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PRELUDE
WHERE I’LL BEGIN
The walls proceed in straight lines and meet at right angles. Corridors beckon toward other corridors; doorways frame empty rooms. The tops of the walls make a black ribbon of the sky, stars glimmering like silver coins in still water.
I turn corners and pass rooms. My legs ache, and the scars on my left arm burn with remembered pain. The moon is hidden by the walls, but its light paints the walls gray and black. I am not lost. I’ve been walking a long time. I am following, and I am followed.
The smell of the sea draws me right at the fork. A slash of moonlight shows me a faint, dark stain on the flagstones up ahead. I ignore my groaning knees and crouch, knowing what I’ll find. The print of your foot, the left one, damp with salt water. The heel of your right footprint a stride away at the moonlight’s edge. You’re never far from me, here.
Then: a snort. Close by. Still air drawn into wet nostrils once, twice. A deep sigh as the air steams back out between sharp teeth. He’s one turn behind me, maybe two. A long, slow scrape of horn against stone. He can move unnoticed here when he wants to, quick and quiet as thought. Sometimes he lets me hear him. Part of the game.
I may be dreaming, or dying. Or I’m awake now and all the rest was a dream, and we’ve always been here. You ahead, him behind.
And her, of course, somewhere none of us can follow. Among the stars, maybe, looking down.
He snorts, breathes in my scent again, and his hooves clop around the corner, but I’m already up and running, ignoring the wrong turns and the blind corridors, looking for the next puddle of seawater, the next broken feather, the edge of your tunic disappearing around the next bend, and I’m sprinting now, never mind the steady, clopping hooves I can barely hear over the blood pounding in my ears, pounding with joy because I’ve almost found you, can almost see your face and clasp you to me, and I have so many things to tell you after so long apart, I’m already thinking about what I’ll say to you first, where I’ll begin.



  
THERE CAN’T BE ANYTHING WORSE
We push aside my workbench and tools to clear a space in the middle of the workshop. You help me fasten the wings to my shoulders and arms. Then you stand back as I extend my arms and flap once, twice, feeling the air resist as water resists an oar. A breeze rises, making my sketchbooks mutter. My diagrams and drawings rustle on the walls and scuttle across my drafting table. The stone floor is cool under my feet. Then it only touches the tips of my toes. Then it’s gone, for with each flap, the wings crack like sails filling with wind, and I’m flying.
Pigments and paintbrushes rattle in their boxes, charcoals roll across the floor. My shoulders burn. The harness creaks but holds. Your hair flies back, like that of an oracle when the gods speak through her. You stare up at me, unguarded awe shining on your face. You haven’t looked up at me in months, not since your voice changed and your body shot up like a vine and left you half a head taller than me.
“They work!” You shout to be heard over the rising wind. Laughter in your voice like I haven’t heard since you were little. I’ve been locked in here with you for years, building and building. How long since I’ve startled you out of your studied blankness and your half smiles and simply built something that made you proud?
My sketches hurricane around us, the wall hangings billowing and whipcracking, and in the heart of this storm I think of the maker of storms who sits on high Olympus, and the ones who sit beside him, and their jealousy. An ingot of lead settles in my belly. There will be a price for this.
We’re ready to fly before sunrise. We take nothing with us but our clothes and our wings. I climb onto the sill of the wide window by my drafting table. All your life, we’ve gazed through this window, over the palace walls, toward the shipyards and the sea. I extend my wings and jump.
Cool air murmurs in my ears and plucks at my tunic. Our tower and the rest of the palace grounds fall away until they’re a half-finished sketch in the predawn. Stretches of wall lit by sentry fires, slivers of moonlight flashing from well bottoms. Once this was an assortment of fields, before I drew the majesty of Knossos on calfskin and promised it to a king. Your world entire.
You drop from the tower window, wings white as a dollop of spilled cream, and my stomach drops with you. Then you glide, wobble, arc up, shoot past me and into a somersault, laughing. I bark your name, thinking of sentries’ arrows. But your laughter warms me as we spiral up past the top of our tower and see the wide country beyond the palace, farmland and city streets, sand and waves, the calfskin unfurling without end.
Minos has confined us to our rooms since the debacle with Theseus. He’s doubled the palace guard and the archers on the seawall. To avoid them, we fly inland, over the Labyrinth.
Branching emptiness between the walls, shadows and silence.
In one of those pools of shadow, where the purple of dawn doesn’t reach, the Minotaur’s body lies still. I know he’s there. His head struck off and carried out. His moon-pale fur fly-speckled, streaked with rivers of old blood. His thick, crushing hands nibbled by crows.
We soar over pasture and then over sea. Salt air stings my eyes. A lone fisherman leaps to his feet at the sight of us, almost capsizing his small boat. A high, strange voice whoops for joy, and I realize the voice is mine.
Knossos and Crete are behind us. Minos is behind us and cannot follow. We’re free.
We fly north over waves that break the sunrise into rubies. As the day brightens, I begin to spot dolphins and sea turtles swimming below us. Larger shapes move in the depths. I feel a pang for the sketchbooks I left behind.
I call back to you with the names of fish and seabirds, but I don’t know if you can hear me. You bob above the waves, keeping to the safe altitude we’ve discussed. You’re sparing with your wingbeats now, gliding for long stretches with eyes closed, seeming to enjoy the wind on your face.
I designed Minos’s warships myself and know how many leagues of ocean we must cross to escape them. We keep far enough from islands to be mistaken for birds. I take comfort in the even green lines of Samos’s vineyards, the white orderly columns of Apollo’s temple on Delos.
A cold downdraft plucks at my feathers and stiffens my arms and legs into gooseflesh. The sea jolts closer, does a nauseating little dance with the sky as I teeter and right myself. Again I see the tempest raging in our tower room, my tools and furnishings trembling in fear of the gods. Your face looks up from the heart of the storm, watching me with an expression I took for pride. But there’s something else in your face, some deeper emotion I can’t name.
The sky is too big and too open. The hairs on my neck and scalp prickle, awaiting the thunderbolt. I bank left, meaning to call back a warning, but you’re nowhere in sight.
Your wings pummel the air to my right. Sea and sky dance again as the gust of your passing makes my wings bob and dip. Your face is an abstraction of shadow and sunlight, unreadable. You shout to me but the wind takes your words, and then you’re soaring, climbing up and away from me, toward the noonday sun.
“Icarus!” I call. You don’t hear me, or you don’t listen. I call out again and give chase, but you’re younger and stronger. You leave me behind. I feared this, fretted about it, and as I struggle into the sky after you, I’m also back in our tower room, in the gloom of early morning, warning you not to do anything blockheaded.

“Stay close to me once we’re over the water,” I say, fastening your wings. “Fly where I fly. Too near to the sea and the feathers become waterlogged. Too near to the sun and the wax that holds the feathers together will melt.”
You swing your arm and flap the left wing. The sheet covering an unfinished statue billows to life, and dust plays in the corners of the room.
“Icarus. Do you hear me?”
“What’ll we do?” you ask.
“We’ll fly out of here and might even fetch up alive on dry land, if you’ll only listen to me a moment.”
“Afterward, I mean. If we get away. What then?”
“We’ll need protection. I’ll offer my services to another king.”
“Like Minos.”
“Nothing like him. I won’t allow it.”
You’re staring out at the sea. I reach up to put my hands on your shoulders. How silly I must look to you. A potbellied, gray-bearded little tinkerer, cluttering up our tower lair like a magpie. This place has grown too small for you. Your suddenly-lanky skeleton seems ready to leap out of your skin. Your elbows upend sculpting tools and works in progress every time you turn around. It’s past time we were gone from here.
“You don’t have to work for any king if you don’t want to,” I say. “You don’t have to build, or study. You can compose poetry, or count the stars for all it matters. You’ll be a man soon, and can do whatever you want.”
You nod but don’t answer.

“Icarus,” I cry, climbing still, the ocean a sickening distance below. You’re high above me and shrinking. “Icarus!” I tell my arms to fly faster and they want to. They want to. But. The sun is hot on my face. Our wax will melt. Our feathers will come loose, flurrying toward the water. I curse myself for a coward, trying to keep the dot of you in sight.
The sun is too bright, and I lose you in the golden blaze of midday, which makes rings and disks of light play behind my eyelids.
When I catch sight of you again, you’re falling, a shower of stray feathers trailing after you.
There is no breeze.
The sea is glassy and untroubled.
You fall in silence, as if the gods are waiting for the sound of impact.
I fold back my wings and dive. The wind shrieks in my ears. You’re facing down, but in the smooth surface of the ocean I see you falling up from a cloudless sky, your mouth agape, your hand extended. I open my wings and swoop, reaching. Your image races toward you, your inverted self grasping for me from the water with simple need in his eyes. And then the two of you meet and shatter as you hit the ocean.

With a ring Minos gave me, I pay the fishermen to search for you, and on the second night of searching, you snag one of their nets. They tell me a lucky current dragged you into the shallows near the broad green coast where they fish.
You didn’t drown. The impact broke your ribs and drove them inward. I tell myself that you died instantly. I tell myself that if I had been brave enough to strip off my wings and dive into the water, I couldn’t have saved you.
Recalling what I can from the court physician, I clean your body. I dress the wounds left by the fall and by hungry fish. I anoint you in oil and clothe you in a fine tunic one of the fishermen wore on his wedding day.
I bathed and dressed you when you were small. You’d giggle and climb into the bucket, making it overflow, folding yourself up like a hermit crab to fit inside. This is nothing like that. You’re cold and quiet, your limbs are long and strange and broken, and I can pretend that we don’t know each other, that you’re a traveler who met with ill luck and deserves a little kindness.
We build a pyre for you in the village square, and when the fire dies we pour wine over the ashes.
I cut and sand planks to make a chest to hold your bones, and I bury you in a cairn by the sea cliffs.
When Minos stops looking for me, I’ll come back here. I’ll raise a monument to you and a temple to Hephaestus. I prayed to him as I made our wings. I prayed for him to spare us Minos’s sword and the Minotaur’s jaws. And he did.
This makeshift ceremony and this rude monument will see you safely through the underworld, across the river, into the arms of the god we don’t name, the god who waits below and receives many guests.
Why did you do it, Icarus?
You couldn’t have known the lengths I went to, trying to keep you safe. The wings were the least of it.
Why wouldn’t you let me keep you safe?
When I’m not mourning or building, I sleep, and when I sleep I have the first of the nightmares that will never leave me.
In the nightmares, I’m walking along the shore, watching the steady blue surface of the sea that killed you. Or I’m in my workshop, sketching broken white feathers. Then I turn a corner, I pass through an arch, and I find myself between high walls of smooth stone, in a long corridor that leads to more branching corridors, all of them open to the starry sky.
The most frightening part isn’t finding myself back in the Labyrinth, or knowing who waits for me there. It’s realizing that the places I was in before, perhaps all the places I’ve ever been—a festival day in the Athens of my youth, a spring afternoon when I held you cackling over my head—those places too were part of the Labyrinth, and always have been.
I wake up clawing at the blankets.
The worst has happened, I tell myself.
There can’t be anything worse waiting for me.

Years after I bury you, Minos finds me in Sicily.
He comes alone, wearing an old traveler’s cloak dusty from many roads. He carries a conch shell and claims to know a riddle that only the wisest king in the world can solve. The guards laugh but let him in with the day’s petitioners.
Sicily is far enough from Crete that even Minos would have trouble mustering an invasion by sea. Even better, the king here is a forgettable, inoffensive king who requires no elaborate new ways to kill people. I make modest improvements to his ships and seawalls, redesign his palace’s ventilation and plumbing, and he’s content to leave me to my research and my grief.
My new workshop is larger than the one at Knossos, but because I no longer bother to clean it, it’s messier and seems smaller. There are no guards. I’m free to come and go, although I don’t.
I’m dissecting a gadfly when my forgettable king walks in, holding the conch shell. “There’s a man come to court,” he says. “He’s traveled far. He dresses like a beggar, but he holds his walking stick like a spear-haft and talks like a man used to giving orders.”
I don’t move. I’m remembering Minos’s proud mouth, the sneer that came after he chose the means of execution but before he gave the order. Of course he’s found me. Who am I, to flee him?
My forgettable patron, seeing none of this, sits opposite me. With an eager air, he puts the conch shell on the workbench between us. He lays a length of thread next to it.
“The man poses a riddle,” says my patron. “He has posed it to many kings and none has solved it. He who answers correctly is the wisest king alive.”
I stare at the conch and the thread. “Surely the riddle’s supposed to test you, not your advisors.”
“A king’s only as wise as his wisest advisor.” My patron is a pragmatist.
Minos may as well have signed his name. The thread on the table is the same kind Ariadne gave to Theseus, who unspooled it behind him as he ventured into the heart of the Labyrinth.
Poor Ariadne. Of all the people who survived the ordeal at Knossos, she’s the only one I miss.
“The challenge,” says my patron, “is to guide this thread into the curling conch shell, and out the other end.”
I can see Ariadne’s brow furrowed in concentration, then the sly way her eyes would meet mine when she’d worked out the solution to a math problem.
“Daedalus,” her memory says to me. “You’ve already gone and solved it, haven’t you?”
“Daedalus,” says Minos’s memory, and as he speaks I’m back in my bed in Knossos, a month after your birth. My bones ache from weariness, and my thoughts are as slow and cloudy as honey. Your cries have awakened me, and someone is standing in the corner by the crib I’ve built, holding you close and soothing you. At first I think it’s your mother, but as her name leaves my mouth I remember that she’s gone. And I am here alone with you, and with Minos, who pats you on the back and smiles at me as you snuggle up to him.
“You’re a brilliant craftsman,” says Minos, as if he’s continuing a conversation we’ve been having. “The best I’ve met. But you don’t understand your limitations.”
It’s dark, and I don’t hear the usual sounds of slaves tending the gardens and cleaning the palace. Only the crashing sea, and your faint little breaths. Knossos sleeps. How long has Minos been in here?
“You cannot grant life,” says Minos. “You cannot end it with a word. That is the province of gods and kings.” He strokes the curls on the back of your head. He draws close to the bed and stands over me. “You will never leave here. You will never build for another king. Tell me that you understand.”
My tongue is fat and dry and sticks to my mouth. I nod.
“The words, Daedalus.”
I clear my throat. You yawn and nuzzle your face against Minos’s shoulder.
“I will never leave here,” I say. “I will never build for another king.”
Minos smiles. “We’re going to make wonderful things together,” he says, and hands you to me. You stir, beginning to cry as he leaves the room.
“Daedalus?” says my patron. “Can you solve it?” I stare at the conch and the thread in front of me.
“You don’t have to,” says Ariadne’s memory.
“You will never leave me,” says Minos’s memory.
I pick up the conch and the thread. I say, “We’ll need honeycomb and an anthill.”

The solution is impossible to unsee, once I’ve worked it out. I tie the thread to an ant’s leg and lure it through the conch with a drop of honey. I show my forgettable king. Then I wait in an antechamber as he presents the solution to Minos. I listen as Minos reveals himself. Only the ingenious architect Daedalus could have solved that riddle, Minos insists. Hand him over at once.
He threatens Sicily’s shipping routes, but there’s no heat to it. The possibility of defiance doesn’t occur to him. He’s swept away his enemies in wars like a man knocking over a game board. He’s the son of a god. Great Zeus sired him, becoming a bull and forcing himself on Minos’s mother. He’s proud of this. I had to decorate the halls of Knossos with frescoes of the rape. I had to paint an expression of ecstasy on Queen Europa’s face as the bull pinned her. White bulls in the tile patterns of entrance halls. Golden bull horns forking up behind Minos’s throne. Storming up and demanding me is his entire plan, the only plan he’s ever needed.
“He shall certainly be returned to you,” says my patron.

My patron invites Minos to feast with him before taking me back to Crete. Minos must be weary from his long search. Perhaps he’d like to bathe, and have my patron’s daughters bring him oils and fine clothes, before he sits at the head of the table and enjoys the honors that are due him from one king to another.
Minos accepts. Why refuse what is due him?
I’ve built a beautiful bathhouse for guests, one worthy of a king. The wall tiles have been shaped to resemble shells. Clamshells and oysters, the ever-shrinking spiral of the nautilus, and yes, the thorny conch. The jugs for scented oils are blown glass, shaped like water droplets. The smooth, heavy tub at the room’s center is a single chiseled block of marble, with the flukes and tail and small, aged eyes of a leviathan.
I hope Minos notices these details as the princesses undress him and help him into the bath.
The greatest innovation is a long marble spigot jutting from one wall and overhanging the tub. It allows warm and cool water to flow out and cascade into the bath.
The water tanks are in the next room, two of them, huge metal basins. One sweating basin filled with cool water, and one blackened basin filled with hot water. I am standing by the second basin, stripped to the waist. I’m stoking the fire under the basin and listening to the water bubble and boil.
The princesses must be folding Minos’s clothes now. They must be picking up his cracked leather sandals and gnarled walking stick and leaving the room. Leaving him naked and alone in the tub. I hear him barking after them. He’s not used to being ignored.
I hope he appreciates all the trouble I’ve gone to. I hope he knows who is doing this to him. But it’s not important if he doesn’t. I’ll live.
I open the sluices and the hissing, boiling water leaps into Minos’s bath.
He screams, more in fury than in pain. Things like this don’t happen to him. If he thought they could, he wouldn’t have come alone.
I picture his skin bubbling and sagging as he tries to climb out of the deep, smooth tub I’ve carved for him. I’m picturing raw fingers like peeled pomegranate, sliding from the tub’s rim as he falls back into the burbling bath. I picture red, steaming water spilling out of the tub and onto the tiles.
His screams are fainter, his splashing weaker. The steam filling the bathhouse is a hot cloth against my face. Minos falls still in a cloud of impenetrable white and a thickening smell of stew.
Icarus, no good thing has happened to me that I haven’t wanted to share with you. An early snowfall makes me want to crunch through the white, chasing you. An urn in the city marketplace bears the likeness of Heracles, and I almost bring it home as a gift for you.
I wish you were standing with me now, hearing water drip on tile and waiting for the steam to clear.
We did it, Icarus. We fixed him. He’s gone. We’re finally, irrevocably free of him.

After Minos is buried in secret, my life becomes mercifully predictable. I make a return trip to your fishing village and erect a monument over your cairn, carving the story of our escape and your fall, of Pasiphaë and her encounter with Poseidon’s bull, of the birth of the ravening Minotaur. I carve you as a boy, playing games in our tower rooms. I carve you laughing in flight. I do not carve the Labyrinth.
I build the temple to Hephaestus too, a grand one, though he’s little-worshipped here and passersby look at me strangely.
After my return to Sicily, I eat better, and leave my workshop more to walk in the palace gardens or the city streets.
The high stone walls still appear to me every night. Fortunately I’ve never slept much.
No one asks what it was like on Crete, so I don’t talk about it with anyone but you.
Ariadne would understand, but I can’t find a trace of her, only rumors. She fled with Theseus, that’s sure enough. But my forgettable king checks through diplomatic channels and finds that when Theseus returned to Athens and ascended the throne, Ariadne was no longer with him. There’s a rumor that he left her on Naxos, but our envoys tell me that no one in the ports or towns of Naxos has heard of her. She might have walked off the surface of the earth altogether.
I content myself with rising early and going to bed late, with tinkering and writing, with beachcombing at dawn. One morning I’m hunting starfish in a tide pool when my heel skates on a rock slick with seaweed. I crash into the pool, breaking my ankle in the fall. By the time my screams draw help from the palace I’m delirious with pain from the break and from the salt water in my scrapes.
The king’s physicians attend me, but the ankle turns green, then black. It sends tendrils of green and black toward my heart. After several nights spent sweating on my sickbed in the king’s apartments, I see your face among the huddled doctors. As night falls I hear the clip clop clip clop of hooves on the floor above, and then, though no one else looks up, I hear the Minotaur, bellowing with hunger.
I’m feverish, and dying. Since it isn’t sleep but death that waits for me, I’m able to close my eyes without fear. The Minotaur and the doctors have left me in peace, and the night enshrouds me in darkness and in silence.
Why did you do it, Icarus?
I’ll ask you myself, down there in the dark.



  
TOUCHED BY THE GODS
In the first days of your life, when we were prisoners on Crete, locked away together in our tower in Knossos, I made you gifts. The Acropolis of my native Athens, carved in miniature from an olive branch. A relief, in hammered silver, of the stars and planets in the sky the night you were born. Sketches of you in charcoal, portraits on terracotta cups and jars, statuettes adorned with vivid pigments made from seashells.
When you were a few months old, I realized that these weren’t ideal gifts for a baby, and I refocused my efforts on toys you could throw or chew. An enamel seahorse that spat bathwater. A leather ball weighted to roll in loops and curlicues. Baked clay blocks with which you could build your own temples and battlements.
In your fifth year, you wanted toys of a military bent—black ships that belched fire, wooden soldiers with bronze armor and spears—but I was building enough of those for Minos and would build none for you.
The year you turned six, I gave you your own stylus and wax tablets, and I was up late one night sharpening the nibs when I heard the sandals of the guards tramping up the stairs of our tower. When our personal guards came up, their footsteps were lazy and meandering. These steps were double-timing, which meant a visit from Minos himself.
Catching his breath, the king of Crete and the conqueror of the sea lanes stared through me like a man trying to recall a dream. His tunic smelled sour. He fingered a fresh bandage on his sword hand.
“The child,” he said.
“My king?” You were sleeping in the next room. I kept my voice low, hoping Minos would imitate me and keep from waking you.
“Asterion,” said Minos, obliging me with a whisper.
“How is he?” I managed not to say “it.” Half the palace heard the screams of the midwives and the lowing of the child. In the morning, the chambermaids who brought our food shared tales of the child’s cloven feet, his calf’s head and golden eyes, his fur as white as quicklime, his nubs of horns that grew to sharp points before he was a day old. His mouth already lined with gnashing teeth.
“You are to build his home,” said Minos.
“Ah,” I said, as if nothing could be more reasonable. Minos seldom knew exactly what he wanted from me, but he was clear about the penalty for failure.
“It is to be impregnable. Inescapable. And grand. He is of royal blood, and touched by the gods. He is not to be chained or confined.”
I nodded, the safest way to end a conversation with Minos. I listened as the king and his guards tramped back down our stairs.
A little before dawn, you emerged from your room, roaring like a lion. You scampered toward me, snarling as I flung my hands up in mock horror. I caught you under the armpits and hoisted you up, ignoring the twinge in my back. You buried your head in my shoulder. We stayed like that, watching as gray morning took shape outside the window. Each of us feeling the solidity, the still-there-ness of the other.
“No lessons today,” I said. “I have to work.”
You leaned back and beamed at me, hating lessons.
By noon, my sketchbook was crowded with underground galleries, temples on stilts, a statue of Poseidon Earthshaker holding Asterion’s cage aloft in one hand. My biggest roll of calfskin parchment, propped by the wide window for royal audiences, was blank. The window framed the battlements and towers I’d already built for Minos, and the waves of the ocean turning to fire in the summer sun.
You had breakfasted, read, pretended to be a centaur, played with my chisels until I told you to stop, walked the ramparts with your nurse and a guard, raced around the gardens with the children of the palace slaves. Now you waved the handle of a paintbrush at me as I sketched.
“You have to slay me,” you said.
“All right.” I took the brush with my free hand, still sketching with the other.
“I’m a sea monster!”
“And who am I?”
“Perseus!” You sounded annoyed at having to explain so obvious a thing.
“And why are we fighting?”
“Raaaaaaaaaaaarrrgh!” You gnashed your rows of teeth and waved your tentacles until I got up from my workbench and chased you several times around my drafting table. You reminded me that Perseus wore winged boots, insisted I bounce after you with the slow, floating steps befitting a man walking across the sky. When I stabbed you with the paintbrush you rolled about on the floor, your death screeches growing weaker as gouts of invisible blood shot from your chest to stain the walls and drawings.
After several such deaths, I picked up my sketchbook again. You came back to life and offered me the paintbrush once more. I shook my head.
“Still?” you asked.
I nodded.
“Why not that one?” you asked, pointing.
“The king wouldn’t like it.”
“And you’d go away.”
“That’s right.”
“Like Mother?”
I didn’t say anything. I sketched a prison ship shaped like a winged heifer. “Here’s our central problem,” I said, after some thought. “Minos was cuckolded by a bull. The child has unmanned him. He’ll never admit to this. He wants both a prison that hides his shame and a monument that shows off how manly and unbothered he is.”
“What’s unmanned?”
“An architectural term. We’ll cover it later.”
“How do you know when he’s going to like it?”
“Usually I don’t know for sure. But when I like it, when the idea feels right, that’s the time to show him.”
“How long, though?”
I shrugged. “The sooner I have it, the safer we are.”
You went and kicked your ball around, stirring up sawdust from a half-finished rocking horse.
As the shadows lengthened and the screams of the prisoners wafted up from the dungeons, the tramping of sandaled feet sounded again from the stairwell, and I readied my excuses for Minos. But it was only Princess Ariadne.
In those days I tutored all the royal children. Ariadne was the only one to visit us outside of teaching hours. She would have been twelve. Typically she’d bound in with a question in place of a greeting. When I sketched animals, how did I get them to sit still? When building a temple to a god, how did I make it fancy enough to please the god but not fancy enough to anger the others? She brought drawings she’d made with borrowed charcoal. A mechanical horse, a self-propelled boat. Could such things be built? How would I go about it?
Today, she trudged in without a word. Her eyes and nose were red. You brightened up and said hello to her five or six times until I shushed you.
“How’s your mother?” I asked her.
Ariadne took off one of her gold-and-coral bracelets, valuable enough to buy my old house in Athens, and threw it as hard as she could out the window. She dragged a stool across the stone floor and plunked it down by my workbench, making as much scraping noise as possible. She glared at the chief guard, who opened his mouth, thought better of it, and shut it again. Then she sat down by me.
“My mother is alive,” she said. For a moment her eyes turned wet and her jaw convulsed, a sob struggling to get out. But evidently she’d decided not to cry again in front of the guards. It passed. She wiped her eyes and stared at my parchment with a general hatred. “What are you making?”
“I don’t know yet.”
“Can I help?” Her voice had softened, making it more of a plea than a question. Anything, I supposed, to keep her mind off of that monstrous birth, and the monstrous coupling that led to the birth.
My parchment was a blizzard, a bleached bone. The white, rolling eye of an oracle having a fit. I threw a sheet over it and stood.
“You can help,” I said.

Bats flew over the beach in the dusk. Slaves built the pyre and led out the sacrifices, a goat and a ram from the royal herds. I cut their throats myself and felt the hot blood sprinkling my toes, turning the sand to mud. Ariadne bit her lip. You covered your eyes. As the slaves poured out the libations and laid the bodies on the pyre, I raised a prayer to Hephaestus, beseeching him for a design worthy of my king.
We stood upwind of the puddled blood, and I hoisted you on my shoulders to watch the flames. Ariadne stood with us. After a time she said, “My mother lay with a white bull. That’s what they’re saying in the kitchens. Because my father offended the gods.”
I said nothing.
“She wasn’t in her right mind. The gods made her want the bull. Not even to get at her. To get at Father.”
I shifted from foot to foot. You played with my hair, a habit when you were drowsy, ever since you were a baby. “That’s what they’re saying,” I conceded.
“What kind of gods would do that?” she said. “Why ask them for anything?”
“Hush,” I said, though if the gods wanted to take offense, it didn’t matter how quiet she was. “You know why. I’m sorry you had to learn so early.” She sniffled, and I put an arm around her.
We watched the smoke rise toward Olympus, blotting out the stars in a long black column that made the firmament resemble an immense door beginning to swing open.
That night I dreamed of high walls meeting at right angles, of wandering a narrow and infinitely branching path open to the heavens and to the cold eyes of the gods. I rose before the sun and set to work filling the blank parchment.



  
EVERYONE’S HERE
It’s dark, darker than my sickroom in the palace. I wonder if I’m still in Sicily, dying, or if I’ve finished.
“The pain should be gone now,” says a new voice. A woman’s.
The doctors must have moved me. My soft bedding is gone, replaced with a long slab of cool stone.
“Give your eyes time to adjust,” says the woman. She sounds familiar, like the parent of a childhood friend.
A strong arm encircles my shoulders and helps me to sit up.
I’m sitting among smooth stone blocks the size of cottages, by the edge of an old quarry filled with dark water, beneath sky the color of smoke from a funeral pyre.
Your mother is sitting next to me.
“Oh no,” I say.
“Be kind to me,” she says. “I’ve died.”
She’s older now. I suppose we both are.
“You got away, then,” I say.
“For a time.”
Naucrate grasps my hand and pulls me to my feet. Her hands are what I’ve missed the most. They’re still strong from sewing and weaving, rough from the laundry and the dyeing vats. To feel those hands is to be held with care and purpose.
My broken ankle isn’t broken anymore. It takes my weight.
I yank my hand out of hers. She looks at me like she’s about to box my ears. I’ve seen her do it to enough chambermaids and cooks at Knossos.
Instead she says, “Thank you for burying Icarus.”
“He’s here?” I look for you in the gloom but we’re alone.
“Everyone’s here,” she says. “Eventually.”
“He’s safe?”
She nods.
“Let me see him.”
“Come,” she says. “I’ve been sent to guide you.”
She follows a gently sloping path downhill. She doesn’t look back. Already she’s fading from sight, her shape a patch of gray against a darker gray.
I hesitate. The prospect of a walk with your mother does not delight me. I didn’t try to find her after you died, and she didn’t come looking for me, and that was best.
The quarry echoes with a lonely drip, drip, drip. Nothing moves in the surrounding woods. There are no insects chirping, no sounds of birds or animals in the brush. I feel exposed, like the landscape itself is listening. I don’t want to be here by myself.
And you’re up ahead.
I hurry after her.
The path weaves down through gnarled pines, and then through the stumps of pines. The felled tree trunks have been stacked by the side of the path in log piles. The logs have been sitting out a long time, warping and sprouting toadstools. I quicken my pace, but your mother stays ahead of me, walking in slow, even strides.
After a time she calls back over her shoulder. “What did you tell him about me?”
“Nothing,” I say. “I didn’t talk about you at all. When he was old enough to ask, I let him think you were dead.”
“I wasn’t.”
“You might have been.”
Hurt silence from her.
“You left us,” I say. “I could have told him worse.”
I know, my dear one. I’ll answer to you for this. But put yourself in my position. Imagine yourself alone, with a child to raise, in that slaughterhouse of a palace. Would you tell your child that his mother left him there? Would you tell him she was happy and alive somewhere, without him? Would that be kinder?
I’ll tell you the truth of it when I see you, my Icarus, and I’ll welcome your wrath in return.
The ground has leveled out and the tree line is behind us. We pass fields of plowed earth where nothing grows. We pass the wooden frames of unfinished houses, where nothing crosses the threshold but blown dust. Ahead of us, low hills on the horizon and a sound of rushing water.
Tall rank grasses rise from murky puddles that squelch and fill our sandals with mud. Queer blue-green lights flare up and dissipate in the distance. The roar of the river draws near. The low hills, I see now, are beached ships, slimy from the sea bottom or burnt hollow. The ships have Athenian insignia, olive trees sewn into their sails or owls painted on their hulls.
A signal fire marks the river crossing. It’s fueled by broken oars, torn rigging, ragged sails past repair. Other travelers huddle by the fire, casting hungry eyes toward the river and the place beyond the river.
Rhythmic splashing cuts through the sound of the rushing water, and a wide raft drifts into the firelight. It’s piloted by a tall, gaunt man who seems to be all sinew, pushing the raft along with a pole. The travelers mill at the riverbank, many imploring him in languages I don’t recognize. He says nothing, but points with his pole. The ones he chooses step out of the crowd and onto his raft. When he points at Naucrate and me, the hairs on my neck and shoulders rise. Again I feel exposed, seen more fully than I wish to be.
Naucrate takes my hand to help me aboard the raft. She steadies me as the ferryman pushes off for the opposite bank. I hate that her touch still calms me.
Better not to think about it. “How did you die?” I ask.
“Plague,” she says. “They dug pits on the beach, and threw in my body and the bodies of my family, and burned us.”
“Ah,” I say.
“Before that I had twenty years. Twenty years of sweeping my own porch and stoking a fire in my own hearth, not anyone else’s. I stocked my own larder and ate with my own husband and my daughters.”
“I’m glad you saw Kythira again,” I say, and I am glad, in spite of everything. “I’m glad you found your people alive.”
She smiles. It’s the first time I’ve seen her smile in this place. A small, secret smile, and well-worn, like a battered gold ring she’s carried for years in a hidden pocket.
I don’t ask for details, and she doesn’t offer any. Better to think of it as a good omen. Every splash of the ferryman’s pole brings us nearer to you.
The band of greater darkness marking the far bank resolves into a row of structures on the shore of Hell. Gates and custom houses, temples and markets, all built of pitted and crumbling stone. Less a city than a primeval ruin. The other travelers spill from the raft. They find their way to gates or buildings particular to them, as if called.
Naucrate leads me to a building resembling one of the public courts of Athens. Jurors’ benches encircle the courtroom, and at the back of the room a raised platform awaits the judge.
“It doesn’t make up for anything,” says your mother, “but I thanked the gods I had enough strength to hold him when he was born. I never forgot the little weight of him. Every day I remembered that.”
“When can I see him?” I ask.
There are others in the court with us, roughs with a half-starved look, dressed in rags. In Athens, such men often served as paid jurors. They eye me and whisper to each other.
“I’ll tell Icarus you love and miss him,” she says.
“I mean to tell him myself.” I try to sound firm, but my voice comes out shrill with panic. I’m searching for a way out, but the jurors have arrayed themselves in front of the exits.
“He’ll be safe,” says your mother. “Please understand. I’m being allowed to keep him safe. There’s a price.”
I reach for her, but guards of the court seize my arms. I yell at her retreating back. “Who sent you to fetch me?”
At which point the judge arrives, his footsteps a series of wet and ragged slaps on the stone floor. His robe of office drags behind him, heavy with water that puddles around the hem and sends up curls of steam. He surveys his courtroom, the flesh of his ruined face bubbling and sagging, and when his eyes find me, I see a hatred burning in them that will outlast the stars.
Because who else would preside as judge of the dead? Who but a legendary warrior king, a son of Zeus, and nephew to the god of Hell?
“Bring forward the accused,” says Minos.



  
WALLS BUT NO ROOFTOPS, DOORWAYS BUT NO DOORS
The Labyrinth wanted to grow.
The first drawings were charcoal on calfskin. Asterion’s nursery at the center, walls and pathways unfolding in all directions. Corridors turning, doubling back, branching, terminating in blank walls. Walls but no rooftops. Doorways but no doors. The whole structure could be thought of as a single, elaborately chambered room, open and impenetrable.
It was a public safety measure, a vessel to hold Minos’s cruelty. It had an inside, where the danger was, and an outside, where we were.
The walls spread to the calfskin’s edge like a bloodstain. I laid the skin on the workshop floor, placed more skins above and below and beside it, kept drawing.
We cleared the old parade grounds between the palace and the sea. We began digging the foundation, hauling away black soil, then red clay further down. We unearthed coins stamped with the faces of dead kings, a child’s enamel ball, a dagger, a foal’s skeleton. We hammered stakes into the ground to mark the walls, strung twine between the stakes, weaving the Labyrinth into being. We dug trenches for the heavy limestone blocks that would make up the walls.
Still the design grew. Minos grumbled but paid off the neighboring farmers. We tore down cowsheds and chopped down orchards, cut new stakes to mark new walls, dug the outlines of new junctions and dead ends. Men fainted in the heat, their palms torn bloody by the ropes they used to haul blocks. We cut so much limestone that the old quarries hollowed out the sea cliffs. Half a cliff face sank into the waves one day like a weary man falling into bed. It took eight men down with it, two of my best stonemasons among them. The waves were too fierce for divers, and Minos wouldn’t hear of delaying work to bury slaves, so we left them to Poseidon.
That would not happen to me. I would come home to you. I would not be swallowed up by sea or stone, drowned or crushed, doomed to stalk the outskirts of the underworld without a proper burial, kept from you even in death. These men were slaves, whereas I was an architect of note who worked on pain of death and could never leave. We didn’t speak of ourselves as slaves, not once. I would come home to you.
We built the walls from the center outward, reasoning that it was the best way to keep from losing men and supplies in the winding hallways. We hung stones from winches to hoist in teams. We wore wet rags on our heads to keep off the sun, and wet rags over our mouths to keep out the dust.
Early on, when the nursery was finished, the cistern dug, the drinking troughs and drains tested, the walls inlaid with mosaics of Minos and Europa and that wretched bull, we spread a thick layer of straw on the floor and set out a dish of milk and a few armfuls of your cast-off toys. Minos led an honor guard across the construction site. The column of soldiers looked small as it meandered through the Labyrinth-to-be, the armor of the soldiers flashing in the sun, their banners flapping in the gusts that swept the broad open space. The king’s men held up the edges of his cloak as he climbed in and out of trenches. Minos held a bleating, wriggling form bundled in a purple blanket.
The king and his priests and the court poet all recited some grandiose nonsense about Asterion’s miraculous birth, how it proved that Crete had the favor of the gods. Then they trudged back to the palace, leaving us with the child, some guards and nursemaids, and the afternoon’s work to finish.
Ariadne lingered too. I’d been excused from teaching her brothers and sisters while the Labyrinth took shape. None of the others seemed to miss the lessons any more than I did. My troubles were legion, but at least I didn’t have to worry about some future king of Crete taunting Princess Phaedra with a dead frog or a wooden mannequin.
Asterion was waist-high and walking already, at scarcely six months. He toddled about naked, nipping at the hands of my laughing workmen, chasing them around the newly cut limestone blocks. His long horns struck sparks where they grazed the stone. When this happened he lowed in excitement and clapped his hands. He grabbed at our tools and begged food from our lunches, rocking from hoof to hoof until we took pity on him.
Ariadne watched as our foreman fed Asterion bits of bread and olive.
“How will he eat when you’re finished?” she asked.
“We’ll leave him food,” I said. I hoped I sounded convincing. I hoped Minos had a plan for that.
“He’ll have to find it, though.”
“He’ll know this place better than anyone,” I said. “You’re worried?”
She stared at her half brother, his cloven feet, his golden eyes. His fur was nearly the same ghostly shade as our local limestone. Already he looked at home here. He lifted his arms until the foreman picked him up and carried him around the nursery. As they walked, Asterion reached out and ran his plump fingers along the mosaic tiles. Pasiphaë, I’d heard, wouldn’t pick her son up, or venture into the same room as him.
“He’s only a little boy,” said Ariadne. She called Asterion’s name, and he wiggled out of the foreman’s arms and ran to her.

One day, the rope frayed and split as we hoisted a stone block to the top of a wall. It fell and crushed a man, and his blood pooled on the newly laid flagstones. Before the dust of the stone’s impact had settled, the foreman gave a whistle and men stepped forward to lift the block. Someone ran for the temple to arrange funeral rites. The noise had unnerved Asterion, and one of the stronger stonemasons held the squirming, lowing boy to keep him from seeing the blood.
“Stop.” Minos only had to say it once. He’d been a battlefield commander of some repute, and his voice carried over the commotion. We all stopped, and looked to our king, standing in one unfinished corridor where the Labyrinth gave way to muddy fields.
Only the blood continued to move.
“He smells it,” said Minos. And Asterion was whining, straining toward the blood. “Let him go.”
The stonemason knelt and set the boy down. The little hooves clicked across the flags. Asterion leaned over, almost toppling, and splashed at the pooling blood with a chubby hand. He extended a long, pointed tongue and began to lap up the blood.
“Touched by the gods,” said Minos.
We watched Asterion drinking, steady, patient, making a low quiet slurping sound, his throat throbbing, a faraway, contented expression on his face.
After that, Minos sent meat every day. Pale, silent guards brought the meat into the Labyrinth on platters of beaten gold. They didn’t speak to us. They shooed flies from the meat, which was red and dripping. They set the meat down and waited for Asterion to come.
Often Minos came along to watch Asterion eat. He chuckled as the boy’s sharp teeth tore meat from bone. He clapped his hands and remarked how big his Minotaur was growing. That was a word he’d coined, Minotaur. The bull of Minos.
We all knew where the meat came from, and why there weren’t quite as many voices screaming from the dungeons now, and why the butchers drank themselves into a nightmare-addled sleep every night. But what good would it do to dwell on that?
What kind of monster would I have been, to tell you then what I’m telling you now?
We weren’t as kind to Asterion anymore. When he tried to eat from our hands we pushed him away or slapped at him. No one wanted to bathe him, and his hands and mouth were crusted with days-old blood. He tottered after us, lowing and reaching up to us, smelling like a butcher’s block. We kicked at him or ignored him. He was chest high now, and too big to pick up anyway.
“It’s not his fault,” said Ariadne, on one of her visits. She’d taken to smuggling greens and roots to him while Minos was elsewhere. Today Asterion was resting his head in her lap and crunching an apple. “He eats what’s put in front of him. He doesn’t know where it comes from.”
I inclined my head in a solemn way, promising to keep my men under control.
Asterion bleated and tried to run after her when she left. Her visits were growing shorter. She was learning to feed him without having to look at his face. His expression never changed when he ate. He kept that faraway, contented look, no matter what he was eating.

Now that the days were shorter, we worked by torchlight after sundown. Most of the palace was asleep when I shambled to the kitchens in the evenings, begged some warm water from the cook on duty, and went out to the herb garden to wash away the dust and blood in the dark. Then I could trudge up the steps to our tower rooms, still smelling blood, still seeing Asterion’s throat throbbing.
Before I collapsed into my bed, I would check on you in your bed at the far end of the room. I think you pretended to be asleep most nights. I pretended not to notice that you waited up for me. I listened to your breathing and thanked the gods for it, wished you a whispered good night.
One night you whispered back to me. “I miss you.”
“I miss you, my heart.” I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked your hair.
“I heard a crash and shouting.”
“A dropped stone. No one died today.”
“When the wind blows this way I can hear him.”
I knew who you meant.
“He cries out like a boy,” you said.
“He’s not like other children,” I said. “Don’t trouble yourself.”
“He must be lonely.”
“He’s part god, part king, and part wild creature. Loneliness is his lot in life.”
“Can I have another blanket?”
I brought you one and tucked it up to your chin. You shifted under the blankets, getting comfortable. The night air was cold and crisp.
“You’re not staying away because you’re angry with me?”
“No, my love. Never. The king demands it.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t let you work.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I didn’t let you draw. When you worked here. I used to steal your paintbrush so you’d chase me. It made you angry.”
“Did it?” All I remembered was your laughter, your exaggerated death throes as Perseus overcame the monster. “I liked having you in my workshop. We looked at my designs together.”
“I don’t think so.”
You had been unusually attentive at six. Hadn’t you?
“You’re kind to him, aren’t you, Father?”
“Of course we are,” I said. “Don’t give it a moment’s thought.” I kissed you and went to my own bed. “How were your lessons with Lysandra?”
“Dull. We hated them.”
Would you remember Lysandra now? She told marvelous stories. That seemed important. You turned seven, then eight while I built the Labyrinth. If we spoke of leaving, we’d be punished. If we spoke of the world beyond Crete, we’d be punished. But who could take offense at nursery stories, and the worlds they contained?
Nestled under the covers, I closed my eyes. Bloody hands reached up to me. Asterion whined to be picked up. I opened my eyes.
“She told you stories after your lessons?” I asked.
She had.
“Tell me.”
And you spoke to me of princes and talking animals, of goddesses who lived under the earth and palaces that rose from the sea. When you had told all of Lysandra’s stories, you returned to Perseus, your old favorite, defying the Medusa’s grip of stone with his winged sandals and winged steed. At last I slept.

The ground froze, and we hacked at the frozen ground to build the Labyrinth. The ground turned to mud, sprouted weeds and mushrooms, and still we built the Labyrinth. It was a honeycomb of entrances now. We circled the growth, marked our starting and stopping points with flags. When we had to venture in, we marked our way with chalk, and kept the open ground in sight.
Asterion was by now chin-high to most of us. Minos sent him meat twice a day, and while the walls hid his meals from us, we often heard him chewing. He liked to steal around corners and watch us work. We’d look up to find him picking his teeth with a splintered bone, or filing down his long nails against a wall. It took a moment to spot him now, white fur against white stone. A glimpse of movement, the click of a hoof, and there he was, seeming to spring from the rock itself. An ageless fiend, hewn from the earth with the rest of the place. We threw fragments of stones to drive him off. When we pushed him or slapped at him now, he snorted with laughter and returned the blow. He cracked a man’s skull that way, thinking it was a game. We needed to finish work. But the Labyrinth wanted to grow.
We rushed, and turned careless. Hammers shattered hands, saws slipped and bit into flesh. Men working double shifts grew faint and feverish. They spoke of Artemis walking atop the walls with her silver bow. When men died, we tried to smuggle them out with the rubbish and bury them in secret. If the guards spotted us, we were under orders to leave any casualties for Asterion.
One night as we worked by torchlight, a mason’s chisel bit off his index finger at the first joint. As he screamed and his fellows looked for the fingertip in the shadows, Asterion appeared at a bend in the corridor. Nostrils flaring, he clopped toward us, making low, insistent grunts, reaching for the maimed man the same way he used to beg for olives.
The foreman ran to stop him, and with a lazy backhand, Asterion dashed his head open against a wall.
Asterion looked as surprised as any of us. This was a new way to play a familiar game. He was so strong now, all muscles and teeth and bloodied hands.
He stepped over the corpse, toward us, toward the place where the Labyrinth ended and Crete began.
We might have thrown down our tools then and fled for open ground. We were about to. But a stern, cold voice I recognized as my own shouted, “Drive him back!”
We raised hammers and pry bars, shovels and torches and stones. I swung a long measuring stick to rally the men, and we surged toward the boy who was touched by the gods, and as we charged we heard Asterion laugh with glee. We hadn’t played with him in so long.
He gored men, trampled them down, tore faces to ribbons. He threw shattered men onto the tops of walls to die noisy, gurgling deaths. He crushed men in his arms. His teeth ripped chunks of meat from necks and shoulders, until our axe handles and putty knives turned slick with blood.
We could still hurt him. It only took more work now. A torch shoved against his snout. The blade of a shovel swung hard at his ribs. The expression in those golden eyes changed at last. Why were we doing this to him? The game wasn’t supposed to hurt so much.
He bellowed, as if he’d like someone to pick him up. But there was no one to pick him up. So he turned, and swept up the foreman’s body, and clopped back around the corner and into the Labyrinth, leaving a dripping red trail that no one followed.
He was careful after that. The ground baked in the sun, and the Labyrinth grew, and we no longer saw him. When a man went missing we didn’t hear a sound, didn’t notice until someone found his tools, hours later.
I carried out my work. I left the work behind when I came home to you.
As harvest time drew near and the farmers prepared to feast Demeter, I went looking for Ariadne. I found her foraging in the herb garden.
“We’ve missed your visits,” I said. “Is there anything you’d like me to leave out for him?”
Ariadne shook her head. “Nothing,” she said. “The Minotaur is nothing to do with me.”
The first frost came, and the Labyrinth grew, and inside, seen only by the sun and the moon, the gods and the dying, the Minotaur walked in search of food.



  
IT WILL ALWAYS BE BOTH
Once again, I wipe the blood from my eyes and look up at the statue. Thinking about the weight and durability of the stone keeps the pain at a distance. The burning and the bleeding are elsewhere. Hell is elsewhere, and I am here, contemplating stone.
It’s a statue of Minos, of course. He’s over a story tall. His muscles are exaggerated, his helmet tucked under one arm, his spear cocked back and ready to throw. He sneers down at me, triumphant.
The inscription at the statue’s base reads, YOU WILL NEVER SEE YOUR SON AGAIN.
My prison in the underworld is a kind of bathhouse, a yawning cave filled with fiery water and burning white mist. The statue stands at the center of the cave. A scalding waterfall pours in through the only entrance, a man-sized hole near the ceiling, far too high for me to reach.
The water splashes and swirls around the hot rocks and sand that make up the cave’s floor. It forms pools that bubble and fume, sending up columns of the noxious white steam that scours my skin and makes me sweat blood. It stings my eyes, makes a teary blur of my surroundings. An iron grate in one corner drains the water. The sand and rocks don’t burn as badly if I keep moving, stepping from one dry place to another. I can keep clear of the boiling water but never the burning steam. None of this is the worst part.
They built this place under the fiery waters of the river Phlegethon, all for me. Minos bragged of it as the guards of the court, tired-faced men I remember from Knossos, stripped me. They threw me in through the hole in the wall. At times, the steam clears and, right above the waterfall, I can see moonlight streaming in through the hole. I hear the babble of voices and the laughter of women. I smell roasting lamb and hear wine sloshing into cups.
I’m not sure how long I’ve been down here. They may have forgotten me.
Hundreds of candles line the nooks and crevices in the walls, the better to show me the mocking statue and its inscription, the unguarded exit forever out of reach.
The mist in this place does something to my thoughts. I’m losing parts of you. The first little story you told me, when you were beginning to speak in sentences, one evening by our tower window while I was coaxing dinner into you. Those words are gone. The birds we catalogued on the battlements together—their colors and songs, your satisfaction at spotting and naming them, your favorites, your nicknames and questions—they’re taking flight, one by one, leaving empty air. I may have lost more than I realize. That’s the worst of it.
Once again I pick up a broad, flat rock I’ve found, wincing as it scorches my hands. I widen the trench I’ve been digging along one side of the statue’s base, allowing the noxious water to flow in and make a deep, sizzling pool against the statue’s foundation. It took a long time to dig the hole, and a longer time for the water to eat away at the stone. Slowly, slowly, the foundation has begun to crumble and sink. The statue has begun to list.
Cracks have formed in the statue’s base on the opposite side, and I wedge hot rocks into the cracks to widen them.
This all takes a long time. I build in my head while I work and wait. I’m planning a house for us in the countryside outside Athens, have I told you? I know a place of rolling hills and shady groves near the seashore. My father took me hunting there when I was a boy. I never learned to love hunting, despite his best hopes. But the shape of the landscape stayed with me.
It’s a way to hold you in my memory, to keep you in a place where the mist can’t scour you away.
I’ve picked out a spot for us on a hillside with a view of the ocean. I’m imagining you helping me as we haul and lay foundation stones. I talk of southern exposure, how the angle of the roof will shade our front porch in the summer and allow the sun to warm us in the winter. It’s summer now, and we shoo dragonflies away as we gather clay by the riverbank and fire it into bricks. At night we lay our bedrolls in the grass by the building site and sleep under the stars. You tell me how Perseus earned his place in the night sky, and why Orion’s constellation topples into the ocean when the sign of the Scorpion appears. And so the days and nights pass.
I wish I could remember the color of your hair.
At last, the statue falls, and Minos shatters on the smoking rocks.
I drag large pieces of the statue, or roll them end over end. I strain my arms and dig my feet into the burning sand. I line the pieces up at the foot of the waterfall. I take the smaller pieces and smash them into powder with rocks. I fill Minos’s helmet with the powder, mixing it with sand and with my own sweat and blood to make mortar. I stir with a fragment of Minos’s spear shaft. I murmur a prayer to Hephaestus as I mix, offering my blood as a sacrifice.
The biggest fragments of the statue form a row, as flush with the wall as I can make it. Shattered pectorals, fragments of regal forehead. I smear mortar along the top of the first row and add more fragments, calves and biceps and buttocks and shoulders, stacking and cementing the pieces to make a gruesome staircase.
The mortar dries slowly. It may take years. But our house outside of Athens grows and expands, our garden flourishes, the walls keep us warm in the winter, and in the evenings of my old age you read me your poems as I drowse by the hearth. Sometimes your voice is the musical chatter of a young child, sometimes it’s the creaking, deepening voice of a young man, sometimes it’s lost to me and I can’t recall how you sounded.
I wedge my bloodied toes into Minos’s sneer to make a foothold. Minos’s cupped left hand is the capstone, the final stair. If I stand in his palm and stretch, my fingers can reach the edge of the hole in the wall, and I can climb out.
Icarus. I will be with you soon.
The mist is thick here. My raw hands slip twice on the hole’s edge, and I almost fall. Drops of spray from the waterfall bite into my arms. I leap. My elbows and forearms scrape against the stone lip of the opening. I stub my toes kicking against wet rock. Blood-slick, mewling like a newborn, I scramble up through the hole.
The tunnel is dark and sweltering, filled with the roar of water. I keep a hand on the wall and walk to one side of the burning stream. Water splashes and babbles ahead of me; another waterfall fills a small pool at the tunnel’s end. There’s a circle of light overhead. My groping hand finds metal rungs set into the wall. I grasp them and climb, water falling past me, fire lapping at my back and shoulders. The circle of light grows and I clamber through.
An iron grate slams shut behind me. I stand.
I’m in a yawning cave filled with fiery water and burning white mist. The statue of Minos stands at the cave’s center, upright and whole. The inscription on the base now reads, HE WILL FORGET YOUR FACE.
Icarus. How many times have I done this before?
I curse Minos. I smash my hands against the rock walls. I’m trying to remember the color of your eyes. I’m trying to hold on to the picture of our house outside of Athens. I’m reciting measurements and lists of building materials, long past the point where I can remember why.
Some time after that, I find a broad, flat rock, kneel by the statue, and begin to dig.

The sand burns my knees and feet. The steam scours my skin. Minos towers over me. I dig at the statue’s base with a heavy rock in my blistered hands. None of this is out of the ordinary.
Then, for the first time in a long while, something unexpected happens. A woman clears her throat behind me. At the sound of her voice, I smell figs ripening on the branch. I had forgotten there were such things as figs. I pause in my digging. I turn from my work to see a woman, or something in the shape of a woman. Her dress is the color of corn husks in autumn. Her smile is kind, though I suppose the smile of the cowherd tending his cows is kind in a similar way. Looking at her for too long gives me vertigo. So I return to my digging, which is easier to understand.
“You’re Daedalus,” she says.
I glance at her again. “I’m … Daedalus?” The name sounds familiar.
“Formerly of Crete,” she says. “Formerly of Athens.”
Confused, I look at the statue to get my bearings. The inscription on the base of the statue reads, YOU WILL FORGET HIS NAME.
I don’t know whose name I’ve forgotten, but I know that I’ve forgotten someone, and the immensity of the loss is like standing before an ocean on a moonless night, a huge dark ocean heard and felt but not seen. Covering my face, I crouch down and rock on my heels.
A rustling, and the woman is at my side without seeming to move. She touches my arm, and her touch is cold dew on a hillside at daybreak. In this place it comes as a cooling balm.
“Here,” she says, offering her hand. I take it and we’re no longer in a cave but in a root cellar with walls of dark earth. Carrots and radishes line the walls in stacks. She scoops a handful of earth from the wall and holds it out, inviting me to breathe it in.
The dirt smells pungent and rich. I breathe deep.
“I’m Daedalus,” I say, the name beginning to feel right in my mouth. “Father…” I wait, trembling, and then the name bubbles up. “Father of Icarus.”
Your name. Oh, Icarus, my Icarus. Gods deliver you from the likes of Minos.
“They built your bathhouse at the confluence of the Phlegethon and the Lethe,” says the woman. “You burn, yes, and you also forget. Minos has never hated anyone so much.”
I answer, “Neither have I,” and she nods as if this is only proper. She motions for me to follow her and I do. If I keep my gaze on the earthen walls, I can watch her from the corner of my eye without feeling dizzy.
It should be impossible, but the root cellar, deep in the ground, is the antechamber to a sprawling throne room in a moldering palace on a hill. The throne room is open to the overcast sky. The front entrance is an empty archway, framing a fearful country lit by scattered fires and marshlights.
Facing the landscape is a tall black throne, glimmering and jagged. It’s obsidian, built to huge proportions. A throne where the god whose name we fear to speak can sit and survey his kingdom. There’s a smaller throne next to it, a rude, wild-looking throne hammered together from logs of white poplar. The woman sits in it, and I prostrate myself on the ground before the throne. It seems the least one can do upon encountering Queen Persephone in the throne room of Hell.
“A woman came to me yesterday and clasped my knees,” says Persephone. “She said she’d been seeking an audience with me for a long time. She told me that Daedalus, the father of her child and the greatest architect of his age, was unjustly bound in Tartarus, and if I freed him, he would build me wonders.”
“I will,” I say, still prone.
“I have little use for the works of men,” she continues. “Can you build me the tracery of veins in a maple leaf? Or the many chambers of a pomegranate?”
It would be safest not to answer, I decide.
“Still,” she says after a moment, “my winter palace is drafty and ill-maintained, and since I must live here for half of every year, you may as well see what you can do with it.”
I raise my eyes to her. She sees the question in them.
“Your Naucrate is very brave,” she says.
“Please, may I see my son?”
She bites her lip, and the creek beds of the world crust over with ice.
“There’s only so much I can do for you,” she says, with a glance at the obsidian throne that towers over hers. “I am queen here. I am also a prisoner here. Both things are true.”
I wait. She sighs, and frost hardens the roads of the world.
“I’ve spoken with my husband,” she says. “You can complete your sentence in my service. But you cannot see your son again. Minos was adamant, and my husband won’t overrule him on this.”
I consider the rough, marshy landscape below us, where the dead gather in camps and scattered dwellings. I recall the decaying structures on the riverbank.
I say to Persephone, “Do you care for your kingdom?”
She frowns, and in the orchards of the world olives and figs wither.
“You’re a prisoner here,” I say. “With respect, my queen, everyone is a prisoner here. And the gloom and disorder of this place is such that no one can forget it.”
Jars of olive oil turn rancid. Carrots and turnips bloom with brown rot. I’d better arrive at my point quickly.
“What if your new palace had public gardens for your subjects? What if the gardens were ringed by river walks and by dwellings, and roads linked the dwellings to the markets? What if there were art, and theaters, and dancing grounds, and the million little stages that let citizen and slave take part in the place where they live?
“My queen,” I say, “might this entire kingdom become more a home than a prison?”
“It will always be both,” says Persephone, sadness in her voice. A sadness fit more for mourning blighted harvests and burnt forests than the little lives of men.
Still, I know enough to wait as she considers my words.
“It would be the work of many lifetimes,” she says at last.
“What do we have but time, my queen? My works are yours. And your husband’s. If he’ll meet my price.”
“He dotes on me,” says Persephone. “I’ll speak with him again. Complete the work. Please us. And you may go to your son.”
Buds struggle to life on frostbitten branches. Red-feathered and blue-feathered birds dot landscapes of gray and brown, tittering the opening notes of a song.



  

INTERLUDE
WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE TO SEE?
The half-built palace at Knossos smelled of quicklime and rang with the sound of hammers. Sea breezes wafted through unfinished walls. Outside, cookfire smoke made thin columns over Minos’s tent city on the plain. I walked in the central courtyard, following the new head housekeeper.
“Fig trees here,” said Naucrate. “Pears here. Then apples.”
She led me through rows of invisible trees. She and the groundskeepers were going to plant an orchard. Right then there was only dirt and lumber.
“If you can dig two cisterns, we’ll avoid many, many fights between the gardeners and the cooks.”
We passed through the kitchens-in-progress. I consulted my notes and amended diagrams. Naucrate worked from memory, where she kept her purchase orders, her inventory, her daily tasks, her meal plans for the royals and the slaves.
“If you can put a ramp at the back entrance, that’ll make it easier for the porters to roll the wine casks up from the docks.”
Naucrate didn’t have a Cretan accent any more than I did. She came from Kythira, where Aphrodite first rose from the sea. Pirates took her one morning as she haggled at the well in her village square. She’d come to hire a nursemaid and a housekeeper. The pirates sold her to Minos, who put her to work as a laundress.
“Come look at this,” I said.
A long corridor linked the kitchens to the dining hall.
“We’re building light wells and windows to let in sunshine and fresh air,” I said. “Even here on the lower floors. Everyone working down here will have that. And they’ll be able to see this.” I stepped to one side, extending an arm to indicate the long, sunlit hallway.
“A wall,” said Naucrate. “Lovely.”
“These interiors will all be painted,” I said, leading her along the blank wall. She was smiling a little, laughing at me a little, and this warmed me as much as the sunlight. It was work, to get her to look outward, away from her lists and orders. But I’ve always enjoyed my work. “We can paint gods, or birds, or cattle. Seascapes, maybe. Can you find me more of that blue pigment the Egyptians sell?”
“It’s on the list.”
“Footraces,” I continued. “Boxing matches. Wars. Love stories. Us, even. All of us who work here, and the ones we serve. Whatever you like. The paintings will be beautiful, and we’ll be the only ones, out of all the people of Crete, who get to walk past them every day.” We stopped, and I put a hand on the wall. “What would you like to see?”
“Seascapes,” she said. “We get a better price on blue if I order in bulk.”
“All right. Seascapes, then.”
Naucrate looked down the empty hall, down the length of the mural that wasn’t there yet.
“This could be a good place,” I said. “In spite of everything. We could make this a good place.”
Naucrate went quiet. She took my hand, and her palm was hot and damp as she led me back the way we came. The promise of rain and lightning hung in the muggy air.
That night, she came to my room for the first time.

Athens was overbuilt and architecturally hidebound, no place for an artist to make his name. I’d followed stories of a new king on Crete, a conqueror in need of a grand palace. No design would be too ambitious for such a man. They’d talk about the palace, about whatever I built next, for generations.
“We’ll buy your freedom and the baby’s,” I told your mother-to-be. “Once his palace is finished, he’ll make me a wealthy man.”
“You think he’s going to let you go,” said Naucrate. It was less of a question, more the diagnosis of a delusion.
It became harder to ignore the growing number of guards at the docks, at the edges of the construction site. Tall, broad men, scarred from foreign wars, often bored, dicing or arm wrestling while we worked, not seeming to watch me but keeping a line of sight to me wherever I went.

After your long and bloody birth, your mother said she heard horses. She said they were in the courtyard outside, stomping and snorting, a whole team of them impatient to be on their way. She said a charioteer was talking to the horses to calm them, whispering in their ears. His low voice like cold air seeping under a door in the night.
“There’s no one out there,” I said. It was late, and the midwives tended Naucrate by lamplight. Her skin had turned gray from loss of blood. “We’re here with you. I’m here and the baby’s here.”
Holding you was disconcerting. Your eyes were sunken and your cheeks were chubby. I could feel your bones beneath the blankets and baby fat. How strange, I thought, to make a person.
She needed rest. The midwives ushered me out. You were asleep on my shoulder.
I walked the palace with you. Down the tower steps, along the battlements, through darkened halls, into the courtyards, and past the saplings of fig and pear and apple trees. The walking motion helped you sleep, and I could concentrate on each step and not think about your mother, or the horses, or what I would do if we lost her.
Days of this while the midwives tended her. We walked. I brought you to the wet nurse. We visited your mother when she was strong enough. I moved my bed and your basket into my workshop so she could sleep undisturbed. I carried around a mat of reeds, placed you on it in different rooms, watched your puffy eyes dart around while you chewed on your hands.
It was late again, the night we ascended the tower steps to find Naucrate gone, the midwives talking in low voices over her empty bed.
The stomping, snorting horses. The grim charioteer whose name we never speak. They’d taken her.
I was thinking about her grudging smiles and wondering what kind of funeral rites she’d want when one of the midwives took my arm and told me that Naucrate had not died. She’d climbed out of bed while her attendant slept, and she’d stolen away in the night. Some of her jewelry was missing, and a Phoenician merchant ship had sailed early from our docks.
Your mother hadn’t spoken much of Kythira, but she’d often gone quiet with me, her thoughts in another place, with other people. The restless hooves of those terrible horses must have frightened her so, reminded her that she only had so much time, that she had to choose.
So she had chosen.
She didn’t even try to convince me to escape with her.
Was she so certain I’d talk her out of it? Or betray her?
I placed you on the mat in the room that belonged to the two of us now. The midwife was saying something I couldn’t understand. You stretched in your sleep, straining against your swaddle. I watched you breathe. I waited for you to wake up and cry out. We’d walk the palace, you and I. One room would open into the next. I’d feel your breathing against my chest. Your eyes, your mother’s eyes, would dart around as we walked, drawn to light and motion.
Feedings would follow feedings. I would sing you half-remembered lullabies, coining new lyrics to replace what was lost. I would talk to you of landscapes and building materials so you’d hear a familiar voice, talking of things beloved.
A good father was a thing to build, a project like any other. One simply did what a good father might do, hour upon hour.
You stretched, blatted awake. I picked you up and propped you on my shoulder, putting a foot forward, then another.
“Hello, my love,” I said, over your rumblings. “Here we are.”



  
A STRUCTURE THAT SHOULDN’T EXIST
I set foot in the finished Labyrinth once, only once.
Gum-eyed, yawning, I crossed the square from the palace to the mouth of the Labyrinth. The outer wall bristled with ladders and scaffolding. The mortar dried in silence. It waited.
We’d laid the final stone late the night before, done the last of the weatherproofing, counted heads to make sure the Minotaur hadn’t picked off anyone new, and left as fast as we could.
Tomorrow we’d tear down the scaffolding. Minos would speak fine words and send the first weeping prisoner into the Labyrinth at swordpoint.
Today, though, was a gift from the king. None of us were to work today. We were to celebrate with our families, celebrate our completion of the great monument. Life was short, after all.
The Labyrinth had no gates or doors, nothing that could be locked or closed. The high wall simply opened. I’d seen it that way in my dream. No children played in that square; slaves and supplicants took the long way around, to avoid passing in front of the opening in the wall. Silence filled that place, as wine fills a cup. As if it was haunted by what was going to happen there.
I crossed the square and entered the Labyrinth, following the chalk arrows we’d drawn on the flagstones to point the way back out. As was our practice in fair weather, we’d left our tools piled along one wall a few turns into the Labyrinth, planning to collect them after our holiday. When the weatherproofing was inspected and the scaffolding dismantled, we’d gather our tools, leave the way we came, and erase the chalk arrows, the last living men to walk out of that place.
But I’d forgotten your present in my bag, with my tools and wax tablets and stylus. It was a papyrus scroll, older than me, tucked into a sealskin bag and bought from an Assyrian pirate for a purse of gold. On the scroll was a poem. The adventures of a hero king of Uruk who withstood famine and flood, braved the houses of the dead to rescue a comrade. It made little sense to me, but you loved adventures and heroes, and gifts from distant places. It wouldn’t replace the months and years that the Labyrinth took, days of yours I missed completely, nights I came home late to the sound of your slow, quiet breathing in the dark. But today I could sit with you on the grass near the sea, on a bright clear summer’s day, and see your smile as you unrolled a new poem that was older than Athens.
My bag was propped against the wall where I left it, at the end of a long row of hammers and rope coils. The poem was still inside. I gathered my things and turned to go.
When I rounded the first corner, the chalk arrows were gone.
There was a damp patch on the rough flagstones where an arrow might have been scrubbed away with a wet rag. Or I’d made a mistake, turned the wrong corner. I tried to double back, but couldn’t be sure which branching path I’d followed to get here.
The trick was not to panic. I closed my eyes, pressed my back against cool, solid stone until the spinning sensation stopped. I’d barely walked a hundred paces in. I’d turned no more than three corners. I was within shouting distance of a bustling palace on a bright summer morning, in a Labyrinth of my own design. I would find my way out.
Three or four corners. Was it three or four?
Outside, gulls were crying. An axe thudded into a stump, splitting wood for the kitchens.
Sit, I told myself. Don’t run. Don’t make blind turn after blind turn and travel further down the gullet of this place. Remember. See the schematic you drew. The entrance is here. The wrong turns start immediately, the obvious exits that glide deeper toward the Labyrinth’s center. If the corridor where we keep the tools is straight back, then the turns leading out must be … here, here, here.
I got up and walked and made the final turn.
Blank walls, empty corridors. No exit.
Remembering the schematics wouldn’t work if I couldn’t tell where I was starting from.
The walls were high and smooth, the stones uniform in shape and color. They dulled the eye. They encouraged me to overlook openings, to forget turns and intersections as soon as I passed through them. Depth was hard to gauge. The sky was a narrow blue river without a wisp of cloud. I couldn’t see the palace or the inland hills or even the angle of the sun, which seldom reached the floor of the Labyrinth. I’d been inside perhaps an hour.
I could still hear the axe chopping wood, sheep bleating in a neighboring field. But sound echoed here, and breezes carried voices over walls and around corners. The woodcutter could be on the opposite end of the Labyrinth, or a few paces away, on the other side of a wall.
“Help!” I called up, cupping my hands. “I’m lost in here! Help me!” If my men had to scale the walls to get me out, the jokes would follow me for the rest of my life. But I’d be alive to hear them.
I shouted a while longer. No one shouted back. The axe thunked into the stump and rested there. The sheep took their bleating elsewhere. Faint on the wind, the sound of children screaming happily, the smell of pig roasting on the bluffs by the sea.
Everyone who knew me would be out celebrating today, by order of the king. You were one of those children running among the revelers on the grass. I’d left you there this morning, promising you that I was coming right back with something I’d forgotten. You’d be wondering what kept me. It must be almost midday by now. You’d ask after me. Someone would come looking.
Until then, though, a stranger screaming in the Labyrinth, well! That was like the crash of waves, part of the landscape.
“Please!” I screamed once more.
Around a corner, behind a wall, some other soul in the Labyrinth snickered.
Anyone might have seen me walking in, followed me, and scrubbed away the arrows. Anyone who’d lost a limb to the Labyrinth, or a friend or a lover, had reason enough to hate me. Maybe in their haste they’d trapped themselves, erasing the arrows as they came in and not as they left. They might have a blade.
Maybe I’d be lucky to meet them, before I met the Minotaur.
I didn’t shout any more. I listened.
If my enemy had any accusations or declarations of revenge to make, they weren’t ready to share yet.
No one’s coming, I told myself. It’s been hours and no one’s called out for me. Poor Icarus doesn’t know where I went. He’s out there, kicking a ball, telling himself not to be such a worrywart. Sparing a nervous glance at the palace every minute or so, hoping to see me jogging across the grass. Ah, for Perseus’s winged sandals! Or even one of the ladders propped outside. One was as unreachable as the other.
Get out of this, I told myself, or he’ll never know what happened. He’ll think I ran, like his mother.
Concentrate. See the Labyrinth from above. Here’s the exit. Here are paths snaking away. Say I’m here. Turn here, then here, then straight for a long while. Two lefts, a right, and out.
Another twisting corridor, more silent hallways, clear blue sky overhead.
I could smell the Minotaur on the walls now, his reek of sweat and dung. I couldn’t hear him, so he was either sleeping or stalking quietly after me. Milky fur veined with old blood the color of rust. I might not see him until he was on top of me.
Some objects in an empty room caught my eye as I passed. Little asymmetrical lumps in a corner, breaking the pattern of smooth stones at right angles. I went into the room, stooped to pick one of them up.
It was the palm-sized figure of a man, molded together from fur and dried manure. There were other figures littered about. A woman carved from bone, a little boy with horns. Birds. The moon. A white bull whittled from the wood of some discarded tool. A bundle of bloody, knotted-together rags that I finally recognized as a ball for kicking.
He’d made his own toys.
I couldn’t stay here. I went out again, trying to retrace my steps, failing. The smell of him thickening.
A hissing sound, dead ahead, stopped me.
A blade unsheathed.
My betrayer. He was close now, and I could hear his raspy breathing, smell his sweat. He was as panicked as me.
“I’m going to cut your hands and feet off and leave you for him to find,” said a voice from around the next corner.
He did have a blade. I had my stylus and your poem and my fists and feet.
“My brother died building this place for you. Not right away. A cave-in crushed his chest. He fought for days.”
He was working himself up, summoning the nerve to turn the corner with his sword swinging.
“I’ll spare you,” said the voice, “if you can tell me his name.”
I’d kept a list at first, truly, planned to commit it to memory. But the list grew too long, and would it do all that much good, make anyone any less dead?
“That’s what I thought,” said the voice. “Bastard.”
I raised my stylus, waited for him to round the corner so I could blind him and run.
He didn’t round the corner. He gurgled. Slowly, slowly, from around the corner, a dark red pool of blood spread into view.
I waited for the thud of a falling body but it never came. Only chewing, slurping. Big gulps of breath between swallows. That rank animal smell.
He must have crept up behind and opened my enemy’s throat with a long nail. Easy as uncorking a jug of wine.
I hadn’t seen the Minotaur in over a year. His every breath was a seismic rumble. He sounded much bigger.
I had until he finished his meal to find a way out. Either I would see you again, talk with you and hold you and marvel at the world with you again, or I wouldn’t.
Strangely enough, it wasn’t your voice I heard as I stared at the spreading blood. It was Ariadne’s.
“You worry too much,” she said.
Sleeplessness had driven me to the kitchens late one night, and I found the princess grinding herbs by lamplight.
“I can’t help but worry,” I said. “We’ve lost too many men. Maybe there’s no helping it, and that’s the price when you build a structure that shouldn’t exist around a creature who shouldn’t exist. What if my turn’s coming? What becomes of Icarus then?”
Ariadne pushed aside her mortar and pestle, drew blood from her index finger with a pinprick, caught three drops in a bowl.
“Father takes all the credit, but it was Mother who helped him conquer the seas. She could summon a fair wind, call down storms on our enemies. She still can. But she needs help now.”
Queen Pasiphaë was rarely seen outside of her rooms. Her windows burned with unearthly light at odd hours. Household slaves left food at her doorway, glimpsed a wan figure in a frayed, diaphanous tunic, indifferent to them, whispering charms and curses.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “What happened to her wasn’t fair.”
Ariadne shook her head.
“Fairness doesn’t enter into it. You always come back to this in our lessons: There are rules. Father was meant to sacrifice the white bull to Poseidon, and he didn’t. Mother could have talked to him, made him honor the gods. She’s changed his mind on bigger matters. But she didn’t. There was a lapse, a rule broken, and she paid. She was hardly at fault, barely out of step, but it wasn’t about fairness. What happened next was simply what happened next.”
“No one can live that way, never making a mistake, never missing a step. Not forever.”
“No?” She wrote a word on a slip of papyrus in letters I couldn’t read, touched the paper to her lamp’s flame, and let it burn to nothing. “We’re not like most people. We see the patterns most people don’t. Because we have to. That’s how we’re going to do extraordinary things while others are eaten alive.”
And before my eyes, a wind stirred in the closed room, and the wind blew the lamp’s flame sideways, and Ariadne smiled a proud smile as our shadows danced across the walls.
Backing down the corridor, away from the widening pool of blood and the hulking, chewing mass around the corner, I took inventory. My stylus was the only sharp edge at hand. It would have to do.
I slashed at the skin of my left arm with the tip of the stylus, tearing open a vein and letting the blood gush out. Don’t scream, I reminded myself. The Minotaur’s teeth will hurt worse. I tried not to look at the wound, already feeling faint. I wet my fingers in the blood, and when I reached a fork, I turned right. I stooped and drew an arrow on the floor with my blood, so that when I looked back I’d see an arrow pointing right.
At the next fork I did this again. I turned left. I looked back and copied the first arrow. Next to my first arrow, pointing right, I drew a second arrow, pointing left. I copied the two arrows at the next fork, then three, then four, so that each turning point was marked in blood with a list of the turns that had gotten me there.
Finding a path out wasn’t the problem. I had dreamed this place into being, stared down into maps of it every day for years. Fixing my own position was harder. Not impossible. Not for someone who could record the pattern.
I had to tear open two more veins to keep the blood flowing. My breathing was fast and shallow. The floor was beginning to tilt, and my host would scent the blood and follow, and night was coming soon. I still couldn’t recall how far I’d come, where I’d turned. But that was all right. The growing list of turns was at my feet, telling me where I’d been.
Now, I told myself. See the maps. See the shape of the path that led here, the identical lines arranged in a unique shape, like the strokes of a stylus making letters. Find that shape in the Labyrinth.
There.
There I was.
Behind me, breath through wet nostrils. A rough tongue lapping blood from stone.
I wouldn’t get another try.
See the drawings. See the way out. This is already part of the path. Turn here, here. Straight on, past the parts of the Labyrinth that are not the path.
Behind me, hooves on stone.
Here. Another turn. Another.
Ahead, sunlight on the flagstones of the open square.
Hot breath on my neck.
The walls fell away. The stones of the square were warm against my cheek. I curled up, trying to make myself small now that there was too much sun, too much open space.
If he followed me out, killed me in the open, that wouldn’t be as bad.
But no. There was a fullness in the shadows just inside the entrance to the Labyrinth, and then the fullness was gone. He’d gone back inside. Inside meant blue skies and birdsong, starlight, meat when he called for it. Outside meant cuffs and curses, spitting, an axe handle to the stomach.
I’d taught him that.
“That’s right,” I shouted at the gap in the wall. “I taught you!” I was shaking. I scrambled to my feet, grabbed a pry bar propped against a pile of boards, and smashed it against the Labyrinth’s outer wall hard enough to draw sparks, again and again for as long as I had the strength, which wasn’t very long. When I was done, when I was a panting, snot-dripping tangle of limbs at the foot of the wall, the Labyrinth stood. It might stand for a thousand years, blind, silent, swallowing lives and forgetting them at once.

Maybe I looked as if I had died in the Labyrinth, as I called to you on the grassy bluff overlooking the sea. Bloodied, staring, wailing your name. No wonder you paled, hesitated before leaving your games with the other children and running to meet me.
I clutched at you, looked at your teary face to make sure you were here, I was here, I wasn’t still in there, never, never would I go anywhere near that place again, never once.
“I’m so sorry,” I was babbling. “I tried and tried to come to you and I couldn’t, hours I was in there, I’m sorry I was gone so long and you were waiting for me all day. Don’t be frightened.”
You were shaking your head now, your brimming eyes wide.
You saw it then, didn’t you? You knew then that I’d built something terrible, truly terrible. You could see it in my face and hear it in my every shallow breath. You’d gotten a glimpse of the horror I’d tried to keep away from you.
How long until you saw it fully?
You took a step back from me. You wiped your nose with the back of your hand.
“You only just left,” you said.
I nodded, understanding nothing.
“Father,” you said, slowly, as if I might run. “It’s still morning. You weren’t gone all day.”
Stares from the other children.
The tears spilled over now, and when you spoke you sounded angry that I’d brought you to this in front of your friends. You grabbed my hands and shouted the words, as if to wake me up.
“You were only inside for half an hour.”



  
THERE IS A PATH OUT
The best part of being dead is that I can always work and never need to sleep. I don’t have to dread closing my eyes and opening them again inside the Labyrinth. I don’t carry the fear with me into the waking world. I don’t find myself paralyzed for hours in one spot, wary of leaving my drafting table or my little garden of asphodel in the palace courtyard, for fear that corridors will unfold endlessly before me and I’ll never find my way back. There is a path out, and I’m on it.
A team of dead cartographers and land surveyors is assigned to show me around Hell. They all have an unkemptness about them, the distant eyes and delayed responses of men going mad by degrees. This, one of them explains, is because Hell is as big as it needs to be, which renders the performance of their jobs technically impossible.
Still, they show me the deepest parts of Tartarus, where the light fails and the air thickens. Where the Titans strain at their bonds with tectonic groans. Where Typhon vomits smoke and molten rock, his breath deepening the gloom, his rage singeing the hairs from my arms as we pass.
We traverse the chained body of Prometheus the Titan, who made the first men. We make base camp at his navel, and a day’s hike gets us to his breastbone. Prometheus can see us by now, and, recognizing me, praises my work. He talks cheerfully of how his designs must have influenced mine, for what is the human body, with its branching veins and winding bowels and many-chambered heart, if not a Labyrinth? At this I grow faint and need to be guided back to camp. My scars throb where the stylus bit into my arm. Prometheus invites me to come see him anytime, for he has little company, excepting the eagle. As if summoned, the eagle descends with a screech and sinks its beak into his liver. Prometheus’s invitations dissolve into screams, and the clammy flesh beneath our sandals quakes and pales.
At my request we double-time through Elysium, where rays of golden light pierce the clouds, where trees are heavy with fruit and singing birds, where streams babble, where heroes wrestle and spar and swap lies on flower-speckled riverbanks, where poets swoon over the bravery of the heroes, and where the women and slaves look as miserable as they are everywhere else.
I’m more interested in the wild places that border Elysium. Steep and ragged mountains that no one has crossed. Caverns that echo with the squeaks of bats and sparkle with jewels. Deserts where white toads emerge from burial mounds of black sand. A subterranean ocean where blue jellyfish glow in the deep.
Charon squeezes us aboard his ferry to survey the rivers, and it’s on one of these trips that I hear voices calling my name, and see figures gesticulating on the far bank, which marks the dreadful empty country outside of Hell.
“No burial,” says Charon, when I ask him. “No fare.”
We’re moving faster than the dead can follow, but more figures appear on the bank downriver, calling to me. Familiar faces spit at me. Familiar voices curse me. The drowned stonemasons, the crushed and missing men. There are so many unclaimed bones scattered in the Labyrinth, picked over by the Minotaur and by vermin, bleached by the sun but never touched by the hands of friends or kinsmen. Entombed but unburied.
The dead are shouting louder now, but not at me. They scatter, fleeing upriver and down. I’m about to ask about this until I smell dung and blood, and see his long, sharp horns and then his white body rising and rising over the riverbank.
Oh, but he’s grown big. His hugeness is obscene on the open ground, his milky fur indecent in our perpetual midnight. He needs stones and mortar to clothe his nakedness. His breath makes fog in the night air. He snorts and snuffs at the river’s edge, perplexed, once again, by a barrier beyond his understanding. I imagine his heavy bones discarded at the center of the Labyrinth, the skull cleaved off. His wide headless trunk looking, without the bull’s head, like the lost remains of a most formidable hero. Songs and stories his only epitaph.
“Him,” I whisper.
“No burial,” says Charon again, unimpressed.
The Minotaur bellows, more in fear and sorrow, I think, than in hunger. The Labyrinth was all he knew. Haunting the open country must be unbearable. I watch him grow smaller until a bend in the river hides him from sight.

The design stage takes longer than the construction stage, for Persephone and her king can shape the underworld with a thought. But working out the height and shape of the doorways, the light source of each room, the composition of the frescoes, the statues in the cornices, all that takes time. I finish the schematics and the new palace appears, sure and steady as a moonrise. I design the public gardens, the plazas, the streets, the docks, building outward in rings.
Persephone won’t tell me, but I feel that you’re close by. I’ll walk through a newly built agora or along a canal. I’ll find a nice spot to sit and listen to the nightingales and smell the narcissi. I’ll wonder if you ever sit here, and whether the spot brings you happiness.
I wonder about Ariadne too. I send my surveyors and apprentice draftsmen out to the taverns I’ve built, and there they talk of the ingenuity and beauty of the legendary princess of Crete. Once in a while a drowned sailor or starved musician will share a story of their own. Theseus abandoned her, the stories agree. After they fled Crete together, he left her on Naxos and sailed back to Athens alone. From there, the stories grow wild and unreliable. Travelers claim they’ve seen her dancing in the woods, ringed by bloody-handed maenads, a handsome young man crowned with vines dancing beside her. These travelers admit to being in their cups at the time. That’s as much as I’m able to learn. She seems never to die.
I find subtler and stronger ways to bind the monsters and unfortunates in Tartarus. I content myself with gilding the edges of Elysium, since it’s filled with preservationist cranks who like things as they are. I settle for a statue here, a temple there.
In the world above, mountains are worn down. Kingdoms rise and fracture and are subsumed by other kingdoms. Hell becomes prettier, but it’s still Hell.

On the day my work is finished, Persephone declares a festival, shortens the roads and byways, and throws open the gates of Elysium to the common dead.
Hundreds of thousands tramp into paradise, gray shadows marveling at the green grass and golden light. They carry pale beans and wheat watered from the Styx and grown in darkness. They carry kindling and coal. They lead black rams and pigs, reared in sunless pastures and fattened on mushrooms. The dead build fires and spread blankets on the grass. They cut the throats of the animals and roast the best cuts of meat over the fires, offerings to Persephone and her king, whose name we fear to speak. They pour wine into mixing bowls and share meat on skewers. Someone strikes up a lyre. The heroes of Elysium, hungry for a new audience, are holding games in Persephone’s honor, racing chariots, boxing, feeding on the cheers of the assembled dead.
My work’s an afterthought here. I’ve built a marble pavilion by a duck pond. I like to think of you standing in the pavilion, finding inspiration in the green hills and soaring mountains, reciting one of your epics, coaxing gasps and laughter from the crowd. I’m an afterthought, too. I haunt the festivities, stepping over the blankets of the dead with a skewer of meat I can’t identify or taste, impatient to take my leave. A widow laughs as the four husbands she collected in life jostle each other to refill her cup. A deserter, released from Tartarus for the day, shifts position with a rattle of leg irons. His armored back is a pincushion of arrows. He’s chained to a heavy stone, and sits upon it. He balances a boy on his lap, tells war stories in an antiquated dialect to children or grandchildren sitting cross-legged on the grass.
Finally, I see Persephone sitting on a rock by the pond, feeding the ducks. Her garments are bright red and gold; it must be autumn in the world above. No one else looks at her or talks to her. I have leave to approach. I join her at the pond’s edge, watching ducks the color of midwinter sunlight fight for bits of bread.
“Satisfied with it?” she asks, meaning Hell entire.
“That’s less important than what you think, my queen. But yes. I’m happy with it.”
“Enjoy this,” she says. “The anticipation of reward can be sweeter than the thing itself.”
I stand respectfully straight. I don’t grasp her knees and beg to see you. I watch her reflection in the pond and say, “Please. Is it time?”
Persephone sighs, and in the world above bonfires release the last of their smoke. “It’s time,” she says. “I’ll tell you where Icarus can be found.”
She names a place and I nod, grateful, but the gooseflesh is already spreading on my neck and arms.
I swallow.
“Say it again. My queen.”
She names the place again.
And again, it’s snatched from my mind as soon as the words leave her lips.
I stare at the ducks, to keep from seeing Minos’s statue towering over me, wreathed in scouring mist.
“Something’s wrong,” I say.
Persephone’s face in the pond shows no surprise.
“It’s better if she shows you,” says the queen.
I follow her gaze across the pond. Your mother is there. She’s wearing fine clothes and a small diamond brooch in the shape of a forked scepter, marking her as a household servant of Persephone’s.
The queen herself is gone by the time I’ve run along the pond’s edge to Naucrate.
“What is this?” I ask her. “What’s happened to him?”
“Come and see,” she says.
We walk out of Elysium, over plains of dry and brittle grass, until the ground turns marshy, then rocky, beneath a blanket of ankle-deep fog. A roar ahead of us like the approach of thousands of ironclad feet. The horizon resolves into a river and a wall of black cliffs, a single white tower rising from the foot of the cliffs. Tower and cliffs climb farther than I can see, into the murk that is our sky. Then I begin to understand what I’m seeing.
A waterfall, crashing down from the world above. A river of forgetting, running through the cave of Hypnos, then tumbling fathom after fathom into the depths of Hell, to flow through the sunless places. The river that is a goddess, the river that brings oblivion. The Lethe.
Naucrate says, “After I handed you over, Minos freed me and his men took me here. To see what became of our son.”
I’m running now, toward the white curtain of water, the mist thickening. Your mother calling after me. She’s sorry. Her words already half-drowned by the crash of water.
My mouth is shaping your name, but the din of the water drowns all words. The mist shrouds everything but the cliffs and the falls, the river roaring past, the slippery rocks cupping pools of water.
Two white goose feathers float in one of the pools at the river’s edge.
You were here.
You stood right here.
My mouth is moving again but the roar of the falls has scoured your name from my memory. No. No no no no no, I won’t forget you again, not again. I clamber back over rocks and through pools until the mist lessens and I can hear my own voice rasping, “Icarus, Icarus.”
Staring back at the white curtain of water, I see the blinding rays of the sun, the glassy face of the sea. One more place where I can’t follow you.
“Why did you do it?” I shout. I mean your flight into the sun, your disappearance into the river, all of it.
Something seems to move through the mist, emptiness in the shape of a woman. Something interrupts the crash of the falls, little absences of sound, a string of silences that could be the high, cruel laughter of the river goddess whose touch is forgetfulness.
“You see now,” says Naucrate, behind me. “He could be some anonymous shade, cleansed of his memories and wandering the paths of the dead. He could be a breeze now, or a bird, or a tree, or a rock. He didn’t want us to follow. And she won’t let us remember.”
No wonder Persephone agreed to take me on so easily. She’d made a little show of reluctance, that was all. How else would I think it was my idea?
I peer into the falls, but the unseeable goddess in the mist is gone now, if she was ever there to begin with. “Why would he leave us like this?”
Naucrate offers me her hand and says, “You’re the visionary, Daedalus. You tell me.”
We follow the riverbank away from the falls until the white waters grow smoother, dark with silt. The rocks give way to soft pungent soil, and willows with bone-white blossoms thicken along the banks. Ravens croak at us from the branches. Maybe they feed on memories that wash up on the shore. I don’t want to think of you living as a tree or a rock or a spring in a clearing, some life that’s simpler and happier without us.
After some time I let the question out, the one that’s bubbled at my lips since I awakened to your mother’s touch in the darkness.
“Why didn’t you ask us to flee with you?”
“My Daedalus. You were a beautiful man, but not a brave one.”
“I built wings. I killed Minos.”
“When it was too late. Icarus spent thirteen years in that terrible place. Because of us.”
Knossos hadn’t always been a terrible place. It wasn’t preordained. The willows scattering their petals in the river remind me of the unplanted orchard where Naucrate and I walked together. The potential she saw there.
“It wasn’t all bad,” I say. “That afternoon when you showed me the fruit trees and I showed you the mural. That’s a good memory.”
“What do you mean?” There’s something heavy and dangerous in her voice.
I remind her. I tell her about the sunlight on the blank wall, the seascape we decided to paint there. I tell her about the heat of her hand in mine.
Naucrate says, “That’s not how it happened.”
“Of course it is.”
She stops. She speaks slowly. “Minos was there.”
“No. We were alone.”
Your mother makes a withering face, a who-do-you-think-you’re-fooling face. She’s used it on merchants to great effect.
“He was going hunting. He had the master of the hunt with him, and he was carrying his javelin and tapping it against the wall as he walked. Talking the whole time about a wild boar he wanted to flush out. You don’t remember?”
All I remember is Naucrate looking down the length of the blank wall, the length of the empty corridor.
“He was coming down the hall toward us. We saw him a long way off, and I took your hand to lead us away before he could speak to us.”
She’d taken my hand because she wanted me. Hadn’t she? It was desire making her palms sweat. Not fear.
I say, “It was such a long time ago.”
“He was there.” Branches break under her feet as she draws close to me. Her eyes are wet and angry. “I had to make sure I was never alone with him because I remember exactly what would have happened if I was.”
“All right. What difference does it make now?”
“Why did I come to your room that night? You’re clever, Daedalus. You’d have me believe you’re brave. Tell me why I chose you.”
“Enough.”
“Minos wanted me. He wanted me and he wouldn’t have asked. You were kind enough, and once it looked like you had a claim on me, he left me alone. He probably knew it would be easier to make you build for him if you had a family.”
Minos is standing over my bed, holding your little body. He’s saying, “You cannot grant life.” He’s saying, “You will never leave me.”
I close my eyes and lean back against the trunk of a willow. The bark is rough against my skin. Something many-legged slithers along my shoulder but I can’t be bothered to brush it away. “This certainly appears to be Hell.”
“He was there.”
“He was there,” I admit. “I didn’t know that was why you came to me.”
“You saw enough. You’d have known, if you wanted to.”
“I suppose. I’m sorry.”
“Doesn’t matter. I’m rid of him now.” She tramps forward, the matter settled.
I huff after her, through the thinning trees.
“Eternal torture, I can understand,” I say. “Eternal reward, fine. But if the only thing waiting for us down here is more of what we were doing up there—another murderous autocrat to work for, more silence from our little boy—I can’t face that. I might go back to my cave and my statue.”
The willows shudder in the breeze as we pass from under them, as if the trees themselves are inconsolable.
“I came back for you,” says your mother.
“Eventually,” I say. “Why is that?”
She thinks and says, “It doesn’t change what I did, to him or to you. But I don’t want to go on doing the same thing I did before.”
We say our goodbyes, and I walk until I see the city walls. Without realizing it, I’ve trekked back toward the palace, toward my workshop. Where else would I go?

Why did you do it, Icarus?
And how did I ever think I could keep you safe?
I walled up a boy in a maze so his stepfather could feed him people. Who could blame you for wanting to wash away every last trace of your life in Knossos?
So. If I’m ever to see you again, I have to change the river’s mind, and yours.
Whatever I do next, it can’t be more of what I’ve done before.

There’s an unspoiled valley in Hell that I’ve corralled off with fences and warning signs. It’s far from any roads the dead walk. There are caves in the cliffsides and black, swift-footed deer in the valleys, and cold water in burbling creeks. Asterion could be happy there, away from the barren fields of that in-between country on the wrong side of the river, away from the fleeing ghosts calling him monster. I like to think of him free in the wild places of Hell, the narrow hidden places, among things that crawl and fly and leap from shadowed rock to shadowed rock. I could bring him there, do the poor boy one good turn at last.
As risks go, I’m contemplating a small one. I’ve been frightened for so long, and I’m tired of it. And he can hardly do much harm now.
I’m paid for my work in gold and silver coins, with Persephone’s face on one side and the other side blank in tribute to the king of this place, whose face we fear to see. I fill my purse with coins and walk alone to a little-used pier hidden by reeds. Charon waits for me at the appointed time, leaning on his barge pole. I hold up the purse heavy with coins.
“This should be fare enough for everyone whose bones rest in the Labyrinth,” I say. “You can count it to be sure.”
I hesitate, then add, “You’ll find a little extra for yourself. Everyone, you understand? And not a word to the king and queen about Asterion.”
With that, I pour the gold and silver into the ferryman’s outstretched hands.

When Charon doesn’t report back I go looking for him, until one of my surveyors spots him by the side of the Acheron, pinned to the muddy bank with his own broken pole. His eyelids flutter as four of us together pull the pole from his shoulder, and his ancient pitiless eyes glisten with tears of pain.
“Something’s wrong,” he whispers, in case that’s unclear.
I wave the surveyors away.
“Where’s the Minotaur?” I ask, doing my best to keep my voice low, to keep the panic out of it. We’re nowhere near the valley I intended for him.
Charon only points to the scattered logs of his raft bobbing in the current, and to the trail of cloven hoofprints climbing the muddy riverbank, pointing inland, toward Elysium.



  
YOU CAN WIN IN A POEM
The wind swept the Labyrinth clean and the rain washed it. No one who ventured inside ever came out. Already it seemed older than me, as if all we did was unearth it.
On winter nights the Minotaur bellowed from cold and hunger, and on one such night I tied half a brick to the thickest blanket I could find and threw them both over the Labyrinth’s outer wall. He was four years old.
In the summer, carrion birds clustered along the Labyrinth’s walls in particular places. You could see them from a high enough window, and mark where the Minotaur caught his latest offering.
We were at war again, this time with Athens. Minos was growing older, and wanted everyone to see he had the bloodlust of a man half his age. Death was in the walls, in the food we ate.
“You’ve served me well, Daedalus,” said Minos one day, misty-eyed and smiling at me over a map of Athenian sea-lanes.
I smiled back, and began estimating how much time we had. Minos grew sentimental when he was planning to feed someone to the Minotaur. We’d seen this with the treasurer, the head groundskeeper, the personal chef, the master of the hunt, the court sculptor, and countless messengers. The dungeons were empty, and Minos was too proud of his Labyrinth and his stepson to stop sending them bodies. He assessed one’s usefulness against one’s flavor at every summons. Low-ranking functionaries and slaves had a measure of safety because he was bad with names.
“I hope to serve you a long time yet, my king.” I moved wooden ships across the map to intercept the Athenians. I’d improved upon Cretan shipbuilding techniques until our navy cut through the seas like arrows in flight.
“The war favors us,” said Minos, moving ships of his own and catching the Athenian navy in a pincer formation. “You’ve brought me security here, and you’ll bring me victory when Athens bows. No man has done more for Crete.”
The implication was clear. When Athens surrendered, Crete would be the undisputed ruler of the seas. No need for new coastal defenses or siege engines. No need for Daedalus. Then all that remained was to wait until one of my designs displeased him, or until you jostled the king’s cupbearer on a narrow stairway. And the Minotaur would enjoy two meals.
“As in all things, my king, I serve at your pleasure.”

That afternoon I met Ariadne at the construction site for her new dancing ground near the amphitheater. My men had leveled the ground and were now laying tile. We often talked at construction sites. The tap of chisels and the shouts of workers meant the guards, always a respectful distance away, couldn’t hear what we talked about.
“He’s going to kill us,” I said.
“He’s considering it,” said Ariadne. “You know how variable his moods are.”
My breathing had gotten fast again. The scars on my arm felt hot and alive. I put my head in my hands.
When I lift my head, I promised myself, I will not see limestone walls on every side. I will not hear Icarus calling for help behind a wall, around a corner, where I can’t see his face or take his hand.
I am not in the Labyrinth. Not yet.
“I hate him, Ariadne. I can’t draw when I’m like this.”
She squeezed my shoulder. The air smelled of sweat and dirt and I breathed that in, imagined straight lines on parchment becoming rows of bricks becoming palace walls. My breathing slowed and deepened. A songbird trilled. It would have companions soon, as the days lengthened.
“He’s testing you,” she said. “He wants to see what you’ll do.”
“So do I.”
“He took Catreus to the siege of Megara—do you remember this? Took him right to the front. He was as old as Icarus is now.”
I nodded weakly. Stories of Ariadne’s home life seldom made me feel better.
“Father put him in command. Wouldn’t help him. He said a future king of Crete should know what it’s like to send men to their deaths.”
“The poor boy.”
“He lost almost an entire battalion. A thousand men died before the walls of Megara, cursing his name. The smoke from the funeral fires blotted out the sun, and night came hours early.” Her tone was matter-of-fact. She might have been describing a family dinner. “He did better on the second day.”
The afternoon had turned hot and dusty, and the men stopped to rest and ladle out cool water. We accepted a few sips, which tasted of the mint and barley they’d mixed in.
“I can talk with him after the feast,” said Ariadne, when work started again. “If I act regal enough in front of the princes, he should be in good spirits.”
Remembering her etiquette lessons, she sat up straight and cast a haughty look at the waves on the horizon.
The feast with our allies and tributaries was to fall at the month’s end. We were safe until then, provided Athens didn’t surrender early.
“How many princes are we expecting?” I asked.
“Thebes, Sparta … Argos if they don’t cancel.”
“Plan on marrying any of them?”
Ariadne stuck her tongue out at me. “If I don’t like a suitor, I tell him that old story about Mother.”
“Not the one about the creatures.”
“Mmmm hmmm.”
Minos was famous for infidelity in his younger days. A rumor had sprung up that Queen Pasiphaë, daughter of the sun and no stranger to sorcery, had cursed Minos’s manhood so that any time he slept with another woman he would ejaculate millipedes and scorpions.
“That whey-faced little princeling from Lemnos? First I told him the story, and then I told him I’ve been studying herbs and rituals and magic myself, and suddenly he remembered all his obligations back home and set sail.”
I laughed, and forgot the crush of limestone walls for a moment. She was good at that.
“Thank you for talking with your father.”
“Only to put your mind at ease.”
“Do you suppose he’ll listen?” I said, gently.
She hissed an arcane word at a passing fly. It dropped out of the air, bounced once, and lay dead. She scowled at it. “I can tell him where the enemy’s ships are,” she said. “I can send them ill wind. He couldn’t have built this kingdom without Mother and he won’t keep it in his old age without me. He’ll learn to listen.”
“He’d be wise to,” I said, in a neutral tone.
“Besides,” she said, brightening again, “you’ve escaped worse than this. You’ll escape this time, whether I can help you or not. It’s like you’ve always said: There are rules to everything.”
With her brothers at war, her sisters married off or making themselves marriageable, Ariadne alone continued her lessons with me. I ground lenses so we could magnify and draw the scales of fish, the wings of dragonflies. We dissected flowers from the gardens, diagraming the pistil, the anther, the filament. We charted the phases of the moon, the tides and currents, the migratory paths of birds. But the things her mother taught her were beyond even me.
“Rules keep birds in the air,” she went on. “They appease gods and the children of gods. We study the rules, we live in safety.”
“Once in a great while I like to imagine there’s more to life than safety. Do you think you’ll never marry?”
She kept her eyes on the sea, where the ships of the princes would appear and where, one day, a ship might carry her off.
“I don’t suppose I will. Not until I meet someone as interesting to talk with as you.”
Gravel crunched behind us, and a man cleared his throat. It was a guard I knew. I’d made him a honeybee pendant to give to a swineherd he was wooing. In exchange, he was to bring me bad news before it reached Minos.
“It’s Icarus, sir. I’d hurry.”

You were nine, so I don’t know how well you remember your performance that afternoon. You drew a respectable crowd to the hillside in the shadow of the smithy. The smith’s soot-covered boys were there, and your friends from the palace and stables and fields. You were standing on an overturned water trough, holding wax tablets in one hand and an invisible club in the other. You were swinging the club and shouting poetry at the top of your voice to be heard over the blacksmith’s hammer. Showers of sparks in the smithy behind you cast your shadow, tall and unbowed, over the children on the grass.
“As the hammers of the Cyclopes crash upon the thunderbolts of Zeus,” you read, “until each is sharp and strong enough to rend the earth, so the club of Heracles kissed the raging Minotaur!”
When the cheers died down, I said, “In spite of all, I believe most of you are intelligent young people who don’t want your loved ones eaten.” Everyone turned to gape at me. “So after leaving, right now, I know you won’t tell another soul of this.”
They scattered as I drew near to you. I yanked the tablets from your hand. You’d engraved the title of the poem into the wax at the top of one tablet: Heracles Slays the Minotaur.
Ignoring your shouts, I ducked into the din of the smithy, crossed to the furnace, and threw the tablets in. The smith made a show of absorption in the shield he was hammering. You swatted at my hip with closed fists until I hauled you out of the smithy by your ear.
“Why’d you do that!” You were red-faced and crying.
“Lower your voice.”
“I spent all week writing it.”
“When we get home, all your tablets and all your styluses are going right into the rubbish heap.” I wiped your face with my tunic. “I don’t need you to develop a sudden proficiency in mathematics. I do need you to keep yourself safe. No more poems.”
You squirmed out of my grasp. “We were careful.”
“All it takes is one person talking to Minos. Never give him a reason.”
“He doesn’t need a reason.”
I finished cleaning your face and stood back to check my handiwork. It was past time I cut your hair. “True enough.”
I’d left you too long with Lysandra and her nursery tales, plied you with too many old stories scrawled onto crumbling scrolls or carved into clay tablets. Somewhere along the way you’d started taking it all too seriously. It was one thing to look to Olympians and Argonauts for some harmless amusement. It was another thing to go to them for answers. And now you’d moved on to live performance—topical live performance, no less. I blamed the court poet, with all his caterwauling about heroes. I wouldn’t have minded seeing him fed to the Minotaur, but unfortunately he had a knack for making up flattering songs about Minos and his ancestors.
“Why Heracles?” I asked.
“He’s the strongest.”
“Didn’t he kill his own family?”
“He was driven mad, Father.”
“Even so.”
“I just like the stories, Father.”
We started home, trudging across the palace grounds in silence, our tower looming ahead, our guards walking far enough behind that they could deny overhearing anything of import. You kicked at the ground as we walked.
I cleared my throat, and when you were glaring up at me and I had your attention I said, “I sought Minos out, did I ever tell you that? I left the safety of Athens and came here of my own free will because they were making up poems about Minos’s courage in battle, and I thought if I came and built a palace for him, there’d be poems about me too.” I shook my head. “A young man’s idiocy. Still, they led me to you, so I can’t say I’m sorry I ever listened to poets.”
“Their loved ones were eaten,” you said.
“What?”
“You told my friends not to get their loved ones eaten,” you said. “Most of them already lost someone.”
That stood to reason. Everyone had lost someone.
“The poem was meant to cheer them up, was it?”
You nodded. “You can win in a poem.”
I wonder now if that’s why you flew too high. If it was that simple. Lightness, escape on the winged sandals of Perseus. I was already toying with the idea of building wings, some part of your favorite story made real, though the problem of getting them aloft would vex me for years. The literal in aid of the figurative. Knossos and the Labyrinth and the Minotaur’s bloody hands falling away from you. Allowing you to ignore your father’s tiresome voice and forget, for once, to be on guard. To forget yourself. Is that what happened as we flew across the sea? Simple joy, simple forgetting, lightness and freedom at last, no warning heavy enough to pull you down to earth in time?
But that lay far ahead.
“You worked on it all week?” I asked.
You nodded again.
“I wondered why you were so quiet. Here I thought you were doing your sums.”
You shook your head.
“Happy with it?”
You shrugged.
“Could you show me your next poem before you perform it?”
This elicited speech. “I can keep my tablets?”
“Let’s say you can. Assuming you stay away from current events. And anything I read, and deem unsafe, goes into the fire. Could you accept that?”
Another nod.
“Being a hero isn’t the same as being a good man,” I said.
“Why not?”
“The second one’s much harder.”
We neared our tower. One of our guards lagged behind to shake a stone out of his sandal, then jogged to catch up.
“That’s all I need you to do, Icarus. Stay safe and grow up a good man. Remember that for me?”
An emphatic nod. “But I can keep my tablets?”
“You can keep your tablets.”
You ran the rest of the way home. As I climbed the stairs after you, I felt the first tickling of an idea. Nothing I could put into words or drawings yet. Experience had taught me to leave this idea alone for now. Give it room to grow. This I did, until the orchards were in bloom and the final tiles were laid on Ariadne’s dancing ground.

On the night of the feast I maneuvered a seat across from Minos. Laughing and talking with Ariadne and the princes, I brought up the great heroes, until everyone spoke of their favorites. Mighty Heracles, dauntless Jason, swift Perseus. At each pause in each story I called for our cups to be refilled.
“May our lives echo across the centuries like those men,” I said, raising my cup in a toast.
Minos’s cheeks were flushed and his eyes dreamy.
The night air was cool and the insects were singing as we processed to the dancing ground. Minos grabbed me by the elbow.
“Loyal Daedalus,” he said, “I know they’ll sing of you for years hence, for your genius and your Labyrinth.”
“I’m not so sure, my king.”
Minos’s mouth was a thin line. If I didn’t sway him I might face the Minotaur tonight.
“Right now,” I said, “your Labyrinth and your Minotaur are curiosities for travelers, and little-known outside of Crete. No great story has happened there. Not yet.”
Minos drew himself up taller. “What do you mean?”
“There is a way to ensure the Labyrinth’s fame endures, and Crete has a place in songs.”
We crowded around the dancing ground in the torchlight. Ariadne, flowers in her hair, led out the retinues of the princes. The tiles at the edge of the dancing ground depicted the red and gold rays of the sun, and all they nourished: grapes, barley, olive trees, youths with their hands clasped in courtship. At the heart of the dancing ground, a unicursal path coiled and twisted. As complicated as this version of the Labyrinth looked, the path led inevitably from the center out. There were no wrong turns, no ways to get lost. It was a wish, I suppose. For her as much as for me and you.
“If the Labyrinth is only feared on Crete, its fame will die in Crete,” I continued. “If it’s feared throughout the world it will pass into legend, along with the king who built it.”
The dancers formed a ring as the musicians played. As Ariadne danced, laughter flashed in her eyes. Her bare feet fell just so on the tiles, awake to the pattern of the dance and the beauty of the pattern. I’d carved and painted each tile by hand for her.
None of them deserved her.
“Daedalus,” said Minos. “Explain.”
“It’s simple, my king. When Athens surrenders—which they will—demand a tribute from them to keep the peace.”
The dance turned wilder. The tunics of the dancers were dark with sweat. Ariadne’s steps grew frenzied, her hair came undone, and she thrashed like one communing with the gods.
“Athens,” I said, “must send their sons and daughters to feed the Labyrinth.”



  
JUST ANOTHER DEAD MAN
By the black waters of the Lethe, where white, eyeless fish nibble the memories of the dead, I’ve built a museum. The dead gather on the front steps to meet friends, or to watch the jugglers and fire-eaters perform on the riverfront. If they venture inside, into the cool blue glow of will-o’-the-wisps under glass, they can see a small part of the history of Hell.
Here, behind an iron guardrail, is the broken chain that once bound Cerberus. It’s thick as a man’s arm, but the middle link was ripped open long ago by Heracles, and twenty strong men couldn’t bend it back now. Over here is a rough-hewn seat of stone, knee high, where our king, he who receives many guests, once trapped the hero Theseus. Leaning over the rail, I can see a faint dark stain that might once have been the hot blood of a living man.
I wait, tapping my sketchbook against my thigh. He’ll come. If anyone can help me track Asterion and recapture him quietly, it’s the man I’m here to meet. The sweat from my hand is wrinkling the calfskin pages. Persephone needn’t find out. Our king, whose name we fear to speak, needn’t find out.
A big fellow in simple dress sidles up and looks at the stain with me for a time. Eventually he says, “I left half a buttock stuck to this thing.”
“Not so loud,” I say, and he grins.
It’s Theseus, all right. Slayer of the Minotaur, hero king of Athens. We met once on Crete, back when we were alive. I barely spoke to him, but he talked at length about his own deeds.
The graying warrior beside me looks older and bears more scars than the sword-thrusting young maniac who feasted at Minos’s table. But even though he moves like an old veteran now, keeping his back to the corners and a line of sight to all the exits, he’s still got the same cocksure tone, the same habit of standing like he’s posing for a statue.
“Daedalus,” he says, patting me on the back and nearly toppling me headfirst over the iron rail. “You’ve come up in the world.”
“So have you,” I say. “King of Athens and all that.”
“Just another dead man now.”
“Still,” I say, “I would have loved to see Athens again.”
“If you did come back I’d have had to kill you.”
“Well, yes, obviously.” The weapons I built for Minos sent too many Athenian ships to the sea bottom, and the Labyrinth swallowed up too many Athenian youths.
“That’s all done with, anyway,” he says, with more than a little sadness. He nods at the stain. “Gods on high, did that hurt. And I’ve felt the edge of a sword more than once.”
You’ve told me the story often enough. How Theseus and his best friend descended to the underworld, still living, to carry off Persephone.
“I don’t know why you were in such a hurry to come down here,” I say. “All you had to do was wait like the rest of us.”
“The danger was the point,” says Theseus, wistfully. “Feeling the blood jet out of me, clawing my way back up to clean air and sunshine … what I’d give to feel that once more!”
I’m on the verge of feeling sorry for him when he opens his mouth again. “Has she asked about me?”
There’s the Theseus I remember.
“No. The queen of Hell has not asked about you.”
He grunts. I picture Ariadne on the beach at Naxos, screaming at the stern of Theseus’s ship until the sails are a black dot on the horizon. I remind myself that punching him would only hurt my hand.
“Elysium,” I say. “The disappearances. The god of Hell, he who receives many guests, has asked me to resolve the matter and to do it discreetly. Tell me.”
“It’s funny that they sent you,” says Theseus. “I’ve been thinking of the Minotaur.”
Someone coughs on their way out. The museum is nearly empty. I can walk out too, I remind myself. Whenever I’m ready, I can walk right out. There’s no open sky above, no warren of wrong turns and dead ends waiting ahead of me.
“Many men I’ve killed,” says Theseus. “None died like him.”
“There were no men like him,” I say, softly.
“He fought me for a long time,” says Theseus, “and at the end, right before I got my hands around his throat and squeezed, his nostrils flared and he snorted in one last breath. Taking in my scent. And he smiled. Damnedest thing! Even after I struck his head off to take back to Athens with me, the smile stayed. I kept his skull mounted outside my throne room, and every day that grin reminded me there were worse things than wars and treaties!” He laughs, but too hard. An I’m-not-scared laugh.
“The disappearances,” I prompt.
Theseus leads me over to a statue of hundred-handed Briareus. “So far it’s only minor heroes. Elpenor. Palinurus. Little men, no offense. I had to find Homer and his poet friends to be reminded what they did. Something came to Elysium to hunt.”
Only minor heroes. I can still fix it.
There’s time to make things right. Plead my case to the Lethe. Ask her to send you back to me. Soon, Icarus. Give me a little time.
“Something came to Elysium,” I say, doing my best to sound incredulous. “And, what, it’s killing them? Again?”
“Not killing. Ending.”
I have no idea what to say to that, so instead I say, “Who?” Pretending I don’t know full well who it is.
“I’ve been telling you. We found Elpenor’s tent kicked in. His sword broken. Drag marks ending at the river. And right there, at the water’s edge, left for me like a love token…”
“What?”
“A cloven hoofprint.”
I don’t have to fake the shudder.
“What say you to a hunting party?” says Theseus.
Finally. Let him think it was his idea. “You don’t suppose…”
“It’s him,” says Theseus. “I’m sure of it.”
The roof is not open to the stars. The doorways don’t lead to empty rooms. We are not in the Labyrinth.
“He’s been down here all this time,” says Theseus. “How hungry he must have grown.”

Slippery rock and wailing wind. Fog below us. Snow the color of moth wings blowing through skeletal pines. The path winds up toward a cotton-colored sky and a mountaintop that never draws closer. I wonder again if we’ve wandered into the wrong place, but then Theseus calls back to us, boisterous as a host bellowing for more wine, and I remind myself that yes, this is Elysium.
“Another hoofprint,” he says when I’ve scrambled up the mountainside to join him. It’s big, and cleaner around the edges than the other prints. “The snow’s hardly begun to fill this one,” says Theseus, licking his lips. “He tires.”
“Splendid,” I say. Not having a sword, I touch the manacles on my belt. The metal’s cold enough to burn my hand.
“Not long now,” Theseus says to his men. The hunting party is mostly minor heroes in sword-bitten armor. They’ve spent the ascent telling interminable stories about favorite stabbings from their glory days. “Fight bravely,” says Theseus, “and when we’re back in the green fields you’ll have your pick of girls and boys!”
Laughter and the glint of blades unsheathed. I grimace. Theseus claps me on the back hard enough to knock a dusting of snow from my cloak. “My friend,” he says, “you’ll be back in Hell’s heart soon enough. You needn’t carry the gloom of Tartarus in your face.”
I push past him up the path. This forces him to jog ahead of me in order to look fearless, so that’s a small pleasure.
“Daedalus, what’s your quarrel? You can’t still be cross that I solved your famous Labyrinth.”
“Ariadne solved it,” I say.
“You’re thinking about her, maybe?”
Well, why not? Most of his friends are brutes and camp followers who keep his cup filled and praise his muscles. He could do with a little honesty. “I’m thinking of how you abandoned her.”
“I didn’t abandon her.”
“It must have been some other Theseus who left her on Naxos.”
He squints back at me. “When was the last time you spoke with Ariadne?”
“Not since Crete. I had to hear it all from dead poets and maenads.”
“They told it wrong.”
“Tell it to me the right way, then.”
He scratches his beard. Spits. If I didn’t know him better I’d guess he was trying to spare my feelings.
“It’s good to be out here with you,” he says at last. “Let’s not spoil it.”
I start to tell him that it’s impossible to spoil an activity with a person you hate, but he rambles on.
“You have to understand, I’ve been here for such a long time. Mostly it’s orchards and meadows and endless feasts and pretty people who let you have your way with them and you don’t even need to carry them off. Everything’s easy and nothing’s risky. I was beginning to doubt. But facing real danger again, walking out to meet it with a blade again after so long…” He grins. “You must give my compliments to the king and queen of Hell, Daedalus, for this is truly paradise.”
I’m about to insist he talk sense, but my mouth hangs open as I see movement on the path above us. At first I think a boulder or a mass of snow is falling toward us, only the boulder has long, cruel horns and long, thick arms that wrap around Theseus as it lands on his back. Theseus is a strong man. His back doesn’t break. He keeps his footing. He whirls, trying to break the hold, and as he turns, the Minotaur’s golden eye looks into mine.
Theseus fights bravely. His arms are pinned. He slams the Minotaur against the mountainside hard enough to make thunder and knock down snowdrifts that sweep handfuls of men from the trail. He takes a lurching step toward his sword, which has landed in the slush at my feet. I’m watching the Minotaur’s muscles working beneath the sleek fur of those massive arms as they lock together and tighten. Far away, Theseus’s men are screaming for me to pick up the sword or clear the path. Then several parts of Theseus crack at once, and I think of fat popping in a sacrificial fire. Theseus is screaming now too, as the Minotaur lays him down, and there’s a tenderness to it, a look of concentration in those golden eyes, as the Minotaur strips off Theseus’s breastplate and, with a long, curved thumbnail, slices him open from throat to groin.
I hear the men vomiting and cursing the gods, and Theseus is still awake and screaming, and the Minotaur is concentrating, concentrating, as his red and steaming hands rummage through Theseus’s insides. He pushes aside lungs and heart, widens the hole, then leans forward and plunges his right arm into Theseus up to the shoulder. It’s impossible, a conjurer’s illusion. The Minotaur’s arm should burst out of Theseus’s back, but instead it reaches through Theseus as if his body is a curtain hiding some deeper recess. Then the Minotaur grunts with satisfaction. His arm emerges, holding a lump of matter that shines and oozes like molten gold. In mid-scream, Theseus vanishes. He leaves bloodstains on the snow and a fading echo. He ends.
The Minotaur takes a lick of the golden, dripping mess bathing his forearm. Another. He sighs like a builder enjoying his first gulp of cool water on a hot afternoon.
Then he turns to me. He sniffs the air. He smiles, scenting another old friend.
I run down the mountain after the retreating men, only now seeing the familiar pattern of branching paths in the cloud-shrouded valleys below.
Pebbles skitter down from the trail above me as I descend the mountain. Theseus’s men scream in the mist, growing fewer and fainter, until I’m alone. When I reach the river I shout at the boatman to push off and the rowers to heave-ho. I jump from the wharf into the moving boat as it pulls away. The willows at the water’s edge rustle. There’s a splash behind us as we row upriver and away from Elysium.
I watch from the stern of the boat until at last we round a riverbend and pass the warehouses and pastures marking the outskirts of the capital. The white towers of the palace come into view, jutting from the hill at the center of town like a bone from a broken leg.
It’s a long way from Elysium to the palace. The river twists and the roads double back on themselves and the landscape changes when no one is looking.
He’d never follow me over such a distance. Not the boy touched by the gods. He was too scared to claim me when I lay a few paces from the mouth of the Labyrinth, easy prey. He’ll follow his old patterns, staying in the hunting ground he knows, stalking the heroes he craves. We studied him, Ariadne and I. We know how he behaves. There’s not a whit of heroism in me. It would make no sense for him to follow me, no sense at all.
In my mind, Ariadne lies on her back, gazes up at the painted constellations, and says, “The gods don’t have to make sense.”
Statues of Persephone and her husband watch us from the city walls as we tie up at the docks. I pay the crew and tell them to forget they saw me.
Walking inland, I find a little wooded park with stone benches and tables, and I lie down and curl up under one of the tables. For a long time I shelter there, listening to the sounds of the park, watching the sandals of people going for walks. I’m affronted on Theseus’s behalf, that in my hiding place lovers are still meeting for assignations, children are playing, cypresses are continuing to grow, blackbirds are singing.



  
THE GODS DON’T HAVE TO MAKE SENSE
The heroes came from Corinth and from Megara, from Tiryns and from Troezen, from Athens itself and from as far as Lemnos. They carried shields embossed with harvest scenes, palm-sized statuettes of local gods. They wore armor blessed by river nymphs and carried swords with names that no one but them bothered to remember. For all I know, these prizes still wait in the Labyrinth for anyone brave enough to claim them.
Some of the heroes snuck into the Labyrinth at night, and we didn’t know about them until their screams and the roars of the Minotaur woke us. Other times they marched at midday to the Labyrinth’s entrance, stood in the public square separating that place from the palace, and declared that they were here to kill the Minotaur and end the bloody tribute of Athenian youths. Minos indulged them, watching from his balcony with the court poet and the captain of the guard. Sometimes, for dramatic effect, he’d have the guards fire a few arrows wide of the latest hero as he disappeared into the Labyrinth.
The Labyrinth, remember, had no gates or doors. The gap in the high wall simply waited, and the men who charged into the gap did not return. One man, a Spartan, wandered for five days, delirious with hunger and drinking pooled rainwater. Shouting over the walls, he cursed us, then mocked us, then sang songs of worship, having come to believe that the Labyrinth was the universe entire and the Minotaur his god. It was a relief when his god finally ate him.
The court poet catalogued them all, making them sound more magnificent than they were. No one seemed to mind. It was more pleasant to believe that heroes were marching past us to die courageously, even if we saw with our own eyes a train of shiftless brigands committing a noisy and prolonged form of suicide.
You watched the heroes die and listened to the songs of their deaths. You visited the armory and took sparring lessons from the captain of the guard. You knew better than to speak about it out loud, but I began to worry that once you were grown, you were planning to kill the Minotaur yourself.
“It’s all such a waste,” I said one night, as we both lay awake in our tower, listening to the Minotaur lowing for food. “They’re not accomplishing anything. Why is this the sort of person we celebrate?” Discouraging you directly wouldn’t work. I had to ask the right questions, make you reconsider.
“They’re not helping anyone,” you admitted. Some of the weight left my chest. To be alive in Knossos was to go about wearing armor of heavy dread, so constant we didn’t notice it until it lightened.
Then you said, “Eventually everyone’s in a situation where there’s no longer any hope. Maybe we admire people who face that because we wonder what we’ll do.”
Your voice was changing and you grew taller by the day. You spoke rarely enough now that it startled me every time. You were spinning complex thoughts I couldn’t guess at.
I missed the days when you’d greet the clop of horses’ hooves or the flight of a bird with a little boy’s laugh. When we did talk, you sounded strange and sad.
In my gentlest voice, I said, “I’m sorry, Icarus, but what do you know about no hope? You’re still a boy.”
“I’ll be a man soon.” You didn’t sound excited about it.
“Not for a little longer,” I said. Gods grant us a little longer, I thought.
“He fed Evander’s father to the Minotaur. And Dion’s. And Niko’s mother. And everyone accepts that because what else can we do?”
I wonder now if some heartsickness had its teeth in you by then. If you had no hope of defeating the Minotaur, only hope of release. Is that why you twirled and laughed in your wings? Is that why you flew too high? Not lightness, but heartsickness, an end to pain?
I worried about it then. I’m not such a fool. We woke and washed and dressed, all of us, in full knowledge of terrible deaths we never saw and barely spoke about.
All I could offer you was the recitation I used to fall asleep. I whispered some version of it to myself every night, since the day the Labyrinth enfolded me.
“There are things he doesn’t control. Rules set for us by the gods. How much a stone weighs and where a wall casts a shadow. Even a king can’t defy such rules. Understanding those rules, seeing their beauty, that’s where I find hope. Maybe you’ll find it in rhyme and meter. You’ll outlive him. You’ll find what’s beyond him. Even if it doesn’t seem like that now.”
You were quiet for so long I thought you’d fallen asleep. Then, your voice soft, with the strangeness and dread gone from it for a moment, you said, “Thanks, Father.” And a few minutes after that, yawning, in sleep’s doorway, you added, “You’re a good man.”
Then you slept, and I lay awake thinking about how to get us far away from there.
One morning soon after, the breeze through our window carried the familiar tang of blood and the cawing of rooks. If the latest tribute had screamed in the night, I’d slept through it. They weren’t screaming now. I unfurled the scroll I used to chart the Minotaur’s feedings. The scroll was lined with spaces indicating hours and days. When each hunt was over and the Minotaur settled down to feed, I marked the time with an X, and noted some details about the person in question. It all looked orderly and sensible this way, the charcoal making neat, straight lines, days becoming boxes, sacrifices becoming letters and patterns.
I drew the latest X, then went to Ariadne’s room.
She had an ocean view and several rows of wooden shelves I’d built myself. The shelves were heavy with rock and leaf specimens, and stranger trophies. Drawings and models of birds and fish. A wooden cow’s heart one could take apart and reassemble like a puzzle. Books of pressed flowers. Herbs to bring sleep and healing, herbs to settle the stomach or sicken an enemy. A sacrificial knife with the rays of the sun stamped on the handle. Whenever a suitor was too interested, she showed him these things until he made his excuses and withdrew.
Ariadne was examining her own scroll by the window when I arrived. We compared.
She said, “Last week’s feeding was one of the heroes, no?”
“Yes, the little one from Pylos, with the bow.”
“And before that?”
“One of the Athenian tributes.”
“Two days before that?”
“The same.”
We rolled up our charts. I let her say it first.
“When he eats a hero it takes him, on average, three times as long to hunt down the next meal. He’s slower to hunger.”
I nodded. It was freeing to be with someone who could see the answers on their own. I didn’t need to talk as much.
“It’s too great a difference for the usual explanations,” she went on. “They’re not three times as big. They can hardly be three times as filling. And yet.”
“He’s acquired a taste for them,” I said. “Some element they bring to his diet, something we can’t measure or see. I don’t like it. It doesn’t make sense.”
Ariadne flopped backward onto her bed. She stared up at a vault of constellations I’d painted when she was little. “The gods don’t have to make sense,” she said, without rancor.
“I hardly know what it means,” I said.
“We will,” she said, with a faint smile. “I wonder if he has any idea how celebrated he is.” She meant the Minotaur. “I wonder if he’s contented in there, or if he knows there’s a world out here.” She fell into a pensive silence, watching the painted stars as if begrudging them their place in the painted sky.
The guards outside were placing bets on how long the next sacrifice would last. No one was listening to us. I drew closer to Ariadne.
“There’s something you should know,” I said.
At this point the wings only existed as sketches in my head. I hadn’t dared draw them. I was working out the aerodynamics, calculating lift and drag, weight and wind speed, caging my panic with numbers and proofs.
You spoke the truth, Icarus. You were going to be a man soon, and already you were having the strange thoughts of a man. Once you were brave enough, or hopeless enough, to try your sword against the Minotaur, I wouldn’t be able to keep you safe any longer.
Safety meant escape. It meant flight.
“There’s a way for us to get free of this place,” I said, believing the words as I allowed myself to say them, to think them, for the first time.
I reached for Ariadne’s hand.
“Come with us,” I said.
I asked again later, as we walked along the beach collecting shells. The crash of the surf hid our words from the guards.
“I told you,” said Ariadne, “two can fly more easily than three. I’m in no danger here, not like you and Icarus. Take him and let the wind speed you.”
“How could we leave you?” I asked, at a state dinner. Minos was making two guards fight each other for the amusement of the Egyptian trade delegates, who watched with queasy faces. We spoke under the clash of blades, the hoots as Minos and his courtiers threw bits of food at their favorites.
“You’re like a sister to Icarus and a daughter to me,” I continued. “We love you too much to abandon you here.”
“Can you take Phaedra with us?” she asked, between careful, courtly bites of food. “And Catreus, Acalle, and the rest? If I’m like a sister to Icarus, my sisters and brothers are his siblings too. Can you take my mother? We’ve stayed together through Father’s wars and affairs and rages, and I won’t leave them now.”
“We can send for them,” I promised. We were walking along the outer wall of the Labyrinth together. The Minotaur was eating a hero from Samos, and the hero was not entirely dead yet, so his screams gave us some privacy.
“I can build warships for a new king wherever our wings take us,” I went on. “We can come back here with a conquering navy. We can teach your family ciphers in the meantime and send them messages on the legs of birds.”
“Father would use warships,” she said. We were in her room, charting the Minotaur’s feedings again. The guards were playing dice in the hall. “Warships would put my family in danger. We’ve learned how to keep ourselves safe here, Daedalus. We charm, we deflect, we win wars and build kingdoms. We say no to kings and princes without seeming to say no. When I meet a prince who can make me happy, I might even say yes. This could all be mine someday. I step where the rules say I can step, and I do it well.”
We had been at this for weeks. There was no reasoning her into it. And I had the strangest sense that her answers were not truly her answers. There was another answer beneath them, an obstacle she kept hidden from me.
I sat beside her on the bed.
“You don’t belong here anymore,” I said. “You’re meant for better things. We both are. Icarus too.”
I put my hand on hers.
“We’ve waited and waited,” I said. “What sense is there in waiting any longer?”
Ariadne slid off the bed and went to the window. Mist hid the horizon. No ships bearing suitors had come for nearly a year.
“No, Daedalus,” she said. “Save your son. The less I know about how you’ll go, and when, the better.”
When she didn’t say anything else, I said, “All right.”
Ariadne stayed at the window, waiting for me to go. “You were the one safe place in all the world,” she said, without turning.



  
RUN AND I WILL FOLLOW
Teetering, arms extended for balance, I clamber over wet rocks toward the roar of the falls. I don’t dare look behind me. I have to fight, this close to the Lethe’s headwaters, to hold on to your name. Icarus, I say under my breath, marking every precarious step, every exhalation. Icarus, Icarus, Icarus.
The white column of the waterfall emerges from the mist. I think again of an infinitely tall door beginning to swing wide. I bellow your name and the sound is swallowed up by the immensity of the gap in the door.
“Icarus! I paid everyone’s passage across the river. All the unburied in the Labyrinth. The Athenians, the heroes, our friends, everyone! I paid his way. Do you understand?”
My throat is raw. The falls rage on.
“He has my scent now.”
He followed me back to the capital. I don’t know why. Revenge is outside of his vocabulary. He’d just as soon seek revenge on the sky, the rain, the stone walls that hemmed him in. He preys on heroes, and I am no such thing. It makes no sense at all.
But then, it made no sense for a child to spring from the union of bull and queen. It made no sense for him to eat human flesh. The boy touched by the gods has defied reason all his life. Why would death put a stop to that?
So he followed me. Patient, quiet, he let me catch glimpses of him. One figure too many among the marble statues silhouetted in the agora. Breath curling in an alleyway, horns moving by torchlight. He was in no rush. Where could I go?
Remember the plan. I kneel, cold river water dragging at the hem of my tunic. “Hear me, goddess.”
The falls rage on. The river won’t hear me without a suitable gift. Before I can think better of it, my clammy fingers fumble for the sketchbook in the damp folds of my tunic.
The calfskin pages are warped and curled from the mist and the clenching of my fists. They’re fat with my sketches and ideas. I have many sketchbooks like this one, but the book itself is not the sacrifice.
I plunge the book into the foaming waters of the Lethe, wetting my arm up to the elbow. The pages thrash in the current as the book tries to swim out of my grasp and downstream. The sketches of temples and libraries and statues and flying machines are fading from the pages, I know. But they aren’t the sacrifice.
One last time, I think about the weight and malleability of sandstone, of limestone and marble. How to carve and paint a statue, what pigments to use, how to make them and from what. Landscape, light. Cornices, columns. Load-bearing walls. Airspeed and lift. Your toys. Her dancing ground. Asterion’s nursery. I think of the techniques and tools, the numbers and rules I’ve mastered over many lifetimes.
For all the good any of it did.
It’s all going now, the charcoal fading from the calfskin. My gift to the river. All my knowledge, all my skill. I’ll never build again, not so much as one stone atop another.
One memory lingers when everything else is gone. My first building in Athens, a little brick-and-timber temple in the shadow of the agora. The week construction ended, I enlisted my father on some errand so we’d have an excuse to walk past it. Making a show of nonchalance, I pointed it out to him. My father was not given to praise, or architecture, or much of anything apart from hunting. But he spared a glance at the bright reds and blues of my temple, the statues in their finery on the pediment. He squeezed my shoulder absently, hard enough to hurt, though I never minded since his touch was rare. “A good, strong temple,” he said.
Tears run down my face as that too fades.
I lift the blank, bedraggled pages from the river, and stand, wondering why my cheeks are wet.
Remember the plan.
“Hear me, goddess,” I say again.
And I can hear my own voice now. The din of the falls seems to recede. She’s listening.
“Please tell Icarus what I’ve done. He needn’t stay. He needn’t remember. All I ask is to see him and talk to him. I want to explain myself, and ask why he flew too high. Then he can go back to whatever he’s chosen. Will you tell him?”
Downriver, a flock of ravens erupts from the willows. He’s close.
Remember the message.
“I can’t stay. I love my son more than anything. Will you tell him?”
And then I am dismissed. My petition is under consideration. The din of the falls rises to pound again at my ears.
But not before I hear his grunt, the clicking of his hooves on wet stone.
I turn from the falls. I clamber down the rocks, away from the river. Keeping my eyes ahead of me.
He won’t run me down on open ground.
He’ll wait until I’m walking a tangled forest trail, or a narrow street in the capital. The path back to my workshop in the palace is long and twisting, marked by dark corners and dead ends. He couldn’t ask for a finer hunting ground.
It’s the only path left to me.
If I’m quick and clever. If I don’t hesitate or look behind me. It’s my path out.

I can’t find the rutting palace.
I can see it easily enough, white and luminous on its hill at the heart of the capital, a stalk of asphodel rising from a burial mound. The road I’m following through the agora points straight to it, past the stalls of dead potters and fishmongers hawking their wares. Then a canal intercedes and the road bends. The dwellings turn smaller and meaner, the torches spaced farther apart, until I’m following a lean and weedy walkway overlooking rubbish heaps and a slow, malodorous river of sludge.
The city is strange now, stranger for its familiarity. Like finding my own severed arm in the gutter. I know I built all of this, even if I can’t remember how, or why I built it this way and not that. I walk among towering heaps of stone that have nothing more to say to me.
High above me, a marble causeway, blazing with black iron lanterns shaped like three-headed watchdogs, links the agora and the palace gardens. It’s right there. I simply can’t reach it.
This is something more than forgetting, something more expansive, older, and dreadfully patient.
My path ends at the head of a crumbling brick staircase, which leads down into stench and marsh grass and, huge and half-hidden in the causeway’s shadow, a high, gaping tunnel mouth from which the city’s refuse burbles in a slow, steady stream. It has a waiting look, the tunnel mouth, like it has always been here, knowing I’d come eventually.
The skin of my left arm tingles, my hot blood pulsing under the scars.
From the depths of the tunnel, unhurried steps splash toward me.
I scurry back the way I came. I find a broad plaza, catch sight of the palace between the courthouse and a bank. Closer now. Remembering the quickest way from here, I follow staircases that switchback up through a rock-strewn park, up a wall of coarse uneven stones, through an archway, and into a well-to-do neighborhood. My parents, patriotic Athenians who no longer speak to me, live near here in a drafty house of many rooms. I hear the echo of my father’s voice, feel his strong fingers squeezing my shoulder. My breath catches in my throat, though I couldn’t say why. The palace gardens lie beyond these mansions.
But no, once the high walls of the wealthy are out of sight, the path dips, and I pass under the shadow of an aqueduct, keeping pace with the windblown trash as it bustles past warehouses and seedy taverns, finally dead-ending on some ramshackle pier by a slow-moving bend in the river.
“Say!” I shout this to a trio of passing sailors. “Who’s the idiot who designed this town?” They walk faster to get away from me, their feet clunk clunk clunking along the wooden pier.
I follow the slow current of the black river a while, trying to get the palace in sight again. Clunk clunk clunk crunch crunch.
I stop. No one is behind me. I walk a little farther.
Clunk clunk crunch.
I look down at the splintered boards of the pier.
Quickly I walk back up the pier, back toward high ground.
Beneath my feet, beneath the pier, other footsteps shadow mine, crunching in the wet sand by the riverside, gathering speed as I begin to run.
I try again, and again. I pass the same evil-smelling brewery four times. I glimpse the palace over walls or across seas of rooftops. Always it’s above me, beyond me. I ask for directions, but the dead shake their heads and hurry on their way.
And always, below or behind or ahead of me, the unhurried click of hooves on stone.
I used to know what every building was made of, the blueprints, the measurements. No more. It’s not important now. But was the capital always this nonsensical? Were the streets so convoluted, so cheerless and dark? The statues and walls and gardens and bridges at the city’s center—were they so lofty, so mocking, all this time? Was my design always so cruel?
What did I really build down here?
“Help!” I cry. Down the length of a tree-lined boulevard, mothers scoop up children. Dead men sleeping under hedges wrap their blankets tighter. “I need to get to the palace!” It’s amazing how quickly people can walk the other way, vanishing into shadow.
My head swimming, I lean over a low wall and glimpse, finally, a human face looking into mine. A vagrant peers up at me from the foot of the wall below. I’m glad of any help, though he’s a startling sight, a ragged old man with tangled white hair and a stained cloak, his faced as lined as a dried apricot, his eyes crazed, so bloodshot and raw they look like burnt flesh.
“Do you know the way to the palace?” I ask, and the vagrant moves his lips with mine, mocking me. “If you don’t know you needn’t make a game of it,” I say, and again he imitates me. Incensed, I spit in his face, and his face breaks into ripples spreading outward along the dark still waters of the canal below. I flee, understanding now, barking with laughter. I wouldn’t talk to me either.
The clicking hooves follow. Clip clop clip clop.
I hear them on the other side of a long hedge in a park, in the alleyway behind a bakery.
Clip clop clip clop clip clop.
Come, they seem to say. Run and I will follow. If you’re careless, if you’re slow, I’ll hug you to me. I’ll open your ribs and eat until you’re all gone. Don’t be careless. Don’t be slow. Run, and play with me always.
The rooftop domes and high colonnades of the temple district sprawl before me. There’s no use pretending I can escape by my wits alone. I climb the steps of the largest temple, where statues stand before the sacred fire, Persephone and her king, his face hidden beneath a hood. The priest tries to turn me away but relents when I throw my heavy purse at his feet. His acolytes lead in the fattest black ram from the pens out back. I can hear the rams kicking and bleating out there, smelling something monstrous nearby.
I whisper my plea into the trembling ram’s ear. The priest hands me the dagger, and I draw it across the beast’s throat. Sacrifices are becoming a habit today. Maybe I can become a priest myself, now that I’m not an architect anymore.
The priest and his acolytes butcher the victim and lay the fat on the fire, carrying the smoke and my prayer up past the stone faces of our dread king and queen. I’m hurrying back down the temple steps before the first curls of smoke blacken the ceiling. Past the edge of the square, beyond the light of the torches, something snorts once, tasting the night air. I double my pace, leaving the square in the opposite direction.
Clip clop clip clop clip clop.
Soon. The answer to my prayer will come soon, or not at all.
Clip clop clip clop.
There, nestled into the wall behind the temple of Artemis, is a doorway, square and unassuming. Through the door, lit by pale will-o’-the-wisps that mimic the moon, I see the white birches of the palace gardens. The call of a screech owl welcomes me home.
Clip clop clip.
I’m not an athlete, but once I’m within yards of the door, my feet don’t touch the ground. I vault through, and the back of my cloak snags for a moment, and then my feet hit the rich black loam of the gardens, and behind me there is no doorway, no monster, only a blank stone wall.
My prayer’s been answered. I sink to my hands and knees, burying them in the good earth.
When I collect myself and shed my cloak, I find four ragged tears in the cloak’s hem, the kind a clawed hand might leave.
Don’t go, they seem to say.
I brush myself off and trudge toward the palace. Now to learn whether I’ve escaped one punishment by bringing down another.

The Athenian war dead have gathered again in the outer gardens. They’re in their usual spot, visible from my workshop window, chanting for me to be sent back to Tartarus. Those who burned with their ships shake charred fists within coronas of flame, superheated air rippling over their heads. Those who drowned bob in place, their feet never touching the ground, faces swollen and framed by wafting hair. The dead press their hands against spear wounds, pull arrows from their throats to gurgle insults. The Minotaur’s victims are the new arrivals. They’re the ones who huddle close to the others, clutching a neighbor’s arm or elbow for comfort. They’re the ones who keep looking behind them.
I close the gap in my curtain, then step back from the window into the gloom of my workshop. The smells of copper and brine and cooking meat will linger at the edge of the gardens for days, but I’m glad they’re here. It’s a bad time to be alone.
My workshop in the heart of Hell is filled with shadows and hiding places. It’s crammed with scale models and half-built prototypes. A faster boat for Charon, long and narrow-keeled, made from hollow bones. Manacles the height of a man for Prometheus. Things I’ll never finish now.
What a relief, I realize, to be done with all this, to be surrounded by stone and wood that will remain stone and wood, with no obligation to become anything else.
I haven’t heard his hooves in the hallway yet.
I sit and drum my fingers on my drafting table by the window. The shouts of hatred from outside often kept me company while I worked here. The king of Hell left notes on my table. I rarely saw him. He’d steal into my workshop wearing his cap of shadows. The notes would say Make the cages smaller, or Don’t scratch yourself so much, and the purpose of such notes was to remind me that he watched me work, and could be watching at any time.
Such lightness, to have a head empty of designs. Whatever happens next, I’ll never see this place again. At last, at last, I have nothing more to give these people.
There’s no note on the table now. If the Lethe brings you my plea, I may yet outpace the Minotaur and watch you walk out of that wall of water. If the king doesn’t know. If he hasn’t seen.
A wooden stool rises from a nearby corner, where the shadows are thickest. Invisible hands carry the stool toward me and set it down by my chair. It creaks with the weight of a sitting body.
I stare ahead at nothing, waiting for the god to appear and pass judgment.
Persephone flickers into view and rests her husband’s cap on my table. She’s several months into her stay now, and her skin is the pallid color of something that lives at the bottom of a deep dark pool. She smells of mulch. “So,” she says in a voice like wind through bare branches. “You’ve gone and broken Hell.”
I keep her in the corner of my eye. “He doesn’t know?”
“Not yet.”
She heard my prayer in the temple. Not him.
I relax. Persephone frowns, and agony blooms in my head and chest. I fall to the floor and curl into a ball. In my mind’s eye, mushrooms push up through a carpet of rotting leaves.
“Would you like to try again?” she asks.
“Yes, my queen.” I uncurl slightly, touch my forehead to the floor in an approximation of a bow. “Hello, my queen.”
“Better,” says Persephone.
“We can fix this before he finds out.”
“I would love to believe that. Perhaps I would believe that, if you’d come to me before the most celebrated hero in Elysium was torn apart and eaten. We’ll never know. You’re going to tell me how this happened.”
“I can tell you a theory.” I grab ahold of my drafting table and pull myself to my feet. The cap of shadows is still on the table, a fine silver mesh woven by Hephaestus himself. It’s as old as the world, and untarnished. This is the first time I’ve seen it up close. The beauty of it gives me courage.
“A theory,” says Persephone. The stones of a burial mound turn green and gold with lichen. “I’ll miss building with you. Not many people see the potential in this place.”
“We’re not finished.” I’m not an architect anymore, but I can bother her with those details later.
“I vouched for you and you lost Theseus. You bribed our ferryman and your pet monster ran him through. You are finished. I’ll be lucky to keep my throne.”
“I’ve asked the Lethe to bring Icarus back to me. Do what you will with me. But let me see him first.”
Persephone shakes her head. A dead tree roils with termites and wood lice. She asks, “Where’s the Minotaur now?”
“Not far. He has my scent.”
“We’ll wait for him here.” Her lips part to show teeth, small and white as maggots in a wound.
“There’s another way,” I say. I’m steady enough to cross the floor of my workshop, to gesture at empty surfaces and let her imagine possibilities. I’ve proposed many buildings and inventions to the king and queen of Hell, and the buildings and inventions came to pass, and I’m not in Tartarus yet.
“The Minotaur’s been killing heroes who are already dead. It should be impossible. If we can understand how he feeds and why, he might be useful to our king. Another Cerberus. Bring your husband that, and you may find him quicker to forgive.” And like that, I’ve imprisoned Asterion once again. I’m sorry, poor boy. I wish I could say it was difficult.
“You spoke of a theory.” Persephone is suddenly in front of me without seeming to move. I hop back. I clear my throat in what I hope is a dignified manner.
“Ariadne and I studied the Minotaur,” I say. “We believe he learned to eat heroism.”
“What does that mean?”
I shrug. “We worked out how he behaves but not why.”
“You would describe yourself as heroic?”
“I would not, my queen.”
“Then what does he want with you?”
“I don’t know. I’m missing something. But fear not, my queen. I’m quite prepared to seek out Ariadne and ask her.”
“She’s not in Hell.”
“I know. With your leave, I’ll go to Olympus to see her.”
This is all plausible-sounding, but if I’m honest—and I should try to be honest with you, of all people—I have other reasons to seek out Ariadne. I want to learn what Theseus was about to say, and what kind of life she lived after he left her on Naxos. I want to talk with her about what happened near the end of your short life on Crete. Was it joy that killed you, or sorrow, or something else? Maybe she noticed something I didn’t. She can help me work out what to say, when you come back to me.
“No.” The word falls like grave dirt onto a body.
“Please, my queen. Let me make this right.”
Persephone says nothing. I’m told that in the spring, when she rejoins her mother in the world above, she’s a colorful and gay goddess. I’ve never seen her that way, though I’d like to.
I return to my drafting table and sit. The Athenian dead have dispersed. The gardens and palace are quiet. Hell could be empty of everyone but us.
“You let me build for you over lifetimes,” I said. “‘You may go to your son.’ You could have warned me.”
“I kept our bargain.”
“Like your husband kept his, I suppose.”
For an instant I am a jumble of bones crammed into an urn, with dirt and stones heaped onto my head, and I can feel the drip of rain and the mouths of insects tearing away my last morsels of flesh and hair.
I lean on the drafting table to steady myself. I say, “All that your mother endures, kept from you during the many days of winter, I endure. I can set things right with Icarus. I can set them right with the Minotaur. All I ask is time.”
“You will not go to Olympus,” she says. “You will not see your son. After a thousand years in Tartarus, perhaps we’ll let you out to try again.”
“Thank you,” I say, “truly,” and with one motion I sweep up the cap of shadows, put it on, and vanish.



  

INTERLUDE
FAWN SKINS AND CROWNS OF IVY
I heard the next part of Ariadne’s story in Hell, from a dead maenad. She was there for most of it, and heard the rest from the princess herself.
Ariadne did flee Crete in the end, with Theseus. She helped him kill the Minotaur, her own half brother, who once rested his head in her lap and ate apples from her hand. She led the killer Theseus safely out of the Labyrinth with a length of thread. She conjured a strong wind to speed him back to Athens. For her trouble, he abandoned her on Naxos.
Whether she wept, or cursed the faithless prince, or stood in the surf staring after the ship with regal dignity, eventually night fell and it came time to seek shelter. A fugitive from her father, she would have avoided the low, mud-brick houses of the seaport. Instead she struck inland, through brush and forest, searching for a cave where she could pass the night in safety.
What must the maenads have looked like, when she saw the flames of their torches through the pines? What must she have made of the wild women, clad in fawn skins and crowns of ivy? What could she have thought of the snakes in their hair and the fresh blood that fell from their hands to sprinkle the grass as they danced around the red carcass of their kill?
Foremost in my mind: What compelled her to emerge from the woods in the morning, as the maenads nursed hangovers around the dying fire and empty wineskins? Why did she ask to join them?
“Something about how all the rules in the world won’t protect you,” the dead maenad told me. “How there’s men who’ll trip you up no matter where you step.”
It must have been freeing, no longer being a princess or a marriage prospect. When she danced with the maenads, the dance was her own, born of drink and divine ecstasy. She stepped where she wanted now. She ran through the woods at night. Given strength by their god, she tore pines up at the roots, and milk and honey sprang from the torn earth. With her new sisters, she wrestled wild pigs in the underbrush, ripped fistfuls of meat from their flanks, ate them red and bloody.
No one came looking for her. No one bothered her. In the village, remembering what became of men who disturbed the maenads, they ignored the fires and music in the woods, and locked their doors at night.
Years passed. She made friends and talked of plants and animals and divinity, though she wouldn’t say much about Crete. She knew where to find the best herbs for cooking, for medicine, for communing with the god, and for seasoning wine. She served as a healer and later as a helper to the high priestess. She worked in the vineyards of the maenads, and with her knowledge of plants and soil she improved their crop yields and the potency of their wine.
One day, as Ariadne tended to the grapes, a stranger stepped out of the rows of vines and greeted her. He appeared to be a young man with kind eyes and ruddy cheeks. His cloak was threadbare and his sandals nearly worn through with walking. He was the first man she had seen in years who wasn’t running for his life.
“How does a princess and the granddaughter of the sun come to be here, paying tribute to a god?” he asked.
“I’m here for myself and for my friends,” she replied in a grave voice, which was spoiled by the faint smile beginning to steal across her face. “There’s no escaping the gods, but I don’t seek their company.”
The stranger laughed long and loud at this, and as he laughed the grapes grew fat and ripe on the vines around them.
“I feel the exact same way,” he said.



  
YOUR INNERMOST HEART
The steeds harnessed to the chariot are the same ones that carried off Persephone when she was a girl, the ones Naucrate heard champing in the courtyard the night you were born. They’re as swift as death, and the groom I bribed showed me how to feed the horses sugar and what to whisper in their ears. Still, our ascent seems to take days, until at last the chariot rises from a fissure in the ground, and I smell grass and see the stars.
A window glows in a distant house, and a dog unleashes a torrent of barking, but already the house and the dog and the fissure in the field are sinking away with the rest of the earth. The black horses gallop into the night air without slowing. Cold wind plucks at my cloak and numbs my hands. I can barely keep a grip on the reins, but the horses seem to know the way. Through gaps in the clouds I can see the churn of dark oceans and the blaze of cities.
We’re higher now than even you dared to fly, my brave boy.
I touch the cap of shadows to make sure it hasn’t fallen off. The woven metal is warm to the touch, in spite of the cold. I wonder how far behind me Persephone is, how much time I’ll have when I reach Olympus. I pull the cloak closer about me.
A wedge of deeper night splits the horizon, blotting out the stars. A crown of lights at the distant summit. The horses rear and climb. The winds wail against the face of the mountain. I clutch at the rail of the chariot to keep from sliding out, grateful to be mostly blind as the face of Mount Olympus falls past us in the dark.
Colonnades and rooftops of white marble adorn the peak, and shadows dance by firelight between the marble columns. The heat of the torches warms my face. I can hear the music of the flute and lyre, and voices of unearthly beauty singing a drinking song.
We pass through a dark archway, toward a sudden beam of sunlight. An incongruous thing to find buried in a mountaintop at night. Then the hooves of the horses clatter on stone and we’re at rest in the palace of the gods. It smells of manure and straw, and these familiar things give me encouragement enough to hobble out of the chariot. I pat the necks of the horses, and they snort and stamp without gratitude or fear. They seem to feel that I’m at the appointed place at the appointed time.
Horse stalls extend further into the mountain than I can see, and from the stalls I hear the whinnying and the stamping of many beasts. One white horse tosses its mane, then flaps a pair of brilliant feathered wings like those of a swan.
My heart skips. I’m picturing the delight spreading across your face when I tell you I’ve seen Perseus’s winged steed. And I will tell you, my love. I’ve stolen from gods and stormed the heavens. I’ve called down my own doom. But I won’t go back to Tartarus without seeing you, hearing your voice. I’ve come too far to lose you again.
The beam of sunlight is shining from a nearby stall. I stop there a moment to warm myself in the sun, for it is the sun. Squinting through my fingers, peering at the edges of the blinding glare, I glimpse manes of fire. It can only be the team that pulls Helios, Ariadne’s grandfather, from east to west across the sky.
Someone clears his throat, and I notice a pair of preternaturally beautiful young men waiting beneath one of the archways leading out. One young man holds a mucking rake and the other holds feed bags. Minor gods, or mortal princes kidnapped for their good looks. I realize I’m still invisible. They think I’m the god of Hell and are waiting for me to leave. They stand aside without a word as I walk past them, toward the laughter and the music.
The corridor winds. The music and light wax and wane. Echoes lead me astray. The skin of my back feels as thin and brittle as onionskin. I glance down at my left arm. That’s sweat making it slick, not trickling blood, only sweat. In a moment I’ll see the right path and continue on my way. My arm is not bleeding. I am not back there.
A beautiful boy carrying a tray of empty goblets and dishes almost runs into me. I dodge, then retrace his steps, passing more servers. Walking by the doorway of a washroom, I hear a young woman weeping. Then the corridor opens.
The great hall throbs with talk and music. The lyre player and the flautist stand on a stage at the near end of the hall, faces flushed, firelight gleaming on their skin. Columns the size of oak trees hold up the high roof, leaving the hall open to the moon and stars. Lovers in expensive clothes recline on couches or fondle each other against pillars. Tired servers sneak out into the cold of creation to gobble bites of scavenged food. The center of the hall is a high-burning bonfire, ringed by a crush of dancing bodies.
A laugh like thunder booms out from the party’s center. It vibrates through me, making me feel as if I’m made of glass. I must tread carefully now, for I’m in the presence of gods, and uninvited. I stalk the fringes of the party, listening for Ariadne’s voice among the revelers.
Careful as I am, I can’t avoid glimpses.
The air pressure drops and sand and salt water splash over my sandaled feet as something shaped like a man trundles past me, humming a sea chantey. He carries a trident and a white bull’s head on a plate.
Gray eyes flash from one corner, where a tall woman with an owl on her shoulder describes the slaughter at Troy, with such flair and ferocity that the whole bloody mess sounds like a grand adventure.
The thunderous voice by the fire booms out again.
“Home?” it says. “I won’t hear of it. We’ve barely begun!”
As he speaks, he seems lit by flashes of lightning. I see shoulders broad like hillsides. I see Minos’s nose. Or, to be accurate, I see that Minos had the nose of his father, Zeus, Lord of Creation.
An exhausted guest pleads the lateness of the hour.
“Nonsense!” thunders Zeus. “There are cups unquaffed and maidenheads intact!”
Forced laughter from the guests.
“Hephaestus!” he calls.
The heat of the forge singes my beard as the smith of the gods passes by. Hephaestus is a volcano of a man, bulky, sweating through his tunic. He leans on a cane of dark wood with a handle of gold. His ruined legs make every step a wobbling dance, and he hisses like a bellows from the effort and the pain. Zeus, his own father, once threw him from Olympus.
I risk annihilation. For a moment, I look straight at his hands. They’re so big and so worn that the calluses form mountains and valleys. As the crippled god shuffles toward the fire, I find I’m weeping, because everything I’ve built, everything I’ve imagined and made real, he has given me.
Zeus slaps a palm against Hephaestus’s back, making a thunderclap that stings my ears. A prolonged hiss of the bellows as the smith struggles not to fall.
“What took you so long?” demands Zeus, jovial. A merry father jesting with his son. More forced laughter from the guests. “Give us more night.”
The bellows hiss quickly now, and the teeth of gears clatter and rattle at the center of the hall, and then all around us.
At first it looks like Olympus is falling into the sky, and I wrap my arms around a pillar for balance.
Outside, the stars and planets are moving backward.
I want to wake up. I don’t want to know what I now know. The stars and planets, the earth and the moon, all follow their own long and twisting paths built by the hands of one god at the whim of another. They swoop and circle and wear intersecting tracks in the sky. Ever in motion, ever in service to those terrible pathways.
I knock over the tray of a server, and golden liquid pours out and drenches a guest. She swears at him, but I’m moving past them toward the stars, which are still spinning backward and seem to be below me, ready for me to fall in.
“You’re my just and loving god,” says a familiar voice.
I don’t fall. I turn to see Ariadne not ten paces away. The years have made her more beautiful. She wears pale purple garments fit for a queen and a diadem fit for a goddess. Her hair is longer, held in place by silver pins shaped like snakes. Her back still has that regal straightness she practiced at Knossos, but she smiles easily, and is talking with her mouth half-full of food. I’ve never seen her so relaxed, even when we were alone.
“I’ll say our goodbyes and we’ll go,” says her companion, a ruddy, handsome man in a dark purple tunic and a crown of vines. I can look right at him without pain, for Dionysus, god of wine, was born to a mortal mother, and raised on earth.
“Thank you,” says Ariadne. “You’re a good husband, and I’m going to devour you once we’re home.”
She gives him a soft, slow kiss.
They’re about to leave. No time to be clever. I take off the cap of shadows. The guests before me jump back.
“Ariadne,” I say. “It’s me.”
She turns and sees me. She studies my face, her mouth working silently.
“Don’t touch me,” she says.
Dionysus twists my arm behind my back and marches me away from her. He’s stronger than anyone I’ve met. It feels like a hold he’s practiced on drunken celebrants.
“Who is this?” he says, calling back to Ariadne.
“Daedalus,” I say.
His grip tightens. I groan.
“Don’t hurt him,” Ariadne says, circling to look at me. Her face is ashen. It’s understandable. I am dead. I haven’t washed in some time. Anyone would be frightened.
“I didn’t mean to scare you,” I say. “I need your help.”
Her expression doesn’t change.
“I can have him torn apart, my love,” says Dionysus. “If you change your mind.”
A circle of revelers have gathered to watch us as if we’re a play. They all look to Ariadne, who has the next line.
“Why do you need my help?” she asks.
“Icarus is lost. And Theseus is gone.”
“Gone.”
“The Minotaur ate him. Now he’s after me.”
She mutters an oath. “It’s all right,” she says to Dionysus. He releases my arm but leaves a firm hand on my shoulder.
Our audience loses interest, and Ariadne leads us away from the heat of the bonfire, to a chilly corner by an ice sculpture of satyrs chasing nymphs. She takes an empty goblet from a server, then hands it to Dionysus, who taps it with his finger and hands it back filled with dark red wine. She takes a long drink. She wipes her mouth.
“Tell me what happened,” she says.
I tell her about you, and about my botched attempt to make amends. I tell her what befell Theseus, in as much detail as I can. I try to frame it in technical terms, but her eyes still brim with tears. Even after the way he treated her.
“The lump Asterion pulled out of him. Like flowing gold, yes?”
She’s using her half brother’s name again. I haven’t heard her say that name since she was a young girl.
I nod.
“Ichor,” she says. “It flows in the veins of the gods, but everyone has a little, even mortals. Heroes can have a great deal. That’s what Asterion likes.”
“He shouldn’t be after me, then!”
Dionysus pulls me a step back. I mop my brow.
“I’m neither strong nor brave,” I say. “You know that as well as anyone.”
Ariadne examines me the way she would a pressed flower that got damaged. “Heroism isn’t strength or bravery, Daedalus. It’s the conviction, in your innermost heart, that the entire story is about you.”
“That isn’t how I think of myself.”
Her voice is cold. “Then I don’t suppose you have anything to be afraid of.”
A guest in the crowd lets out a nervous giggle. The ice sculpture drips. I am deeply afraid.
“Ariadne, it’s been such a long time,” I say. “I’ve loved you and I’ve missed you since the day you left. I don’t know if I’ve done something to wrong or offend you, but if I have, tell me and I’ll make it right.”
“Do you not remember?” She sounds more astounded than angry. “The last morning we spoke. In my room. You must remember.”
“I asked you to flee with me and Icarus.”
“You asked for more than that. I said no in every way a person can say no.”
Again I feel that teetering sensation, that feeling of an imminent fall from dizzying heights.
I shake my head. “You forgot how to say ‘no’ quickly enough when Theseus came along.”
“That’s enough,” says Dionysus.
“We would have cared for you,” I say, ignoring him. “Why you wanted to run away with that walking bicep when he abandoned you the first chance he got—”
“I asked him to leave me on Naxos,” says Ariadne.
“Listen,” says Dionysus, and his voice warms me like a cup of hot wine on a winter’s evening, until I relax into his arms. “It’s important that you listen.”
“You climbed onto my bed that morning,” says Ariadne, looking me in the eye. “You grabbed my hand. You said, ‘We’ve waited and waited. What sense is there in waiting any longer?’ And you tried to kiss me. I had to push you away and cross the room and wait there until you left.”
It sounds familiar, like a story Ariadne once told me about some cad. Not me.
“How long until you tried again? How long until you whispered in Father’s ear and forced me into marriage?”
“Shhhhh,” says Dionysus, as I thrash weakly.
Ariadne says, “I left Crete because of you.”
At first I think the roaring is in my head, until I hear the screams, and see the musicians throwing down their instruments and running. I can’t see Asterion clearly through the forest of thrashing limbs. Only a horn-tip here, a gold-spattered claw there. Flashes of white fur and golden eyes between running bodies. He throws a server from his path and roars again, spotting me now. An eager, hungry roar.
Finally, someone is happy to see me.



  
NO WAY OUT
The last time I saw Ariadne, she ascended to our tower in the middle of the night. Her guards didn’t come with her, and ours never stirred. She simply appeared, her features hidden under a hooded cloak, like a goddess in an old story, sent to test the hospitality of mortals.
We’d held a feast earlier that day for the latest Athenian tributes, and from what you told me, she’d taken wineskins from the kitchens and shared them with the guards. Compliments of Minos, she’d said, and they drank deep.
When she came in, I was sorting goose feathers by lamplight. The senior chambermaid normally used the feathers for stuffing pillows, and when I wanted to use her surplus, she asked no questions, being fond of you. First I checked each feather to see if it was bent or damaged. Then I sorted the feathers by size and shape. They had to fit onto the harness in an overlapping pattern or the wings wouldn’t fly.
I paused in my work.
“I have a question,” she said at last.
We hadn’t spoken since the conversation in her room. I’d been waking up hours before dawn to construct and test our wings, which left me so tired during the day that I could barely speak to anyone. And Ariadne had said that the less she knew of our escape plans, the better.
That’s not the whole truth, though.
I’ve been telling things a certain way, because I want to remember them that way. But my search is ending soon. Why seek you out, if I can’t give you the truth?
I was angry with her for saying no. For not seeing the logic of taking me for a husband no matter how many times I pressed my case. I hated her for crossing the room to get away from me, making me feel foul and lonesome.
“Is there a way to enter the Labyrinth and find your way out again?” she asked.
There was a young prince among the Athenians at the feast, a muscle-bound loudmouth named Theseus. Impossible to ignore, he kept Minos and the rest of the table in an uproar with stories about slaying bandits along the road to Athens. The Labyrinth and the Minotaur awaited, but he didn’t appear to mind. He would prove braver, stronger. He was special, like all of them.
Ariadne wasn’t immune. Theseus talked of slaughtering Sinis, the strong man who liked to bend two pine trees until their tips touched the earth. He would tie his victims to the bent trunks, then let the pines snap upright again. Theseus overcame Sinis and gave him the same treatment. Ariadne clapped a hand over her mouth at the grotesquerie of it. Then she laughed, and there was horror in the laugh but mirth too. Like he’d shocked awake some bloodlust in her. She studied his massive arms, his eyes that stayed unsmiling and alert even as he joked with Minos.
She wasn’t asking me about the Labyrinth for her own sake. If there was a way out, if she could find it, the Minotaur would lie dead by morning. Theseus and his fellow tributes would escape back to Athens. And so would Ariadne.
Him, she would leave with.
“He’s your brother,” I said, still thinking of Asterion.
“We were children. I left him there, yes. I can undo that. That much, I can do for him.”
Poor Asterion. He had one means of escape. The fists of a brutish prince. Deliverance into Hell, and legend.
“There is one way out,” I might have said. There was a large spool of thread on my workbench. I was using it to weave the feathers together before sealing them in place with wax. Handing it to her would have been easy enough. “Anchor one end of this by the entrance. Unspool it as you go. Then follow the thread back out.”
Only that’s not what I said.
Princess or no. Who was she, to leave with him?
I shook my head, careful not to glance at the spool, and said, “No. There’s no way out.”
Let her stay here. With her father who would never see or hear her the way she wished to be seen and heard. Her sisters married off, her brothers gone abroad to become corpses or kings. Asterion bellowing through the years, bellowing for the sister who never came to see him. Let her practice her spells for no one, gazing out her window at a still sea. Unseen. Unsought. More rumor than person. Growing older, slighter, until she fluttered through her darkened rooms like a restless spirit. Like her mother. Let her stay here and rot.
Ariadne nodded once. It was as she thought.
Then she reached past me and grabbed the thread from my workbench.
There was nothing else to say. She kept one eye on me as she went to the stairs. I expected tears from her, or hatred. But she watched me the way a person watches terrain, wary for a rabbit hole or a hidden creek bed that might trip them. Then she descended without a sound.
A moment later you stepped into the light. You had outgrown me by now, and when you spoke your voice sounded like gravel in a shaken jar.
“Ariadne?”
I nodded.
“She all right?”
I shrugged.
“Why did you say that to her?” you asked, looking at the floor.
My cheeks burned. “You should sleep,” I said. “We’ll need to be ready soon.”
As you shuffled off to bed, or to sit up composing poems, or to reflect on the discovery that your father was not a good man, I called to you.
“Goodnight, Icarus. I love you.”
You didn’t answer.

The blazing sun hid you from me, but still I could hear the thump of your wings, steady and determined as you climbed.
Why did you do it?
What if you saw an entire life ahead of you, strumming a lyre at inns and parties, singing for coins, open sky and open country? Hedges for your bed in the summer, a warm spot by someone’s hearth in the winter. A life spent avoiding kings and warriors and too much time indoors. Refusing to be hemmed in by walls. Trapping Minos, and the Minotaur, and your father in rhyme and meter where they couldn’t hurt anyone.
What if it wasn’t lightness or heartsickness, but simply your leaving me? What if you meant to live? What if you flew so high because you knew I was too cowardly to follow you?
I can’t go on wondering. When the Lethe gives you back to me, I’ll ask you. It won’t be long. Each of us has so much to forgive, so many questions.
What did you see, Icarus, before you died?
Your father below you, growing smaller?
Or did you peer up at the noonday sun shining like daylight through an exit?



  
MY PLACE IN THE SONGS
Dionysus steps between us and the Minotaur, pulling an ivy-festooned staff from thin air.
Ariadne turns and pushes through the fleeing guests.
I elbow my way after her.
She must understand that I didn’t mean it. I didn’t know.
And even if I did. Given the things men and gods do all around us. What’s my crime, next to theirs?
“Ariadne,” I say, and she glances back long enough for a wood nymph to crash into her, spinning her around. I catch her, help her to stay upright. We find an overturned table and crouch behind it, sheltering from the trampling feet of the partygoers.
Behind us, Asterion roars loudly enough to be heard over the screams of the crowd. Dionysus grunts with effort. Zeus is laughing a madman’s laugh, calling for his thunderbolts.
“You could have stopped me,” I say. “I’m not a satyr. I’m not your father-in-law, forcing myself on young girls. I made a fool of myself for weeks. How was I to know?”
She wipes a trickle of blood from her nose. “You’re clever enough to work for kings and gods. You knew.”
“Why invite me to your room? Why let me believe you cared for me?”
She shakes her head. “No. I’m not going to do this again.”
She climbs to her feet and stands over me.
“I don’t think you’re a satyr, or a monster,” she says. “You’re not anything that can’t be faced. You were someone I loved, and I miss you.”
Ariadne leaves the shelter of the table. She steps back into the crowd.
I rise to go after her, but she’s gone. Olympus is gone.
The twin thrones of Hell tower before me. The doors of the throne room hang open and the rooftops of Hell sprawl below.
I can still hear the guests on Olympus screaming, Asterion lowing, faint and far away. I’m not really here. A part of me has been summoned for a royal audience, and there’s no ignoring the summons of a god.
“I made a goodwill tour of Tartarus,” says Persephone, behind me. “When I first became queen. I spoke with Sisyphus, pushing his boulder. Tantalus, forever trying to reach food and drink. I offered them release. Nothingness, you understand? I thought I’d introduce an element of mercy to this place. Do you know what they said to me?”
I shake my head.
“They preferred torture to nothingness. They could still imagine. They could still rage. I let them be.”
A hand the texture of earthworms touches my wrist, moves down my hand, and yanks the cap of shadows from my grasp.
“They were unusually stubborn men,” says Persephone. “Not everyone feels the way they felt. Now. What do you suppose is going to happen to you?”
“Icarus is coming back to me. Soon. All I ask is time to speak to him.” I try to kneel before her, so that I can grasp her knees in supplication. She steps back with a laugh and I collapse onto the floor. Black beetles scurry over my hands.
“Don’t offend me by begging.”
“It wouldn’t take long.”
“You’ve had all the time you’re going to get.”
The rooftops of Hell proceed in straight lines and meet at right angles. The streets tangle and turn back on themselves, promising a way through. Alleyways beckon toward other alleyways; archways frame empty squares. I watch the distant lights of the city I’ve built, until they begin to blur. I wipe my eyes. “You sent Asterion after me.”
“Of course I did. I can’t leave this place until spring. But I can open a door, and the Minotaur can walk through.”
“Will you spare Ariadne?”
“He’s only there for you.”
“If you do this to me, it will harm you too. You’ll become a crueler goddess than you are.”
She laughs again, a soft, sad laugh, and I see ravens feasting on a fallen army.
“I had to ask my father-uncle for permission before I could open the way to Olympus.” She means Zeus. She wrinkles her nose at the thought of him. “Why, he said. So I could feed you to the Minotaur, I said. Do you know what he said then? ‘We’ll make a god of you yet.’”
She shrugs. Grass grows over the bodies of the soldiers. “This is who I have to become, Daedalus. Be thankful you can only do so much harm in one lifetime.”
“His real name’s Asterion,” I say. “‘Minotaur’ is something Minos made up.”
“You pick the oddest times to feel sorry for him.”
“He’s still a little boy. You should treat him kindly.”
Persephone sniffs. “Asterion is overjoyed with his new hunting ground. They may keep him up there and feed him wayward heroes.”
I brush a long white centipede from my clothes. “Is this what I deserve?”
She sighs, and a breeze stirs the dry grass of the battlefield.
“I don’t know what ‘deserve’ means. You’re a man who trifled with gods. This is what happens next. No more.”
“Let me see my son,” I say, but I’m back on Olympus, speaking to an empty hall with a dying bonfire at its center.
From a nearby darkened doorway, Asterion growls.

By starlight, I flee through the empty chambers of Olympus, and Asterion follows. I’m trying to reach the stables, moving as quickly as I dare. I walk through familiar doorways and pass reassuring landmarks. A fresco of centaurs being massacred at a wedding. A row of urns shaped like faces of unbearable beauty, overflowing with flowers.
Then I find a right turn where I remember a left turn, or I come through the final doorway and end up back in the hall with the dying bonfire. The stables are always around the corner. I can hear faint whinnying ahead of me and the clip clop of cloven hooves behind me.
Rooms and corridors feel as though people were there moments ago. I find meals half-eaten on tables, scrolls propped open, written upon in languages I don’t recognize.
I don’t run yet, because I have a terrible suspicion that as soon as I do I’ll hear the clip clop clip clop clip clop of Asterion breaking into a run behind me. Then hot breath on my neck, claws parting the muscles of my back.
The gods are still here. Ariadne is still here, I’m sure of it. But like the stables, they always seem to be a room away, murmurs of conversation half-heard through a wall. When I press my ear to the walls, I can almost understand what they’re saying. Zeus’s laugh is thunder beyond the horizon. Ariadne is talking about her ordeal, saying my name as if I’m dead. I suppose I am.
I’m remembering how you toddled around our tower when you were barely a year old. Peeking through doorways, scattering my drawings, picking up a putty knife and parading it from one room to another. Everything you found delighted you.
They won’t let me walk out of here.
Whenever Asterion is close, one room behind me, one bend in the corridor away from catching sight of me, he lets out a little sigh of satisfaction, and this too reminds me of you when you were small, pleased at having maneuvered over to my lap and sat down for a story or a bite of dried fruit.
I don’t want this ending. I could learn to build again. What do I have but time? I can picture flying machines whizzing around the stalactites of Hell, terraced gardens on the hills of Elysium. I don’t know if I deserve to go on, but I want to go on.
And I want to make things right with you. I want to understand why you did it, and answer your questions, the way I used to. Maybe there are words you needed to hear me say when you were alive. Words that let you believe you could be whatever kind of man you decided to be. You still can, Icarus. It’s still true. What do you need me to say?
Asterion has been following me for hours, or days, or weeks. The sun doesn’t rise. This will last as long as the gods want it to. Panic is a storm brewing in my chest. Soon I won’t be able to keep from running.
He’ll eat me, like he’s eaten so many heroes before me. He’ll break my bones and lick my golden ichor from his hands. And I’ll have my place in the songs, oh yes. Centuries hence they’ll sing of the ingenuity of Daedalus. As they sing of wise Odysseus, who hanged his house slaves, and brave Achilles, who dragged Hector’s corpse through the dust before his mother and father, and dauntless Jason, who spurned his wife and doomed his children. As they sing of gallant Theseus and just Minos.
I pass into the great hall again, and this time I walk out between two columns and sit down on the building’s edge, with the night above me and the curve of the earth far below my dangling feet, and there, small under the stars, I wait for Asterion to find me.
I did it. I hurt Ariadne in the way she said I hurt her. When she rejected me, I lied to her and tried to trap her on Crete. I didn’t do it to survive. I did it because I wanted to and because I could.
Ariadne, I did it and I’m sorry. I say the words aloud.
Dead of Athens, dead of Crete.
Naucrate, Asterion.
Forgive me.
Icarus, my heart, my only one. I failed you worst of all. There are things I’d pay any price to share with you, things I’d pay any price to understand. I’m sorry. I love you, my brave boy.
From the entryway behind me, at the near end of the hall, I hear Asterion’s little sigh of satisfaction.
I’ll feel his teeth first, I think, sinking into my shoulder. Then his claws, lifting me over his head and opening me in the starlight. I’ll feel a faint breeze on my face, a cold wind from between the stars that I have never felt before.
He’ll peel layers of self aside to find a thing like molten gold at the heart of me. His golden eyes will look into mine in that final moment, as if to say, You poor brute. You’ve been lost in here for so long.
But wait.
I startle, feeling a gust, turning my head toward motion.
A stir of wings at the far end of the hall, a glimpse of white vanishing between columns.
Icarus?
Has the river brought you back to me?
Courage strengthens my limbs. I jump to my feet.
Persephone whispers in my ear.
“Mercy. A chance. You can still catch him. You’re the hero, after all.”
The gods are raising cups to me, eyes flashing, great calloused hands pounding tabletops, chanting my name. “Run,” they cry. “You can make it!”
Minos watches, feasting and drinking with his uncle the god of Hell, wagering on how far I’ll get.
Don’t go, my love. I’m only a turn or two behind you. I have so much to tell you.
A gleeful snort behind me, his clip clop clip clop gathering speed, but I’m faster than him, the thought of you gives me wings, shows me the path, a waterlogged feather here, a puddle of brine here, and in a moment I’ll see you, touch your shoulder, hug you to me, I’ll tell you what’s in my heart, my brave boy, I’ll finally know why you did it.
I love you. I forgive you. I’m almost there.
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