown tall enough to see over some of the internal palace walls that divided one section from another. She was also wise enough to recognize that whispered conversations always seemed to fall silent when she approached. Names drifted through the corridors. She heard the names Euchestes, Achilles, and increasingly, her own.

"Mama," she said one evening as they stood on the highest balcony, watching the sun sink toward the distant sea, "why do people stop talking when I come into a room?"

Clytemnestra's hands tightened on the stone balustrade. Her daughter's perception had sharpened.

"Because you're growing up, little star. And when a princess grows up, her future becomes... well, important to many people."

"Important how?"

"Kings have daughters for the same reason they have sons. To strengthen their kingdoms through alliance and marriage."

Iphigenia absorbed this with characteristic gravity. 

"Like the pieces in one of Papa's strategy games?"

Clytemnestra stopped for a moment as she thought about that. The analogy hit too close to the truth. 

"More precious than game pieces. Daughters are... well...  investments in the future."

"Whose future?" Iphigenia asked.

Before Clytemnestra could answer, commotion erupted in the courtyard below. A messenger had arrived, travel-stained and urgent, carrying dispatches that demanded immediate attention. As Agamemnon crossed the courtyard to attend to the matter, his eyes lifted briefly to the balcony where mother and daughter stood watching.

Something in his expression made Clytemnestra pull Iphigenia closer.

"Come. Let's go inside."

That night, Iphigenia found sleep impossible. The palace felt different. Everything was charged with a sense of tension she couldn't name. She slipped from her chamber and padded silently through familiar corridors, following voices toward her father's private study.

"Swiftest of all the Greeks, they say. Blessed by the gods themselves..."

"The political advantages are obvious, but we must consider..."

"She's barely nine, Agamemnon. Still a child..."

"Old enough for betrothal. The marriage itself can wait..."

Understanding crept over her even before he finished.  They were discussing her marriage. Not as some distant possibility, but as an immediate political necessity.

She crept back to her chamber, but sleep remained more elusive than ever. For the first time in her young life, Iphigenia understood that her body, her beauty, her very existence belonged to others. She was currency in a game whose rules she didn't understand, played by people who claimed to love her more than life itself. But did they?  Or did they love the alliances she might bring them?

The next morning, she found her mother in the women's quarters, working at her loom with unusual intensity.

"Mama, will you teach me to weave?"

Clytemnestra looked up, surprised. Iphigenia had never shown any interest in traditionally feminine pursuits, preferring horses and music over household arts.

"Of course, darling. But why now?"

Iphigenia settled beside her mother, watching threads interlace in patterns of startling complexity. 

"If I'm going to be a wife someday, I should know how to make beautiful things."

The resignation in her daughter's voice broke Clytemnestra's heart. 

"Iphigenia, you will have choices. Perhaps not as many as a son would have, but..."

"No, Mama. I understand now." Iphigenia's young hands moved with surprising dexterity as she learned the loom's rhythm. "I'm part of Papa's kingdom. Like the horses, the gold, and the soldiers, I belong to Mycenae first, and to myself only if Mycenae doesn't need me."

"That's not..."

"It is true. You know it's true, Mama." Iphigenia's voice held no bitterness, only a chilling sense of premature wisdom. "And it's all right. I love Papa, and I love our people. If my marriage can protect them, make them stronger, then that's what I want too."

Watching her nine-year-old daughter accept with such grace the fundamental unfairness of her position, Clytemnestra felt something harden in her chest. If the world was determined to treat her child as a commodity, then by all the gods, she would make sure Iphigenia commanded the highest possible price.

Two Years After That

At eleven, Iphigenia attended her first formal court feast. The political undercurrents that had swirled around her childhood finally broke to the surface in open acknowledgment for the first time. She wore her finest chiton, embroidered with silver dolphins, her hair arranged to suggest womanhood without quite claiming it.

The great hall blazed with oil lamps and torches, filled with music and rich scents of roasted meat and honeyed wine. But beneath the celebration lay calculation. Every guest knew they were witnessing the debut of Mycenae's most valuable diplomatic asset.

"Remember," Clytemnestra whispered as they approached the high table, "you are not performing for them. You are allowing them the privilege of your presence. There's a difference."

Iphigenia nodded, though she felt the dozens of appraising gazes. She had grown beautiful, but more than that, she possessed a kind of presence that made people want to please her, to win her approval.

It was a power she was only beginning to understand.

"There's my princess," Agamemnon declared as they joined him.

His voice carried over the feast's din and several visiting lords turned to look. They began calculating her worth in terms of alliance and influence.

As the evening progressed, she found herself more and more the center of subtle attention. Younger nobles maneuvered for introductions while their fathers evaluated her suitability with the intensity they might bring to purchasing a breeding mare.

The scrutiny should have been overwhelming. Instead, Iphigenia discovered unexpected strength in it.

She was valuable. Not just as Agamemnon's daughter, but as herself. Intelligent, graceful, possessed of natural dignity that commanded respect even from men twice her age.

The realization was both empowering and terrifying.

"Could I learn to fight with a sword, Papa?" she asked during a brief lull in the conversation.

Agamemnon's laugh boomed across their section of the high table. 

"And why would my daughter need such a skill?"

"Because queens should know how to protect what matters to them."

The response silenced nearby conversations. In those words, the assembled lords heard not a child's fantasy but a young woman's recognition of responsibilities that would one day be hers. More unsettling, they heard someone who intended to exercise those responsibilities on her own terms.

Later that evening, a young Spartan captain, emboldened by wine and proximity to power, raised his cup in a toast that made Iphigenia's blood freeze:

"To the future bride of Greece's greatest hero! May Iphigenia's marriage bring glory to all our houses!"

The hall erupted in appreciative cheers, but Iphigenia caught the look between her parents. Agamemnon's eyes seemed calculating and Clytemnestra's face had gone carefully blank.

"The future will bring what it brings," Agamemnon replied diplomatically. "For now, let us celebrate what we have..."

But Iphigenia understood. Her future was already being decided in negotiations she would never witness. The feast continued around her, but she felt as though she were watching from a great distance. She was just a player in a drama whose final act had already been written.

That night, as Clytemnestra helped her remove the elaborate dress and jewels that marked her transition from child to political asset, Iphigenia asked:

"When I marry, will I love my husband?"

Clytemnestra's hands stilled in her daughter's hair. "I hope so, sweetheart. I hope you will have that gift."

"But will he really love me? Or just what I represent?"

That question hung between them. It was unanswerable, of course. So, Clytemnestra said nothing for a moment and, instead, resumed brushing Iphigenia's long dark hair. Then, she spoke again:

"A wise woman learns to make herself so valuable that even a man who marries her for politics finds himself grateful for her heart."

Yet Two More Years

At thirteen, Iphigenia had grown into the startling beauty court observers had predicted. More significantly, she had developed a kind of thoughtful intelligence that made even hardened warriors pause to hear her opinions.

When the formal proposal came from Peleus on behalf of his son Achilles, it felt less like an opportunity than an inevitability. It seemed to please everyone, at least on the surface. Achilles would bind himself to the House of Atreus through marriage, creating an alliance that strengthened both Mycenae and Phthia. 

The young hero's reputation preceded him like a blazing comet. Swift-footed Achilles, blessed by the gods, invincible in battle. But, to Iphigenia, his name was nothing more, at first, than something wrapped in a legend. As the betrothal details were negotiated, however, she found herself unexpectedly curious about the man.

"They say he writes poetry," she mentioned to her mother one afternoon, as they walked through the palace gardens.

"Many warriors do that when they're not fighting," her mother replied. "It helps them remember what they're fighting for."

"What does he write about?"

"I don’t know. I’ve never read anything he’s written. But, usually, warriors write about glory. Honor. Duty. Immortality in poetry comes from great deeds."

Iphigenia considered this. 

"I would rather he wrote about music. Or gardens. Things that grow instead of things that die."

Clytemnestra stopped walking and studied her daughter's face. 

"Is that what you want in a husband? You are a princess. You must marry a prince, not a farmer."

"I want a prince who sees me as more than just the most advantageous marriage he can make." The admission came with clarity and conviction. "I want someone who would choose me even if I weren't King Agamemnon's daughter."

"That's a beautiful hope, little star. But remember, even if he marries you for political reasons, that doesn't mean he can't come to love you for yourself."

"What if he doesn't?"

Clytemnestra chose her words carefully. 

"Then you will be the wife of Greece's greatest hero, mother to his children, and mistress of your own household. There are worse fates that can happen to a woman."

"There are better ones also." Iphigenia commented.

That evening, as the three of them sat together on the palace's highest terrace watching sunset paint the Argive hills gold, Iphigenia found herself thinking about the choices she would have, and the far greater number of choices she wouldn't have.

A dying light cast a long shadow across the stone. And, in that shadow she imagined she could see the shape of her future. A wedding to a man she had never met. Children whose names would be chosen for political advantage. A life measured in service to kingdoms rather than the joy it might otherwise contain.

"Papa," she said suddenly, "do you think Achilles will be kind?"

Agamemnon's arm tightened around her shoulders. 

"I think any man who gains your hand in marriage will be the most fortunate man in all of Greece."

"That's not what I asked."

The directness caught him off guard. His daughter had always been perceptive, but now she saw through evasions with unsettling ease.

"I think," he said finally, "that Achilles is young enough to remember that strength should protect rather than dominate. And I think you are wise enough to help him remember if he forgets. So, yes, I think he will be kind. If he’s not, he’ll have to answer to me."

Iphigenia leaned against her father's side, comforted by his presence even as she recognized the careful limitations in his promise. He would ensure she was matched with a man of honor and standing. But he could not guarantee she would be cherished rather than held as a thing of value.

"Will I be allowed to visit here? After I'm married?"

"Of course, little star. Mycenae is your home. That will always be so."

Clytemnestra watched Iphigenia absorb her father's promise with the trust that would, in months rather than years, make his betrayal even more devastating. But
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