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Praise for Ariadne

“Kouidou-Giles’s reimagining puts Ariadne front and center, not as a lovelorn victim of betrayal but as a pivotal actor in the tumultuous political landscape of gods and men.”

—K. M. HUBER, author of Call of the Owl Woman

“With an intuitive understanding of Greek mythology rooted in her own Greek heritage, Sophia Kouidou-Giles once again transports readers into the magical realm of Mount Olympus deities and the human drama unfolding in Athens and Crete. Lyrical prose, exquisitely imagined settings, and dramatic scenes bring Ariadne to life in this newly reimagined tale, with lessons for today’s world.”

—KATHRYN CRAWLEY, author of Walking on Fire

“Princess Ariadne—daughter of the king—comes into her strength before your eyes in Sophia Kouidou-Giles’s latest Greek tale. Innocent yet uncommonly courageous, she navigates two warring cultures, family secrets, the schemes of kings, and the whims of gods. Just when you think she’ll be crushed by betrayal, her surprising destiny unfolds. Ariadne just might become your best-loved Greek heroine yet.”

—JEAN GILBERTSON, author of Dancing on the Whisper of God
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“The minotaur more than justifies the existence of the labyrinth.”—Jorge Luis Borges
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PROLOGUE


The time had not yet arrived when Zeus would realize that the disruptive power of his loveless son and god of war, Ares, needed to be balanced and countered. The Athenians suffered, their leaders neglectful of the needs of their people, while the gods looked on. In this era, Queen Perse, Helios’s wife and Circe’s mother, worked alongside her family to build a coalition that would advocate peace. The Trojan War had ended, but the scars it left upon both mortals and gods lingered deeply.

At the House of Helios, Perse’s call to action was clear. The Olympian gods and demigods were receiving invitations to gather and reflect on the aftermath of the war at the new meeting place: the architectural marvel famed Daedalus had been constructing. The smoldering ruins of Troy, once a grand city where mortals celebrated the gods, now stood as a tragic reminder of war’s devastation. And while Zeus watched plans for this assembly unfold, peace was still a distant hope, one that would take more than the destruction of a single city to realize.





Part I


“From the moment she cast her eyes upon Theseus, Ariadne fell in love with him.”

—Carmina 64.86–87 by Gaius Valerius Catullus. Translated by Sophia Kouidou-Giles.







ONE
The Sorceress's Daughter



In sun-drenched Athens, a sharp knock echoed through the villa’s midday stillness. The king’s messenger stood on the threshold, soaked in sweat, breathing like he’d outrun Hermes himself. He pounded again, louder, as if to break through stone.

Inside, Ariadne sat at her loom, weaving with a calm that belied her thoughts. Her mother’s voice still echoed in her mind: Be cautious of the king and keep me informed. But Aegeus? He seemed nothing more than an old man playing king.

She rose, dismissing the warning like a passing shadow, and crossed the marble floor to greet the courier.

“The palace summons you,” the messenger said, bowing low. “It’s the king’s pleasure.”

A rare invitation and not one to ignore. Ariadne’s heart quickened. She rushed to her chamber, trading her plain chiton for a formal tunic, its deep saffron and ocean-blue patterns a proud nod to her Cretan bloodline. Her servant looped her thick dark hair into a crown and tied it with a ribbon the color of the Cretan Sea. The belt was drawn tight at her waist, her sandals laced. By the time her elderly nurse, Aglaia, caught up, Ariadne was already reaching for the door.

“Child, your scarf! Cover your face. This is Athens, not Knossos,” she warned.

“I’ll be fine,” Ariadne replied, barely glancing back.

“At least take a servant with you!” Aglaia insisted, her voice quivering with worry at sending a sixteen-year-old alone through Athens. But Ariadne was already at the door.

“I’ll do fine, all on my own,” the young princess mumbled, barely audibly, as she wrapped the scarf over her hair. Then she shouted to the elderly nanny, “I don’t need a servant, Aglaia. I am safe in Athens.” Aglaia saw the Cretan princess take a deep breath and open the brass door wide, glancing both ways before stepping out. Only the distant bark of the neighbor’s dogs broke the silence.

Behind her Ariadne heard Aglaia sigh, no doubt worried she was being rash and overconfident. The old nurse was always reminding her: “Be proper and humble. We are strangers here.” But Ariadne rarely paid her much heed.

On a sweltering August afternoon, the young princess anticipated the lively bustle of the agora—shoppers haggling, athletes training, and sports fans bantering, all part of the vibrant scene. She walked the quiet streets of her neighborhood, passing the columnated entrances of wealthy homes, preparing herself for the crowded thoroughfares ahead. She adjusted her burgundy scarf to shield her face from the sun’s glare. In the distance, Aegeus’s palace loomed on the hill, its marble facade gleaming, adorned with reliefs of Athena crowned with olive wreaths, a symbol of power and protection.

As she approached, the marketplace got louder with the noise of people shopping and sellers advertising goods. It was unavoidable: to get to the palace she had to cross the agora. What will they all think when they learn about my brother, the Minotaur? she wondered. It was only a matter of time before the scandal would be street news in Athens. But for now, the secret remained hidden. She worried about the inevitable impact on her and her family’s reputation. A creature half human, half bull for a brother! But so far, both the demos and the palace had treated her with respect since she had settled here, her new home, during a time of famine and pestilence.

The young princess had lived in this city for nearly a year and was not a stranger to the marketplace. Summoning all her courage, she walked faster, looking straight ahead, but her attempt to go unnoticed was unsuccessful. People knew she was Cretan royalty living on the outskirts of their city and sister to Androgeus, who was competing in the Panathenaic Games. Rumor had already spread that she was to be betrothed to Theseus, the young prince who had recently appeared at his father’s palace, a prince she had yet to meet.

These were trying times for the people of Athens. Although the market was bare of supplies and prices had risen to enormous heights, Aglaia had reassured Ariadne and Androgeus not to worry. Their household thrived on steady deliveries from Crete. Whenever ships docked near Athens, Minos made sure sailors brought them every luxury they could wish for. But for the locals, everyday life was grim, marked by scarcity and hardship.

She hurried past a group of men loudly arguing over a fresh catch of fish just delivered to a stall. The noise and pungent smells were overwhelming, but fortunately, the shortcut spared her from enduring the market much longer, and the men, preoccupied with the catch, did not notice her.

Ahead, the marble palace stood tall and majestic, a welcome sight. On her first visit, the king himself had greeted her! Now she ascended the long staircase to the terrace where the sentinels stood guard: two tall men in burgundy tunics, their chest plates engraved with the profile of Athena, the city’s protector. They rushed to open the gates for her. As the heavy doors closed behind her, Ariadne, still breathless, stepped inside and leaned against a cool marble column, the sensation a welcome relief.

She adjusted her scarf again, ensuring it concealed her face, and with her heart still pounding from the climb, Ariadne navigated the palace corridors and made her way to Aegeus’s main hall. The atmosphere inside was thick with tension, and she could feel the stares of the men in attendance piercing her like daggers. She heard an elder speaking gravely about the city’s struggles with famine and disease. Apparently catching sight of her, he asked loudly: “What’s this wealthy girl doing here?” She bristled at the scrutiny, steeled herself, and keeping a facade of indifference, walked past several old men. Her gaze flitted around the room, searching for a familiar, friendly face amidst the cold scrutiny.

It did not take her long to spot a newcomer, a handsome young man. She straightened the folds of her tunic, suddenly aware of the drawings of poppies blooming across her chest. The man’s gaze met hers: curious, appreciative. To Ariadne, he looked like someone who didn’t need to speak to be listened to. He was attractive, tan and muscular, and she felt mysteriously drawn to him from the moment she saw him.

Navigating to the front of the room—for she was royalty—Ariadne kept her attention on the assembly, her eyes scanning faces, trying to piece together the dynamics and intentions of those gathered. The absence of Aegeus, the king, was conspicuous, and the whispers and murmurs that filled the hall increased her uncertainty.

The young newcomer commanded the room with ease. He had turned to greet her with a short bow. She nodded, smiled, and returned the gesture.

“Welcome,” he said, without introducing himself. “I hear your brother was victorious today. He is the prize winner in wrestling.”

That must be the reason for the attention I’ve been getting, she thought. She liked the dimples on his cheeks, and she felt pleased to learn about Androgeus’s success. But her mind raced with questions: Who is this handsome man? Could he be Theseus, the young prince I’ve heard so much about? The man I am to marry? The councilors seemed to give him the floor. The young man, tall as a cypress and crowned with black curls, his muscles sculpted like those of a hero in marble, turned back to the councilors, but his voice carried throughout the hall. He spoke with them in animated tones. From the conversation and the serious nods of the men around him, Ariadne guessed they were discussing ways to bring more supplies to the marketplace. Soon, a palace page arrived to announce that the king would not be joining the gathering and that Theseus was in charge of the meeting, responsible to report the assembly’s recommendations to King Aegeus.

Ariadne waited and listened, and soon the meeting was over. The Athenians were planning to ask Minos’s support. He could lend them food supplies for the winter months. She listened carefully, for she would report it all to her mother. When the meeting was over, Theseus approached her to give her hearty congratulations on her brother’s victory. “I hope to see you again soon,” he said as they parted.

As the main hall emptied, Ariadne’s thoughts were focused on sharing every detail with Aglaia and getting in touch with her mother, Pacifae. Early on, Ariadne had protested to her mother, “Why me?” After all, she had an older sister, Phaedra, ready to be betrothed to a suitable man. She should be settled in Athens instead of Ariadne. Theseus would be a good match for her sister. But her objections were in vain.

“Minos demands it. You are our true ambassador to Athens, my dear, and one day will marry Theseus,” her mother had said.

Now in Aegeus’s Great Hall, her thoughts drifted, recalling her mother’s guidance and the weight of her Cretan heritage. Born and reared in the palace of Knossos, she had always relied on her mother’s wisdom. Even here in Athens, so far from her birthplace, she counted on frequent contact with Pacifae, the queen of Crete, a renowned sorceress, for advice and support. Despite the miles between them, Ariadne stayed informed about the affairs of her homeland while informing her mother of her new life in Athens. Sometimes messengers braved the treacherous seas to deliver updates and correspondence. Other times, homing pigeons carried hastily written messages across the Mediterranean. On rare occasions, her mother’s ethereal presence appeared in Ariadne’s dreams, delivering cryptic words she had to decipher. And when urgent news came up or all else failed, Ariadne would consult the scrying mirror, summoning her mother to help sort through the challenges that lay before her.

She longed for her mother’s advice more than ever now when she faced these unfamiliar councilors and the uncertainty of her role in this gathering. But her encounter with Prince Theseus, although brief, was welcome, easing her fears. She would seek to talk with her mother through the scrying mirror. She would wait for Pacifae in the garden.







TWO
Beneath the Crown: Hearts and Thrones



The palace of Knossos, where Minos’s six children spent their formative years, was a sprawling complex set in the heart of Crete. It was a labyrinthine structure, designed to reflect the power and wealth of their father, King Minos. The palace’s size and intricate layout were striking. Wide corridors led to rooms adorned with vibrant frescoes, each telling stories of the sea, the gods, and the bull, sacred to Minos’s people. Massive columns of deep red and black capitals supported the upper levels, and staircases connected floors in such a way that visitors often lost their sense of direction within the palace walls.

The heart of Knossos was its central courtyard, where festivals, athletic competitions, and gatherings were often held. Surrounding the courtyard were lavish apartments for the royals, bathhouses, and storerooms filled with the wealth of Crete: ivory, bronze, and the finest silks.

The palace bustled with life—servants, artisans, and courtiers, all contributing to the daily rhythms of Minos’s court. The very air seemed to vibrate with echoes of history, power, and mystery. It was a place where the line between myth and reality blurred.

In her private quarters, with restricted access to all but the king and a couple of trusted servants, Pacifae, Ariadne’s mother, stood before the polished silver scrying mirror, her fingers tracing the spell signs etched along its edges. She could feel the pull of it, the ancient magic humming beneath her touch, guiding her to connect with her daughter. Ariadne would be waiting that afternoon, and Pacifae could sense it. Ever since her daughter had left for Athens, they had found ways to stay connected, but recently the mirror was their most direct link.

At her whispered incantation, the mirror’s surface shimmered like a ripple in still water, and Ariadne’s face slowly came into view. She was seated in her lush Athenian garden, her brown eyes wide with expectation.

“Mother!” Ariadne’s voice sounded earnest. She broke into a bright smile. “I’ve been waiting for you. I have so much to tell you!”

Pacifae’s heart quickened at her daughter’s enthusiasm. “Tell me, child. What news?”

Ariadne leaned in, her excitement palpable even through the magical connection. “I’ve just returned from the palace! Androgeus has been crowned victor in wrestling. Athens is alive with celebration, and Father’s name is honored with every cheer for my brother. It is exhilarating!” Her eyes sparkled with pride, and she continued, her voice softening. “But that’s not all, Mother. There’s someone else. Theseus.”

Pacifae’s breath caught. “You met Theseus?”

Ariadne’s face flushed slightly and her hands knitted together as she spoke. “He was there, at the palace. The king’s son. You must have heard … he’s the one they say will be a great hero. His strength, his way with the people … it’s all true. He’s nothing like I imagined. There’s a kind of light in him, something that draws everyone to listen to him.” She paused, as if searching for the right words. “I don’t know what it is, but he leaves an impression on everyone. Even on the councilors.”

Pacifae was pleased and yet disquieted. Ariadne’s voice was filled with admiration, but beneath it was an innocence. Pacifae feared that her daughter did not recognize that she was a pawn in her father’s eyes. An alliance with Athens was all Minos was after. Marriage of his daughter with the young man would guarantee that. But neither Minos nor Pacifae herself had any love for Athens or its people, and her daughter’s eagerness unsettled her.

“I am glad he made a good impression on you,” Pacifae said softly. “He may be as the stories say, but there’s more to heroes than their strength. Remember that the gods play their games through mortals like him.”

Ariadne nodded, though her eyes remained distant, her thoughts clearly still lingering on the Athenian hero. “I will, Mother. But it feels like something is beginning, something important.”

Pacifae’s lips tightened, but she held back her darker thoughts. “We will speak again soon, dear. Keep me posted on Androgeus’s performances, and tell him his mother is proud of him! Tomorrow I will order a sacrifice in honor of Athena, praying for more victories for my son.”

The image wavered and the connection dimmed as the spell’s power waned. Ariadne’s face slowly dissolved into the silver surface, leaving Pacifae alone in the quiet of her quarters.

That night the queen paced her bedroom, restless. The growls of the Minotaur echoed through the palace, a constant reminder of the creature she had borne, her unwelcomed son. The queen shivered, imagining the Minotaur’s lips curled into a snarl, revealing a row of sharp white teeth. Minos was right: the beast was hungry. It was not just his hunger that tormented her. It was the ever-present shame, the knowledge that her husband now had cause to despise her. At least Ariadne had not witnessed this, as by the time the bull was born, her daughter was settled in Athens.

Pacifae hated it all—the bellowing, the judgmental looks, the whispers behind her back. Most of all she hated herself for what had transpired. It had been a trap, one she could scarcely comprehend. A force beyond her control had stirred her desires in a way that even now she struggled to explain.

It had started on a calm spring day in a bucolic valley. Strolling through the meadows, away from the palace, the scent of wildflowers in the air, Pacifae had come across the bull. At first glance, he was no different from any other, yet something about him captivated her. His large mellow eyes gazed at her with calmness; his glistening hide shimmered in the sunlight. He exuded no aggression, no threat. Instead, there was an undeniable allure, a gentleness in his powerful form. Could it be Zeus, the powerful king of Olympian gods, who had shape-shifted to a bull?

He was there day after day when she returned to that same valley. He would be lying in the grass, surrounded by a sea of red poppies. His presence was intoxicating, a blend of strength and tenderness that stirred something deep inside her. The bull, with his muscled frame and those inviting, almost loving eyes, seemed to admire her in a way no man ever had. It was as though he saw her, he truly saw her, and in that gaze, she lost herself.

And soon she gave in. It was as though some divine force had taken hold of her, and she could not resist the pull of the creature before her. The union that followed was unlike anything she had ever known. But this was a story she could never tell; no one would believe it. After all, who could understand such a thing?

The bull she mated with was gone now, and she was left with the twisted offspring of the bull’s deception, a creature born of her shame, her mistake. The birth had been excruciating, a pain that surpassed anything she had ever experienced. And when the time came, it was her sister, Circe, who had come to her side, as family always did, offering aid without judgment. At least not openly.

She recalled the enchantress, Circe, sweeping into the birthing room in a rush of shadows, her wings spread wide in the form of a regal eagle, golden feathers gleaming in the dim light. She had landed gracefully beside her and, with a shiver of magic, had shifted back into her human form, her bare feet soft on the stone floor. Dark, curling hair framed her piercing blue-green eyes, a glint of the fierce bird still lingering in her gaze. She had knelt beside Pacifae just as the first pains of labor gripped her and, with a steadying hand, whispered words of calm to her sister. Circe’s presence was like balm, bringing with it the essence of the wild, an untamed force ready to see her through the harrowing ordeal.

Pacifae realized that the night had turned quiet, still. The Minotaur’s bellowing had ceased. They must have fed the beast with the day’s game local hunters brought in, she thought, appeasing his enormous appetite. She sat arranging cushions around her back, relieved for the quiet.

In the dim light of her sitting room, Pacifae recalled that Circe had sat quietly by the hearth after overseeing the Minotaur’s delivery, stirring her calming potions for her. The silence between them was heavy. After her sister had guided the newborn bull to the stables and left him in the care of startled stable boys, Pacifae remembered saying something like, “You must think me mad.” It was a time when she felt strained from the birth, exhausted and bitter. “To fall for it, a bull, the deceiving form of a shape-shifting god … but it was not in my control. It was as if something inside me broke and I was swept away.”

Circe had looked up and must have recognized the queen’s need for reassurance. “I think many things, dear sister. But madness? No. The gods have their ways of playing with us. You were merely a pawn in his game.”

Pacifae sighed, sinking deeper into the cushions. She had written to Perse, her mother, soon after his birth, confessing. “Now I pay the price. My husband, Minos, despises me, and the child … it is not human. It is a monster I cannot relate to.”

She had rushed to read her mother’s reply that came by a homing pigeon the next day: “You birthed a creature of two worlds, neither fully human nor beast. But it is still your son, your blood.”

The memory caused the queen to sit up, and she spat out loud into the empty room, “Blood! He will never be anything more than a reminder of my shame, a mockery of the queen of Crete.” She understood that her father, Helios, the sun god, had remained silent about this beast of a grandson, born just two months ago, and she appreciated that he did not criticize her for her foolishness.

Shutting her eyes, her heart heavy with this burden, she accepted that she had made her bed. But with family by her side, there was a way forward, even if the path was paved
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