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Praise for An Unexpected Ally


“Lovers of Greek myths and myth retellings should not miss this soaring tale. With An Unexpected Ally, Sophia Kouidou-Giles takes the oft-maligned goddess of sorcery to new heights and dimensions. In this fresh take, love, hate, and jealousy are channeled into a compelling story of sisterhood.”


—MARIA A. KARAMITSOS, author, former publisher,and founder of WindyCity Greek magazine


“Kouidou-Giles’s book captivates the reader from the first paragraph. The story traveled me to vibrant worlds with rich descriptions of an ancient, mythical world. Through the fascinating adventures of Circe, the author extols the talents, emotions, and skills of the feminine nature, revealing the primary virtues of female solidarity. A page-turner!”


—NORA KAZAZI, author of Colours of My Soul(Στα Χρώματα της Ψυχής Μου)


“An Unexpected Ally is an enchanted reimagining of an ancient Greek myth and has all the hallmarks of human drama with a powerful woman, Circe, at the center of the story. Circe includes timeless themes of family conflict, use and misuse of power, desire, prophecy, dreams, sacrifices to the gods, and love gone awry. Curl up in front of the fire or enjoy this book sitting in the sun on vacation. A fun and educational read, An Unexpected Ally is highly recommended.”


—DIANA ENGLISH, PhD,author of The Well of Sorrow


“What a wonderful mix of adventure, mythology, and age-old relationship issues; the reader encounters engaging, unusual characters and visual images that take them out of the daily grind and into another realm, including under the sea and into the sky. A true adventure tale with just enough history and psychology to elevate it above mere escapist pleasure.”


—MARY WEIKERT, journalist and author


“What an unexpected retelling, filled with characters from Greek mythology! It’s an enjoyable read with twists and turns!”


—MEG MAHONEY, contributing writerto the Baltimore Review and the Lumiere Review
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To my grandsons, Oscar and Damon,who love mythology.


With love,Yiayia









“You had the power all along, my dear.”


—Glinda the Good Witchin The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum














PART I








They reached the gates of the goddess’s house, and as they stood there they could hear Circe within, singing most beautifully as she worked at her loom, making a web so fine, so soft, and of such dazzling colours as no one but a goddess could weave. On this Polites, whom I valued and trusted more than any other of my men, said, “There is someone inside working at a loom and singing most beautifully; the whole place resounds with it, let us call her and see whether she is woman or goddess.”


—Homer, The Odyssey: Book 10.240–5[The Odyssey (Trans. Samuel Butler)]
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ONE






"How do we know the ones we love? Do we? Do we really love them, or are they companions for a time?” Circe was in one of her moods. She was working on another tapestry, chatting with her faithful servant, Melis.


“Mistress,” Melis offered, wringing her hands. “All you have to do is choose your man. Who can resist you? Who has ever resisted you before?”


The all-knowing enchantress smiled to herself, for she saw her servant was trying to lift her out of her melancholy. Pointing to the tangled-up spools and threads stacked by the wall, she ordered, “Sort by color.” Melis rolled up her sleeves and followed instructions.


For an instant, immortal Circe believed Melis’s words. She could conquer him, this creature she had recently seen in her dreams. He might be a good prospect to follow Odysseus, a man who was no longer in love with her but who had stolen her heart. There had been times she thought of keeping him, slipping him a potion, forcing him to stay, but then she would kill what she loved about him, his moxie, his willpower, his independence. She did not want to keep him tamed, a creature bent to her will.


Melis fastened her black bandana around her graying hair and bent down to collect what had fallen on the floor. “Odysseus is homesick,” she mumbled.


Circe only glanced toward her servant before returning to her own thoughts. Despite her affection for the cunning warrior, the enchantress was almost ready to release him. “He deserves his fate: meandering the seas in search of Ithaca,” she declared with a smirk.


Melis’s eyes lit up. “Maybe it’s time . . . but you will have no trouble finding another.” After all, to beguile and allure were part and parcel of Circe’s charms; she rarely needed to use her incantations in matters of the heart.


Circe, the daughter of Helios, the mighty Titan, and the ocean nymph Perse, left her loom and picked up her golden mirror. A pair of wide-set blue-green eyes stared back from a young woman’s face, the hair parted with a fine bone comb and tossed to the right. Her skin was smooth and supple. Her chin was pointed, the mark of a decisive woman. Her voluptuous lips tempted every man she ever wanted to pair up with. She touched up her hair. That’s better, she thought, and smiled, satisfied.


The goddess felt Melis’s gaze follow her. Circe had confided to her that the newest object of her curiosity was exotic, fascinating, immortal, a creature of the land and the sea. Like her, he had a deep knowledge of herbs and the gift of prophecy; that made him an equal, an intriguing first for a partner. His name was Glaucus. He had been transformed from an everyday fishmonger to an amphibian god, or so she had heard from Odysseus’s crew.


When the servant finished tidying up, she excused herself. Alone again, Circe walked over to her collection of threads and fabrics. She chose a couple of skeins of blue thread and took them to the loom, but she was done working for the day. Over the eons, she had tired from so many losses. However, she could not quiet her thoughts. Could this god be who she hoped for, an immortal companion for an immortal sorceress? Immortality was not all it was cracked up to be. She definitely wanted to have a hand in shaping her own fortune. But life could be unpredictable; there were complicated alliances between Olympian gods and humans. Tides often shifted; she had been caught in those eddies herself from time to time.


On her way to the kitchen, in a swirl of confusion, Melis was puzzling about her lady’s plight. She knew Circe to be a powerful woman who did not trust people and relied on her own instincts about things. Her mistress was lonely and chose her lovers well—but an amphibian? What would that be like? Odysseus had come, stayed for a year, and would soon be gone. She knew he was the only one ever to abandon her mistress. That must smart.


Melis did not keep Circe’s confidences to herself. She stopped to taste some figs the girls had plucked from an overloaded tree, so ripe they were dripping honey, and shared the news. “Circe is interested in an amphibian god. She has been asking questions, gathering every tidbit she can from Odysseus himself and his men,” she said, with a smug smile. All ears perked up and soon it was the whisper of the day. “They come and they go . . . They come and they go . . .”


Some had sympathy. “She is upset. Odysseus is leaving her,” said the washerwoman, still scrubbing pots and pans.


“Give her time to get over him,” added her helper.


Others were in disbelief: “Such a crazy idea.” They all wondered if all the witchcraft in the world could make this relationship work. She was of the land, he of the sea.


Then the talk shifted to Circe’s past affairs and lovers. Melis reminded them that any human would eventually die and leave her alone once more. The girls liked those who gave them small gifts to thank them for their services. Not everybody did. “Remember the ribbons I got?” said the pretty one.


“I remember, but he liked me better. He gave me a belt made of shells,” answered the one watching the cauldron simmering over the coals.


“What would an amphibian give us?” wondered the third. “More sea trinkets?” They giggled and started listing what they would like to receive.


“What matters most is what Circe gives you, girls,” said Melis, who had fed the gossip but did not care for their greed and squabbles.


Earlier in the week on a particular evening, Circe’s servers had been waiting for her to take her place next to Odysseus at the table and begin dining as they did every night. She was late. As she rushed along the halls, her gauzy tunic fanning out behind her, she had not yet settled on a plan of action. That afternoon, roaming alone in the forest, she had debated whether to grant Odysseus’s plea to release him. Her steps had taken her to the uncovered pigsty where his men, still in pig form as they’d been since the day she’d first cast her spell, were guttling the roots and greens her slave girls had poured into the troughs.


Invisible, she rested on a fallen tree trunk behind some tall palm trees and listened to their conversation. “We’ll never see Ithaca again,” a couple of them mourned, rolling in the mud to cool down from the hot day. After a year in the pigsty, even hardened warriors were giving up hope. Circe knew she held their fortunes.


Elpinikis, one of Odysseus’s lead men, spoke up. “Odysseus will convince Circe to let us leave her island and return home to Ithaca.” He walked around the pen looking at each sailor in the eye: “Remember the prophecy Glaucus gave us. We will get away. Odysseus is crafty and soon we’ll board our ship. We have overcome so many obstacles. Glaucus told us we would see our home again.”


Circe’s ears perked up. It was the first time she heard of Glaucus. Who might that be? She approached the pigsty, staying a few feet away from the muddy ground, and called Elpinikis by his name.


“Who is this Glaucus?”


Surprised, the white swine moved closer to the sorceress, making his voice humble: “What do you want to know, mighty Circe?”


“What did he prophesy?” Her eyes narrowed. “Who and where is he?”


Despite his piggish form, she saw that the young man was reluctant to share much. “He was an everyday fishmonger, my goddess,” he tried, laconic as ever. “But now he is immortal: a god, with the divine gift of prophecy. He gave us hope we will return home someday.”


“Where did you meet him?” she asked, tilting her head.


“In Delos, when we all swam in the calm waters of that bay.”


“Is he really a god?” she persisted, intrigued by the unexpected information.


“That is what Odysseus said. Ask him,” Elpinikis answered, moving away and lowering his head to get a drink of water. Circe read his mind, felt his fear, and sensed his yearning to see her notorious magic wand that had transformed kings and slaves alike. She knew he would never beg for what he most wanted: for her to shift them back to their old selves.


Noticing the setting sun, Circe realized she was holding up dinner. She rushed away, following a path inhabited by birds she had transformed from human enemies. They chirped pleasing songs to the enchantress.


Up ahead, she could see that her servers had already set the table for two. She and Odysseus met there every night no matter where their day took them. Odysseus, the king of Ithaca and leader of men, had been repairing the ship, moored on the bay. A short man, dark-skinned and muscular, with small dark eyes and an unkempt beard, he liked working with his rough hands. Circe tracked his progress. By now he had most everything in good shape. She knew he worried about her delaying their departure. To watch him, though, sipping wine diluted with water from the wide-mouthed cylix that the slave girls kept refilling for him, no one would know he was fretting. It was time for the biggest meal of the day, and he would be hungry. Circe moved so silently that no one could hear the pitter-patter of her feet, and she took her seat across from him without an apology. “Have you kept busy today?”


Looking surprised, he swallowed a bite of cheese and reached for a fig. “Busy making some last repairs to the ship. My sailors and I are ready to leave. Another day when home is calling, Circe.” The pleading in his eyes forced her to recognize that their affair had to be over soon. She had promised him she would return his men to their human form when the time came.


In a sharp, almost accusing tone, she said, “You have some guidance from Glaucus for your trip back home, I understand. You have never mentioned him. Is he credible?”


She refilled his cylix herself and watched Odysseus take a moment, thoughtful, staring at the image drawn on the bottom of it: Apollo wearing a laurel wreath on his head. She smiled to herself, noticing the king of Ithaca’s surprise that she was aware of Glaucus. “Is he a man or an immortal god?” she pressed.


“A god,” he answered carefully. “Beautiful and unusual, he shifted in form from human to an amphibian creature, growing fins instead of arms and a fish tail instead of legs. He knows about life’s mysteries and has the gift of prophecy.”


Circe motioned for Odysseus to go on.


“He certainly knows a lot about herbs. Many go to Delos to ask him about the future.”


“What else do you know?” Her eyes stayed on him.


“Nothing more.” He shrugged. “Some gods want to see us back home and others don’t. He was sympathetic.” He took a breath and looked away from her. “But where is our meal?”


She snapped her fingers to signal to the servers that they were ready for more food. They rushed in a platter with fish and asparagus and they filled their plates, eating until Circe complained to the slaves. “Wait until we have come to the table before you steam the fish. It’s cold. I can barely eat it.” She knew it was her own fault for being late. Still, they were there to serve them perfect meals.


They finished with a handful of ripe, delicious figs Circe had ordered her maids to gather from the garden. Not ready to call it a night, and since the evening was mellow, they moved to the patio where Odysseus told stories about a couple of constellations that he knew well from navigating the seas. Shifting his weight from one foot to the other, he pointed to the Pleiades, the six sisters Zeus had turned to pigeons and sent to the night sky to shine like diamonds and help sailors find their way. Close to them was amorous Orion, son of Poseidon, a hunter in pursuit of the sisters. Odysseus had a charming way with words and Circe enjoyed his illuminating stories, but it was getting late and the couple withdrew to their bedroom.


That night Apollo, the lord of Delos, who was fond of the enchantress, sent Circe a vivid dream. He and the other Olympians watched and interfered in her affairs from time to time. The image was of a man rowing his boat out to sea. The man was tall, with long hair that danced in the breeze. His youthful face glowed under the rays of a full moon. He set his rod to the bottom of his boat, dropped anchor, and baited his fishing hook. Circe’s gaze sank under the surface of a sapphire sea, discerning the form of a woman who looked familiar; it was her mother, Perse, the ocean nymph, her braided black hair coming loose as she approached Glaucus’s boat. She took the fishing hook dangling in the water and forced a fish to swallow it. Then she stood by to watch what the fishmonger would do. Sensing the pull on his line, the man netted the fish and was about to drop it into his bucket but hesitated. He held it for an instant, as though feeling its life quivering away, then released it back to the salty sea, delivering it back to life. With a look of relief on his face, he dipped his oars into the water and steered his vessel to shore.


The dream jarred Circe awake. She did not wake Odysseus. Her mind was racing. It was rare to see her mother in her dreams. The two women were not close and Perse’s relationship with Helios was everything Circe was afraid of, a conflicted, humorless pairing. Her mother must be away from the palace again, after some spat with him—although she never talked about their fights openly. What was she doing following a fishmonger in the sea? What was she doing showing up in my dream? Who was the creature? She liked to take her dreams apart, to unravel their messages, but this one was puzzling. Maybe dreams don’t mean a thing. Her gaze shifted toward the moon, still high in its night sky. There would be hours still until morning. But maybe, she thought, forcing her eyes back shut, they mean everything.
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TWO






As sure as the sun rises each day, Circe knew some dreams carry messages from Apollo, the god of light and music, and Morpheus, the god of sleep and slumber. Still, how remarkable that her mother, who had never approved of Odysseus because of his warrior past and cunning reputation, had shown up to test the amphibian. Was this a sign of approval?


Stepping outside her palatial home, built of cut stone and set on the hillside, she walked down the grand staircase to the nearby forest grove to find Odysseus. He was already up, gathering tools for his morning chores. Watching him prepare to return to the ship, the only ship that had survived his adventures, was like salt on her wound of abandonment. He had told her he planned to move the ropes onto the beach to inspect and repair them today.


Wild mountain wolves and lions prowled around them peacefully, for the enchantress had tamed and drugged them to be guardians of the island. Even Odysseus’s swine men, who had feared them at first, appeared to ignore them. The mighty beasts had turned into friendly lambs, though their fierce growls surely sent shivers down the pigs’ spines.


Circe covered her arms with a shawl, for the morning dew had not lifted yet, and sat on a bench. She was not an ordinary immortal but one that gods, including her parents, tracked closely; Apollo, Hermes, Poseidon, and others had meddled in her affairs. Their fascination with her stemmed from the way she had grown her powers through her patient and thorough exploration of Mother Nature, her taming of beasts, her unveiling the properties of herbs to heal and control. She was a powerful sorceress in the galaxy of immortals, one who could shape-shift and liked to engage with mortals.


Finishing her breakfast, Circe steepled her fingers and turned to Odysseus. “You won’t believe it, but I think this fishmonger of yours, Glaucus, visited me in my sleep.”


“Curious,” Odysseus said, and asked her to recount her dream. Once she had finished, he told her it sounded like the fishmonger could be Glaucus.


“This dream is confusing. My Nana was exceptionally good at analyzing my dreams. I wish she were still alive and with me.” Circe sighed. Her childhood caretaker, Nana, one of the few people she trusted, had nurtured her spirit of curiosity and adventure, and had been her solid companion in and out of her father’s palace.


In the course of the conversation, divine Circe suspected that Odysseus had asked Apollo to help him extricate himself from her and her island, Aeaea. The dream Apollo had sent her was steering her attention to another man! Had her lover promised the god another sacrifice to coax him to intervene? Perhaps this suspicion would help her release him and his crew back to the sea.


“I wonder what Glaucus would have told me today about our return to Ithaca,” Odysseus said, sounding worried. He stopped his search in a box filled with tools and begged her directly, “Circe, perhaps you have some advice for me? I need your help and wisdom to know how to best prepare for the journey.” He had earned fame and praise for his leadership during ten years of guiding Greeks in the Trojan War. Since then, Circe had seen his love for glory and brave deeds shift to homesickness, a yearning to return and be with familial souls: Penelope, his wife; Telemachus, his son; and his aging father, Laertes.


She looked at him, scowling. “Odysseus, noble son of Laertes, was it Glaucus who told you how to prevent me from turning you into a swine?”


He chuckled. “You are still tracking him? No, no. It was Hermes. He met me on my way to your palace the day we arrived here and gave me the magic herb gods call moly, a black root with a milky white flower to use for my protection. That was my talisman.”


“That’s why you never changed shape, even though you drank my potion!” Her eyes glistened with her realization, once more, that the Olympians loved interfering in her life. To his question, she responded thoughtfully. “I know how much all of you have suffered at sea, and how many ills and cruel savages you had to overcome. You would get the best advice from Tiresias, but to find him you have another dangerous journey. Tiresias, the seer, is among the dead. It’s worth it for you to descend into the shadows of Hades. You will meet ghosts that have haunting stories to share. Listen to them, but be sure to find him and hear him out.”


He nodded, furrows of concentration on his face as he considered her words. “I have known no mortal who ever attempted to intrude into the realm of the dead.”


She felt his burden, his weariness with such a destiny, and watched him turn away to leave her, drying with the back of his hand tears that trickled down his cheeks. Yet Circe believed that if anybody could, it would be noble Odysseus who could carry the weight of one more deadly challenge and succeed. She gazed after him as he started down the path to the beach, knowing he would spend the rest of his day contemplating Tiresias as he prepared his ropes.


Circe moved to the spinning house, her favorite morning room, to weave more magic on her upright, warp-weighted loom. Her tapestry was ethereal, painting worlds not known to men, with lively plants and animals that seemed to move about the land. It was a world of green and gold, white and silver threads only she could tame. She wove tirelessly, sending the shuttle across the tent of threads, using strings, silk threads, and ribbons with a steady hand. All along, she was thinking about Odysseus. Their days together would be over soon. Once he came back from Hades, he and his men would depart, leaving her alone. She sent the shuttle through the warp one last time and moved to drink some water. Then she combed her black hair and left the palace, making her way to the pigsty.


This time she was determined to learn more about Glaucus from Elpinikis. When the amphibian encountered Odysseus and his crew, what prophetic guidance had he offered? She approached the pigsty quietly and stopped behind some bushes.


The usual pessimism reigned among the men. One was grumbling, “Glaucus lied to us in Delos. We are never getting back home! Who says he helps fishermen and sailors like us? Another lie!”


Elpinikis shouted with alarm at the soldier, “Blasphemy! How many times must I remind you of the story about Glaucus and his powers? I don’t want to hear your doubts. Remember how he told us about the properties of herbs, how important they are for the living? The herbs brought his fish back to life. We know Circe is famous for her potions; that’s how she turned us into swine! And he knows rites too. Have some respect!”


Circe crept closer to the pigsty, spotted Elpinikis, and fixed her eyes on him. This time, she knew, he would not hesitate to share what he knew, because Odysseus had instructed him to speak freely and answer all her questions. An older soldier stopped rolling in the mud and asked him: “Is he really immortal? How do you know?” Some of the others snickered, but Circe’s curiosity was piqued. She moved closer in, beyond the palm trees.


She watched Elpinikis’s eyes dart around from the old soldier to her. “Circe, daughter of Helios,” he called, “Glaucus spent months exploring the forest near his village, trying different herbs. In the end, he discovered the magic ones and used them to bring the fish he caught back to life. Then one day, fascinated by their properties, he ate some himself. It was a most amazing miracle; that was how he became immortal.”


Circe guessed what happened next. “But gods exact a price for everything they grant. That must be when he shifted in form to a graceful amphibian creature, growing fins instead of arms and a fish tail instead of legs. Isn’t that right, Elpinikis?”


“Yes. He knows how hard life is for fishmongers and sailors. That’s why he offered us prophecies, to hearten us, to let us know we should trust in Odysseus. He told us we will sail again away from your spellbinding island. He would not lie. Would he, Circe?”


Now she stood among them. “No. Just as he said it. But Odysseus needs to get one more prophecy to help him on this journey. Then you will be on your way to Ithaca again.” With that, she revealed the magic wand she always carried in her inside pocket and turned them back to men!
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THREE






That afternoon, feverish preparations began near the palace to stage a celebration and an evening meal at the luscious grove. Circe had ordered that the symposium take place at the clearing, a flat expanse surrounded by palm trees and thick brush. Odysseus was to be treated as the king he was, and his men like the brave warriors they had proven to be in Troy.


Slave girls labored most of the day, decorating under Circe’s watchful eye with fronds and flowers, and gathering all that was needed to serve food and wine and offer entertainment to the joyful assembly. They moved several couches to the clearing and set up tables in the middle to house the endless supply of food and drink. In the center they set a tall krater to store the wine and signal the upcoming celebration. It was decorated with figures of a Dionysian procession, ecstatic satyrs, and maenads playing their aulos, which were woodwinds much like oboes. They reserved a space with bench seats for the musicians who would entertain the party. Already the musicians were rehearsing melodic tunes they would perform at the gathering. In the palace kitchen, servants lit fires, cleaned fish, meat, and vegetables, and set cauldrons over coals to heat stock.


Another group of girls guided the men to the baths to prepare them for an evening of luxury. Several, deprived of male companionship on Circe’s island, enjoyed their chance for quick, opportunistic pairings. They exchanged first glances, then embraces. Circe could hear the pleasures of lovemaking, moans escaping lips, betraying hungry entanglements in bathtubs filled with aromatic herbs. She counted them lucky, for her own desires had been well satisfied in the arms of Odysseus.


The men that the slave girls had bathed and dressed in white tunics slowly gathered in twos and threes at the grove. Tonight, Circe meant to make a memorable event, honoring their Trojan days and Odysseus’s year on her island. Refreshed and cheery, they were led to their appointed couches where the girls of Aeaea helped them wash their hands. More greetings, jokes, and murmurs of appreciation filled the evening air.


The celebration was ordered in a way that all the men still remembered, despite the hardships of the war and their days in animal bodies that held them prisoners of Circe. Odysseus’s men looked younger, as their wounds and scabs had healed, their beards were trimmed, their bodies were refreshed, and their spirits lifted.


Circe shared her couch with Odysseus as servants carried large platters with roasted fish garnished with fresh spices and a lemon-oil sauce. They passed trays with olives and cheese around as appetizers. Tables were covered with exotic fruit and greens prepared in the palace kitchen. Her palatial home had not put on a celebration like this in a century.


Later, satiated and content, the guests watched musicians arrive and start the entertainment as tables were cleared and preparations were made for the service of wine and more delicacies. The moon had risen over the horizon line when two musicians bent over their lyres and touched the strings, gently releasing haunting melodies from their Ithaca home. Elpinikis, now a handsome young man, started singing in a deep, rich, and clear voice. Homesick warriors, touched by familiar rhythms and textures of honey tunes, joined him, and the aulete sweetly played his pipes. They sang about life and death, the vanity of war, their love of women, wine, and home.
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