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Praise for
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“Circle of Peace breathes new life into these ancient Greek myths for a new generation of readers to enjoy.”

—G.G. KELLNER, author of Hope, A History of the Future

“Sophia Kouidou-Giles is a master storyteller who can make faraway places and long-ago times feel like they are here and now.”

—THEO NESTOR, author of Writing is My Drink

“A captivating retelling of a Greek myth. Sophia Kouidou-Giles delights us from beginning to end in this modern retelling of the sorceress Circe. Inventive and captivating, An Unexpected Ally deserves a sequel.”

—SUSAN AYRES, professor and poetess, author of Walk Like the Bird Flies

“Circle of Peace is very highly recommended reading for readers who enjoy twists on traditional stories of the Greek gods . . . [it’s] fiction that sizzles with an action, insight, and a reimagined mythology worthy of discussion and debate.”

—MIDWESTERN REVIEW

“While the house of Helios works to turn tragedy into a movement for peace, others prefer to sow the seeds of war and unrest, leading to a battle of wills of mythic proportions. Circle of Peace is an imaginative tale you won’t soon forget.”

—MARIA A. KARAMITSOS, author, poet, & former publisher, and founder of Windy City Greek magazine

“Sophia Kouidou-Giles captures the nuances of Greek legend with elegance, clarity, and wit.. . . This book explores loss, resilience, and the enduring quest for peace despite all odds. I highly recommend Circle of Peace to anyone who loves mythology, particularly Greek myths and legends!”

— READERS’ FAVORITE, FIVE STARS
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“Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.”



—T. S. Eliot
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PART I



Muses of Pieria who give glory through song, come hither, tell of Zeus your father and chant his praise. Through him mortal men are famed or unfamed, sung or unsung alike, as great Zeus wills. For easily he makes strong, and easily he brings the strong man low; easily he humbles the proud and raises the obscure, and easily he straightens the crooked and blasts the proud,—Zeus who thunders aloft and has his dwelling most high.

—Hesiod, Works and Days, 1–10 (trans. Hugh Gerard Evelyn-White)









ONEArrival


In a dusty chiton, Queen Perse wended up the path to her palatial home, the two-story marble fortress of one thousand rooms. Porters lugged packages behind her, up the terraced hill from the harbor. Her husband, Helios, was not there to welcome her—the sun-god was busy riding his chariot on the daily trek, from east to west, delivering the life-force of sunlight over the earth.

The queen’s arrival had set off a commotion. House servants ran to the columned entrance, picked up her parcels, and carried them to her wing. An eager young man reached out to relieve her of the hefty satchel she held.

“No. Not this one,” Perse scolded.

“My queen,” he answered obediently, opening a parasol and raising it to protect her from the scorching sun. He walked slightly behind her.

Tall and energetic, the queen moved quickly down the corridor and up the steps to the second floor that led to her quarters. Frescoes depicting Oceanid nereids dancing, swimming, and playing with Perse’s young son, Aeetes, and her daughter, Circe, decorated the walls. Reaching her bedroom, she set down the satchel containing the magnificent prize from the blacksmiths of Athens.

Alerted by a runner, her chambermaid, Leonora, was already preparing the queen’s bath. The young woman worked hurriedly, carrying hot water to the small, round pool next to the bedroom, a pool decorated with mosaics of bright orange sea anemones stretching their tentacles to catch passing fish, and a pair of playful dolphins entwined on the floor.

“Greetings. What aromatics have you added, Leonora?” Perse asked, shedding her clothes and removing her sandals. She stepped into the warm water.

Leonora handed her two jars. “Would you like rose or ivy salts, my mistress?”

Perse poured some rose salts into the water and sat on the pool steps to soak, ready to listen to Leonora’s welcome and to the palace news.

“We have missed you, my queen. The sun-god has been tracking you, telling us you will come home soon. You have been away a lot.”

“He does not make it easy to be with him,” Perse said with a sigh. She plunged into deeper water. Then, watching her maid bring out some oils she liked to use after her bath, the queen remained silent, waiting for Leonora’s report.

“He has been favoring Clymene in your absence,” said the maid.

“So, my sister, his old flame, is center stage again,” answered Perse, wondering if her husband deserved her return.

“Helios is proud of their son, Phaethon, and spoils both him and his mother. But you are the queen. She is just one of his many consorts. Do you remember when her boy turned thirteen years old? They had recently settled in the palace. We celebrated his birthday in the Great Hall, and Helios was present himself. You would have thought the child was an Olympian god. The boy is becoming impossible. Constant demands and tantrums. His mother has her hands full with him,” said Leonora.

“Here, massage my back and neck,” Perse ordered her maid. “It’s not like my husband to spoil anyone but himself. He asked me to come back. I just happen to be the one he favors today. Do you know what he wants from me?”

Perse stepped out of the pool and wrapped herself in a thick towel. She knew well that although she was free to travel and visit other places, her husband expected her to serve and remain faithful to him. However, in Helios’s palace, bedding more than one partner was acceptable for men, just as it has always been for Zeus and other Olympian gods.

“I doubt he called you back for Phaethon’s fifteenth birthday celebration alone,” remarked her maid. “Is he working on forging a new alliance? By the way, the boy’s birthday celebration is in a few days.” Leonora finished massaging her shoulders and sprayed her favorite perfume on Perse’s wrists, behind her ears, and on her chest. The immortal queen, youthful and refreshed, asked for a mirror and golden glitter to dust on her eyelids. She wanted to look her best for him.

Helios had summoned his wife with a note delivered to her by a carrier pigeon at their daughter Circe’s palace. His message was brief: Come home. You will not regret it. Was he finally going to build her the new palace wing with a Great Hall, as she had been demanding? She had welcomed the thought of returning home because she was tired of roaming the Mediterranean and missed the palace life. It was also time to mend her relationship with Helios; it had been sagging in recent months. Her ambition superseded her love for him and created friction between them. Tired of his demands, she aimed for independence and hoped the days he presumed to order her around would soon be over.

In the past, Helios and Perse had created powerful alliances with the Olympians. They had a reputation for being an excellent team. They had even gained Zeus’s favor, especially after Helios recognized him as the father of all gods. Zeus had returned the gesture by calling Helios, the son of Titan Hyperion, god above all others, and Hyperion himself.

Facing the garden, refreshed and dry, the queen sat on a bench and held a mirror to watch as Leonora styled her blonde hair, drawing it into an elaborate bun, letting curls drop onto her forehead. Perse asked for her pair of sunburst earrings, Helios’s gift, and added several rows of golden chains around her neck. Leonora applied the glitter to her eyelids. A younger servant brought in a silk lilac peplos and artfully draped the long shawl in loose folds over Perse’s shoulder. Court etiquette called for the sun-god’s wife to enter the throne room well-groomed and in grand style.

An hour later, the queen walked into the Great Hall, followed by two courtesans. She carried her satchel. A pair of trumpeters stationed by the entrance raised their bronze salpinges, long trumpetlike instruments, to announce her. All whispering stopped when she arrived. She looked around the sunny hall, smiling at those who bowed, and rested her eyes on the magic tapestry her daughter, enchantress Circe, had woven for her father. Helios had prominently displayed it behind his throne. It was a lavish arras, painting a field of spring flowers, their blossoms and leaves swaying in constant motion, caressed by the sun and invisible breezes. It was breathtaking. Pride and envy gripped Perse for her talented daughter. It was a prickly feeling because mother and daughter had fallen apart, yet Circe still had a closer relationship with her father. Their daughter ruled over Aeaea, an island in the Aegean Sea, and their son, Aetees, ran his kingdom of Colchis, near the east end of the Black Sea. Although distances did not have to keep them apart, their busy lives made visits between them rare.

The queen always felt the weight of her strained relationship with her daughter. Although she kept it to herself, she felt a sense of disappointment and frustration toward Circe, whom she considered stubborn and resistant to conforming to her status as a goddess. Perse had cultivated an image of success, and sought admiration and respect, a trait the queen sensed that Circe considered as shallow. Deep down, Perse yearned for a chance to reconcile and rebuild her bond with Circe.

The small crowd in the grand hall included as usual junior members of the guard in light armor, several couples, lady friends from town, and guests of the palace from land and sea. In the far corner, her sister, the nereid Clymene, was paying rapt attention to Orion, a handsome young man her son knew, when Perse’s noisy entrance disrupted their chat. Hearing the commotion, she peered sideways, and when she saw who it was, she dropped the conversation, picked up her long tunic, and rushed to greet her sister with a hug.

“You came! I hoped you would.” As she laughed with delight, Clymene’s plump cheeks and sharp chin quivered with excitement. “I love your perfume! Lovely fragrance. How was your trip, sister?”

“Tired of roaming. Glad to be home. Where is Helios?” said Perse, her eyes checking the hall for dignitaries. A pair of nereids waved to her, as did a couple of minor gods, but the rest were mostly commoners.

“Here. Let me lighten your load. Is it a gift?” Clymene smiled delightedly.

Perse nodded. “A surprise.”

Clymene offered, “Helios will be back tonight.”

Perse would not let go of the satchel. In it she carried her special gift for Helios, a set of bridles buckled with gold for his fire-darting horses. She had expected that he would wait to receive her at the Great Hall. He was late tonight. She meant the gift as her peacemaking gesture, a truce, to bring an end to their recent battles. Perse had abandoned the palace for a few weeks to “visit family and friends” after another epic argument with her husband about her demand to have her own Great Hall. All he did was laugh, dismissing her. She still remembered his last words: “One Great Hall is enough.” We shall see, she thought. Because even walls offer no privacy in a palace, the chief gossips suspected that the true cause of Perse’s departure was the argument. It was not the first time.

Hooking her arm with her sister’s, Perse moved to a shady bench in the garden with a view of the verdant hillsides, alive with the color of spring poppies. She hoped for a quiet conversation with Clymene. “Where is he?” the queen asked her sister, fanning herself, for it was a warm summer day. “What is his mood this week?”

“He is spending more time with his sister, Selene, goddess of the moon.” Clymene’s eyes softened. “He wants you to be here for Phaethon’s birthday celebration. My son is turning fifteen!”

“Where is my nephew?”

“You won’t recognize him! Your nephew is a young man, smart and strong. He is away on a hunt with his friends.” Clymene’s voice pulsed with pride. “They return tomorrow.”

“I noticed Phaethon portrayed in the new fresco along the corridor of the Great Hall. The one that shows Helios riding his chariot to bring the morning light on earth. Phaethon is watching him, smiling his radiant smile. Beautiful!” Perse stroked her necklace and, leaning closer to Clymene, spoke in confidential tones: “Who is Helios courting these days?” They shared that pain.

Clymene narrowed her eyes. “Not sure. I don’t need to know. He will tell you if you ask.”

There was nothing more to gain from this conversation, so Perse returned to the main hall and her sister followed. A younger couple approached the queen to ask about her trip and hear news she had picked up during her travels. Perse chatted with them aimlessly for a while and then focused on the end of the ten-year war in Troy and its aftermath. It was still the major topic of conversation at many royal courts. The news she shared was good for the Greeks, thanks to crafty Odysseus, the king of Ithaca; many admired his plan. “Circe told me that under his command, the Greek warriors built a wooden horse and hid in its belly. The Trojans believed the Greeks were gone, opened the gates to the city, and brought the horse inside. That night, the Greeks crept out and sacked Troy, massacred its men, and carried off its women. It was the will of Zeus,” Perse said.

But the couple of courtesans did not agree. “There are a few of us who had relatives in Troy. I have been weeping. With no news, we hope our people have survived. I hate the savagery of the Greeks,” the woman lamented.

Clymene interjected graciously, “I am sad for your people’s bad fortune.” She was familiar with the latest news and, bored with their chatter, excused herself to return to her conversation with the same eager young man.

Later that night, Perse awoke from a deep sleep with Helios’s gentle kiss on her forehead. She opened her eyes and blinked in his light. Although startled, she smiled, stretched like a cat, and rubbed her eyes and temples.

“We have missed you, dear. Good to have you back home,” he whispered. “How are Circe and Aeetes?”

“All is well,” Perse answered in a groggy voice, sitting up. She watched his eyes resting on the curves of her bare bosoms and covered herself with the sheet. She watched him crawl next to her like he used to in the good old days. Only the soothing burble of the garden waterfall interrupted the quiet of the night. Perse kept her distance, moving a smidgen away.

She debated whether to hold his hand, maybe even embrace him. She had missed him, but they had not seen each other in a month and some things needed sorting out before she would allow more intimacies. “We are celebrating Phaethon’s birthday the day after tomorrow,” she said, “and I need to get him a gift. Have you thought about what you would give him?”

Helios shifted closer to her. “His mother told him I am his father. He is excited, still taking that in. I will come up with something . . . something to prove to him I love and value my son.”

“You have always been a generous father,” she answered, reaching for her fan. “I came unprepared for his celebration; I was responding to your bidding. How are you?”

She heard him sigh, and then he spoke his sister’s name. “The moon, Selene.” She knew how close they were. When he was upset about her affairs, it was difficult to soothe him. He always answered Selene’s cries for help.

Helios poured out his worries. She listened to him and watched his eyes dart around the room. She knew he was making certain there were no curious ears around. On family matters, they were both careful about gossip and rumors. “It’s about Selene,” he repeated. “She is bedding down a mortal shepherd, and Zeus disapproves. He is a demanding man. Why fall for such a character? What is the matter with my sister? I begged her to find someone else, but she is deeply in love. Zeus is ready to punish them both. I asked him to give me a chance to intercede before it is too late.”

Perse feared Zeus’s wrath. Her imagination flared up. No one could tell what punishment might await the couple. The god of thunder and lightning could strike and burn both lovers, but then the twenty-four hours would be split between Helios and his second sister, Eos, the goddess of dawn. It would be a true burden for them all if Selene was gone.

The queen got out of bed and moved to the window, staring at the pale quarter moon. She spoke slowly. “Passion is a dangerous thing. I feel for your sister, but I agree with Zeus. Who is this manipulative and ambitious human? Is he pressing Selene?”

Helios sighed again. He sat up in bed, and she saw his facial muscles tighten. “His name is Endymion. Selene has borne him fifty daughters! She confessed to me that she visits him every night—when the moon comes down from the sky. She loves him so much she can’t bear the thought of his death.”

“How can I be of help to you, my husband?” Perse asked, and turned away to hide a smile. He needed her.

“I know you can come up with ways to avoid disaster. Invite to Phaethon’s birthday anyone you can influence to help us out, my dear,” he said, looking glum. She could hardly hear him mumble to himself: “Will she give him up? I will press her to.”

“I think Hestia, the goddess of hearth and home, is an excellent candidate, or perhaps Athena, but they will not come to this celebration. They have access to Zeus, but would they support a mortal? They might visit us, taste our hospitality someday . . . if only we had proper quarters to offer them . . . But it would be best to go to them in person.”

“Do invite them, by all means.”

“You see them every day! You want my help, but you do not value me enough.”

“Why do you say that?” Helios was on his feet, moving toward a door hidden by a heavy tapestry that led to his quarters.

Perse returned to her bed. “It would be much easier to impress my guests and get Hestia’s help if I had my hall, husband. It would serve us both.”

“We have a hall, a pretty fine hall.” He sounded annoyed. That troubled Perse because she knew his refusal was not about the effort and cost. He was standing in her way. The queen wanted to create her own allies, like Athena and Hera, and perhaps even Cybele, the revered mother of all gods and humans, if she could get a suitable setting to invite them to. She had to have her own Great Hall to be worthy of such visitors. It was really no surprise to Perse that Cybele had never responded to her past invitations.

Her dream was that together with Cybele and other Olympian goddesses, she would start an alliance of women seeking a better balance in a world ruled by the hegemony of Zeus.

Helios lifted the tapestry, and before he vanished, he finished with a tired plea. “Let’s think about more ways tomorrow morning. The time is short, but you are clever, Perse.”

Perse rose from her bed and looked at him. “Your hall is good enough for Phaethon’s celebration, but not for the Olympian gods.” There was defiance in her voice. “I will see if I can be of help.”







TWO
Perse at the Stables



Activity started before dawn at Helios’s stables, hours before the sun would leave his palace to sprinkle daylight on the earth. Busy young men from Egypt, dark and muscly, fed and groomed noble Aethon, Eous, Phlegon, and Pyrois, his well-trained horses. Bred for speed and endurance, perfect companions for the charioteer, they knew his every wish, followed his every command, traveling the heavenly heights and shifting orbits to adjust for the seasons. The foursome lived in adjoining paddocks, tended by men trained in Egypt, whisperers, talented stable hands. This morning, they had been fed and were snorting and swishing their tails, expecting Helios’s impending arrival.

The queen had emerged from her rooms before daybreak, wearing a light tiara and a simple purple tunic, energetic and bubbly. She planned to meet her husband at the stables before his daily trek. Her eyes were dancing with mischief as she picked up the satchel. “He doesn’t know,” she told Leonora, who had admired the bridles at her mistress’s urging. “Do you think he will like my gift?”

“It’s perfect. He will love it,” her maid said, helping Perse don her chiton, an overcoat to ward off the early morning chill.

An attendant followed her down the corridors and out of the palace, ready to meet her every wish. Perse had him carry the satchel to the stables and, once they got there, ordered him to take the contents out and hang all four fine sets of bridles on the arena fence.

Before long, the grooms who had finished feeding and brushing the horses and tidying the paddock were crowding around her to see what she had brought. The queen knew they admired the bridles, even though they spoke to each other in a foreign language. Perse watched them pick them up, check the strength of the leather, touch the gilded buckles, and try the adjustments. They seemed eager to fit them on the horses. Another pair of expert grooms arrived, their skin mellow brown, curious about the growing excitement. The queen watched their dark brown eyes open wide with appreciation. One of them took a set in his hands and checked the well-crafted leather and buckles, and another asked Perse in her language if they should mount the bridles on the horses.

“Not yet. I want Helios to see them first. Let him decide when to use them.”

When Asim, the Egyptian stable master, joined them, he leaned in to examine the tawny leather and said, “Whoever made these bridles has raised horses; they are experts of the craft. I have never seen such a polished set!”

“Athenian masters crafted these specially for Helios’s horses,” she said, smiling.

Asim’s voice pulsed with excitement, “What precious stones have they set on the brows and nosebands, my queen!” She had selected fine emeralds that glimmered on the leather straps, for she knew they would appeal to Helios’s aesthetic.

“Precious stones,” she repeated.

“It will take the grooms a while to adjust them for each horse.” Asim asked for the grooms’ attention by calling out their names. “We don’t have enough time today. Helios is prompt in his departure time.”

The queen knew he was right; she dismissed her attendant and lingered with the stable hands. “What are Helios’s favorite stops these days?” she asked.

“He sees his sister Selene almost every day,” Asim and the groom answered in one breath.

“Sometimes he stops to see his children too,” another boy offered.

“He used to take Circe for rides, when she was young,” Perse mused.

The small group made room for four boys to leave the gathering and lead the horses out of the paddocks. In single file, under the stable master’s discerning eye, they walked to the arena to warm up for the day’s journey.

All was perfectly timed. Helios appeared, radiant, handsome, and tireless, carrying his whip and a pair of leather gloves tucked into his belt. When she heard him approach, Perse called out, “Husband, the world awaits your arrival every day, and so do I. Come, I have something special to show you.”

“Perse!” He tossed his blond hair, grinned from ear to ear, and joined the gathering. She took his hand and led him to the arena, pointing to the bridles.

She watched his eyes get wide as he exclaimed, “Where did you find them?” and stepped closer to the fence. “What a fine set!” he marveled.

“A present for you,” she said, expectantly.

He picked up one set and inspected it closely, silent for a moment. “Well suited for Aethon, Eous, Phlegon, and Pyrois. Such fine workmanship, and I adore the decorative gems. What are they?” He looked at Perse as he slid his fingers along the leather browband.

“Emeralds, your birthstone.”

Helios handed the bridle to his stable master, who carried it back to the fence, remarking, “A perfect choice for your Lordship’s horses.”

“I only wish there was enough time to mount them, but that would delay my daily trek. I want to try them tomorrow,” he told the stable master. His eyes locked on Perse. “It’s a wonderful present for my team. Thank you.”

Perse smiled. “Yes, my gift to your fiery horses. I meant it for you, but would Phaethon like it for his birthday?”

“A perfect idea. I think he will. It is time he learned how to ride horses.” He moved closer to her. “Let’s share a meal tonight. I want to thank you properly for the gift, for honoring the boy.” Helios held his wife around her waist and pulled her in. He gave her a peck on her cheek, then turned to the grooms and ordered, “Hitch my chariot. Time to start this day.” He gave her a last squeeze and whispered, “I am counting on my clever wife to come up with ways to help Selene.”

The chariot was ready for him, and the stable master handed him his rayed headdress to wear. Perse adjusted it for him and suggested, “Check with the daughters you fathered with another lover. Phaethusa and Lampetia may know more about Selene. Invite them to Phaethon’s celebration. They will come.”

“I will. See if you can find out any more too.”

She was a little disappointed that he did not delay his trek to try the new bridles. Yet after all their years of marriage, she recognized Helios’s devotion to his routines and the needs of the planet, understood his responsibilities, and admired his exact timing. He kept order in the world and had the power to tilt his orbit so that he could usher in four seasons.

The boys brought the chariot around with his horses hitched, just as the moon faded on the horizon, and all was ready to begin a new day. Helios mounted the chariot and took the reins from the waiting groom.

Perse watched him lead the horses to the launch site, holding the reins loosely. It was the moment she had always enjoyed, experiencing the thrust of trotting hooves that sped up as they surged forward. He pulled the reins and snapped the whip, and the horses ramped up, leaping off the ground for takeoff. It was an alluring sight to see them gallop skyward, transcending the darkness, bringing radiance to the sky.

Perse gave the satchel and bridles to the stable master and asked him to have them delivered to her at Phaethon’s birthday party. She started for the palace with Selene on her mind. She would find a way to stall a disaster. Whom should she enlist?







THREE
Family Matters



Just as young dawn, with her rose-red fingers, appeared on the horizon, Perse left the stables for the palace. She followed a tree-covered, well-trodden path, willing the birds to sing their morning songs. Enchanted with their trills and tweets, she rested on a bench to let Helios’s warmth and sunlight wash over her. Her husband had handed her a new problem, and she had to generate ideas about who might aid her in her mission to rescue Selene. Because it was family trouble, she would send an attendant to invite her sister, Clymene, for breakfast to consider other allies.

Who would have information? Perse remembered the ancient magician, Hecate, who would naturally link to Selene. Hecate’s dark moon always began the cycle of a full moon. She would have up-to-date information about her sister-in-law’s trouble with Zeus. The queen knew that the goddess of sorcery and witchcraft had heightened powers at night.

She called Leonora to bring her scrying mirror from her bedroom. When she had it, she held it reverentially, raising it with both hands. Perse had inherited it from her mother, goddess Tethys, known as the mother of rain clouds, wife of the Titan Oceanus. It gave her special privileges when she invoked the goddess: immediate access to Hecate. Shaped like a full moon, the obsidian mirror reflected the shadows of the sky, and came to life with her touch. A pair of silver hands framed its perimeter, long fingers crossing its top. The handle
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