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Theseus and the Minotaur

THE GREAT HALL of the king’s palace was vast enough to house a fleet of double-sailed galleys, and its gray, fluted columns, as thick as ancient oaks, seemed to tower impossibly beyond a man’s ken. Prince Theseus had been told, he had been warned of the grandeur of the Cretans, how it was said they were so vain they forged houses to rival the palace of Mount Olympus. Yet to see was to believe. For a spell, the sight of the great hall stole the breath from his lungs and slowed his feet to a stagger. Should not he, a mere mortal, prostrate himself on his knees in a place of such divine might, such miraculous invention? It felt as though he had entered the mouth of a giant who could swallow the world.

No, he reminded himself: this was all pretend, a trick to frighten him and his countrymen, though he only half believed that. Silenos, an aged tutor who Theseus’s father had hired to teach him all things befitting a young man of the learned class, had cautioned him not to trust his eyes, that these pirates of Crete used their riches to build a city of illusions so any navy that endeavored to alight at its shores would be hopelessly confounded and turn back to sea in terror.

Theseus forced a swallow down his bone-dry throat and retook his steps to keep pace with the soldiers who escorted his party into the hall. He had brought his father’s highest-ranking admirals to accompany him, Padmos and Oxartes, and the king had sent three men for each one of them to meet them at the beach where they had rowed ashore. From there, they had been conveyed up a steep, zigzagging roadway to the palace. The armored team looked like an executioner’s brigade rather than a diplomatic corps. They were hard-faced warriors clad in bronze-plated aprons and fringed, blood-red kilts, and they carried spears that could harpoon a monster of the ocean.

He tried to look beyond the many wonders and train his gaze on the distant dais where the king and his court awaited him. Yet curiosity bit at Theseus. Oil-burning chandeliers seemed to hover in the air, hung from chains girded to a sightless ceiling. No terraces had been built to bring in daylight, nor doorways to other precincts of the statehouse, unless they were hidden. Theseus would say it smelled of nothing but damp stone and clay, the cool, cloistered air too sacred to be disturbed by perfumes. The walls shimmered with a metallic reflection of the room’s massive columns, affecting the appearance that the hall went on to infinity. The diamond-patterned carpet on which he trod was one continuous design stretching from the vaulted doorway where he had entered all the way to the other end. Such a carpet was surely large enough to cover the floors of every house in Athens!

As he neared the stately dais, he beheld the king’s high-backed throne of ebony and glimpsed the man himself along with the shadowy members of his court. Theseus lowered his gaze to disguise his impressions. He supposed it also counted as a gesture of respect. He followed the soldiers into a lake of light that glowed from thick-trunked braziers on either side of the hall’s carpeted, shallow stage.

Their steps ended some ten paces in front of the room’s dignitaries, including, of course, the king himself. The armored men knelt on one knee, drummed down the handles of their spears on the floor, and bowed their helmet-capped heads as one company.

That left Theseus and his consorts standing and wondering what to do with themselves for a worrisome moment. To kneel to the king was to surrender Athens’ sovereignty, and that had not been his father’s bargain. Though his princely leather cuirass and his laurel crown felt peasant-like, almost absurd while he stood before the king, Theseus did not break. He glanced to Padmos and Oxartes so they would know they should neither kneel nor bow.

Righteousness grew inside Theseus, arisen from the unsurpassed conviction of a youth of eighteen years who felt well-acquainted with the indignities of the world, though in truth had rarely been cut down to size. As an infant, he had been sent to live in his mother’s village, which was countries apart from the hubbub and political fray of Athens. This, no excess of fatherly protection, but a testament to his father’s severity. People later spoke of his banishment in the ennobling light of superstition, an augury of the night sky or some such according to his father. In any case, Aegeus had decreed: if his son was worthy to succeed him, he must earn the right on his own terms.

For most of his life, Theseus had not known his father. He had not even known of his paternity, though he had lived quite well as a handsome, rugged lad among countryfolk who required no more than that to smile upon him, fetch him apples, give him a rustle on the head when he passed by, a proud acknowledgment he was one of their own. Then came his mother’s confession, and his storied trek to present himself at his father’s court, which he had made on foot across Arcadia, an ungoverned, forested land that had been said to be rampant with all manner of bandits, ogres, and mythical beasts.

In Athens, he was a newcomer, an adventurer, and a fawn-haired swain, all of which earned him magnanimous gossip. Men made way for him, and women smiled and idled when he passed by.

Naturally, young Theseus was aware of none of this, as a favored flower does not question why it thrives in sunlight and has a gardener always at the ready for its succor, while others of its kind turn spiny and dull from negligence. Or, it should be said, a glimpse of his place in the world, past and present, was only just then taking form while he stood in King Minos’s great hall. He did not like how it made him feel.

He shook off the sinking sensation. He would be bold, for he alone stood for Athens in this house of tyranny. As he had heard, these foreigners had butchered his countrymen, raped their women, taken their daughters and sons as slaves, and burned their fields. He would end the war, and it did not matter if he returned to Athens on a white-sailed galley to herald a hero’s return or if a black-sailed ship should come back to his father, signaling that Crete had been his final resting place. So had he decided. He looked to King Minos to begin.

The Cretan king returned his gaze, appraising, taunting, and then he perched in his seat and craned his neck to see beyond the prince, to turn a querulous eye at the headmen of his squadron.

“Where is Athens’ tribute?” he spoke.

He appeared to be no more advanced in years than the prince’s father, a sturdy, dispassionate age. The similarity wore through at that. The king’s chestnut-brown beards were plaited and shone with oil, and he wore a miter banded with red-gold. He was clad in deep cerulean raiment of the finest dye and a draped, red stole, all adorned with fine embroidery and fringe. Theseus had never seen a man so richly clothed and groomed. His father, the wealthiest man in all of Attica, had only a sheep’s fleece and a laurel crown to say he was king.

“King Aegeus has sent me, his son, Theseus of Attica, to answer your request,” Theseus spoke.

Minos pursed his lips, sucked his teeth. “I asked for children.”

That was the compact signed by Theseus’s father to end the war—seven boys and seven girls surrendered to Minos in return for nine years of peace, during which the Cretan king had pledged he would call back his warships.

It was a war begun while Theseus still lived with his mother in the countryside, years before she had taken him to an unfarmed field outside the village and shown him his father’s buried sword, from which he came to know his origins. Theseus had only arrived in Athens one season past and been apprised of the history. This heartless war borne from a tragic misunderstanding.

Two years ago, Minos sent his son Androgeus to Athens on a friendly embassy, and when Theseus’s father took the youth on a hunt to see something of his country’s pastimes, Androgeus was thrown from his horse and landed headfirst on a rock. No physician nor priest could restore him. His spark of life had been extinguished all at once.

Aegeus returned the prince’s body to Crete with all due sacraments and respects. He had been washed to prepare him for his passage to the afterworld, and the king sent him across the sea on a bier of sacred cypress, ferried on his finest ship, oared by his best sailors, and with a bounty of funereal offerings, gold and silver, many times more than his kingdom could afford. Yet Minos declared treachery and turned fire and fury against Athens.

Three seasons the war had raged, and after a decisive battle on the Saronic Gulf, Minos claimed the vital sea passage and installed a naval blockade, robbing Athens of her trade routes and slowly starving her. Aegeus appealed to the Cretan king for an armistice. An emissary from Crete returned with the tyrant’s reply: fourteen innocent lives for the price of his son. This, after Crete had already extracted the lives of thousands of fighting men in payment for Androgeus, whose death could only be blamed on the mysterious Fates.

Aegeus decided he had no choice but to agree to the king’s terms, and his council supported him. The Athenian navy was no match for the foreigners neither by the numbers nor by the craftsmanship of their vessels. The Cretans flung barrels of fire from catapults. Their triremes were faster and their battering rams were more potent, carving apart a galley on a single run. The Athenian fleet had dwindled to a dozen vessels. Their forests were stripped of lumber, and even if they had the resources, their shipbuilders could not assemble new warships fast enough. Food shortages had depleted their force of able-bodied men to defend the city. Without a reprieve from war, the next attack on Athens would be the last. Who could stop an army empowered by the God of the Sea?

But after the lottery had been held, and weeping fathers from all parts of the country brought their sons and daughters to the naval pier where they would be ferried to Crete, Theseus could not bear it. He looked upon the children, stunned as lambs without their mothers, and wept for them, and wept for his country, and wept for the shame of being part of this abomination.

Then, in a rush of rage, Theseus attacked the sailors who would lead the children to the ship. He had come to know them as friends, yet all he saw were blank-faced monsters. By grace, he had only had his fists, and no man raised a blade to stop him. Theseus shoved, struck, and menaced perhaps a dozen before they overtook him and held him fast by his neck and arms. A terrible blackness ate up his vision, and, inspirited with a daemon’s strength, Theseus threw off his captors. He turned his fury at his father who stood at the landside end of the quay with his councilors.

Theseus shouted at them vicious oaths he had not known were in his vocabulary, and he spat at them. Did they not know what they were doing was an offense to the goddess? It was a betrayal of every free man of Attica. His throat was scorched from shouting, his voice hoarse, and he fell to his knees, dropping his bonnet, weeping and pulling at his thick, curled hair.

He looked up at his father. “Please, send me.”

Now Theseus faced King Minos intrepidly. “I have been chosen to stand for the children. I have only eighteen years, turned just this past season, and I am my father’s only son. I will face your contest.”

He realized only then he had forgotten the honorifics, which Silenos had taught him. In Athens, men spoke to their king as freely as they spoke to their own fathers, and for the prince, that person was one and the same. No matter. It was never a mistake to put one’s enemy off balance. The king’s cruel eyes widened, as though his lack of manners had been intentional.

Theseus continued, “Accordingly, should I fail, you shall grant Athens nine years without hostility so that my country may grieve my death. And, should I succeed, no man of Crete shall sail upon Athens’ seas within the same period of time. This has been sworn to in your covenant with my father. This is what I have come to do.”

The hall fell as silent as a winter forest. Only the king’s courtiers shifted a bit like the stiff branches of February trees. They were wondering no doubt what reckoning the king would make of this prince, offering himself in defiance of the terms of the compact.

It had to make for a tempting proposal. How better for Minos to show off his might and humiliate Aegeus? He could say he had coerced the great king of Athens to sacrifice his only son, and kings from around the world would rush to pay him tribute lest he demand the same of them. Theseus needed it to be so. Nothing from the man’s history suggested he would be persuaded by mercy. It was said that when he had sacked the wealthy trade city of Khirokitia on Cyprus, he had ordered his sailors to rape every one of the Cypriot king’s eleven daughters and then to bind them to the hull of their ship so the girls would drown on the voyage back to Crete.

The king’s calculating gaze weighed upon Theseus, eyeing the sword holstered from the prince’s belt, the broadness of his shoulders, the musculature of his arms and legs, which showed outside his short-sleeved, thigh-length chiton. The prince was still a thin-hipped youth, though his limbs had hardened from martial training. The whiskers of his cheeks and chin remained downy, and his face had not yet fully shed the glow, the plumpness of boyhood.

“You will face my stepson in his lair?” Minos spoke, a glint of humor in his eyes. “With only a blade to defend yourself?”

The prince nodded. The Minotaur. Sired by the snow-white bull that pulled the god Poseidon’s chariot, and borne from the king’s mad wife Pasiphaë. The legend held that Minos kept the creature in a subterranean labyrinth, and it only fed on the flesh of men.

Theseus noticed a strange man who stood beside the king’s throne taking account of him. The gruesome fellow was nearly naked and glistening with oils. His gray skin hung from the bone and was creased with age. He wore a feathered headdress, a swath of fabric as a pagne, and a heavy necklace of horns draped on his flat chest in tribute to the fearsome god he worshipped: Poseidon, Roiler of the Sea.

On the other side of the king sat a woman dressed in a layered gown of widow black and with a veil covering her face. The king’s queen, Theseus guessed. Still in mourning for the death of Androgeus.

Theseus turned to a fair girl on the stage who stood beside the queen. She had vigorous locks of black hair heaped upon her head, and her face had been painted in ochre and rouge in an Asiatic style. Her clothes were colorful and immaculate, entirely foreign to the young prince. She wore an elegant corselet that pushed up her modest breasts, and bell-shaped skirts, which widened her hips, affecting the proportions of a fowl though he could see she was slimly built.

Their eyes met, and the girl’s expression was restrained, perhaps even sympathetic. Theseus had only hatred in his heart for any man or woman of Crete, but his sympathies veered toward her for a moment. She looked to be his contemporary. Minos’s daughter Ariadne, whose beauty was hailed around the world?

The king glanced at his priest, a silent exchange, and the horrible savage made an arcane gesture with his bony hands, grinned thirstily at Theseus, and bowed.

Minos declared, “If this is King Aegeus’s will, so shall it be done.” He gazed at Theseus like a lion with its prey beneath its paw. “But the terms of our agreement shall stand. You are but one son. Tomorrow, should you not emerge from the labyrinth with the beast’s collar by nightfall, it shall be sealed, and your father shall owe me six sons and seven daughters of Attica to try the contest. I will not be denied what was promised to me. Or else I will turn my armada against Aegeus once again.”

In truth, the possibility of not surviving the contest had never lingered in Theseus’s head. His cause was just, and that was all. But now he pictured a black-sailed ship wallowing through fog-banked waters toward harbor. Fathers huddled with their children on the pier, turning their heads away from the sight. His own father taking in the knowledge his son had failed and sentenced innocent children to certain deaths. His claim to save Athens no more than a foolish boast.

Theseus grasped for some counteroffer to the king. He could think of nothing.

The greedy king looked like he might break out in laughter. He knew Theseus had no leverage to negotiate further, and now that he had the king of Athens’ son in his clutch, he would likely devise more treachery to ensure the prince would not survive the contest.

 

THAT NIGHT, A troop of slaves brought a feast on railed beds down to the beach where the Athenians had decamped. A man in officious robes preceded them to say the meal was courtesy of the king.

The prince’s countrymen sneered at first as they looked upon the many platters of foods that had been carted down from the palace. Theseus beseeched them to forsake their doubts and prejudices, to enjoy the king’s bounty. Minos had no reason to poison him. If he did, he would not be able to enjoy the spectacle of sending Theseus to his labyrinth of death. Besides, he told them, there was no dishonor in helping themselves to what the king had provided. True, it was a false gesture of friendship designed to rub their noses in his wealth. But never had a poor man avenged a richer enemy by starving himself.

Theseus said it in a jolly way. It was not in his nature to play the cynic, but his dilemma was peeling open layers of himself, or perhaps forcing a rapid maturation of his sensibilities. The sailors, who looked to the prince with perhaps more deference than was his due, shrugged and peeked at the meal. The truth was: they would otherwise be dining on ropes of salted meat and stale bread.

The sailors brought the foods to their bonfire and gathered round, reaching over one another to grab at dishes of fish in sauce, roasted lamb, ears of fried breads, pickled vegetables, olives, nuts, and candied dates. There were even urns of a light red wine, which they all agreed was inferior to that of their homeland, but they drank it anyway.

The mood turned merry in the manner of bested men who could do no more than laugh at their misfortune. They joked about the pompous king, his tiresomely grand reception, and his queen who favored sharing her bed with a bull rather than her dull, bombastic husband! They even laughed about the king’s feast being a ploy to fatten up Theseus for the Minotaur’s dinner, and then they jested over which parts of Theseus the monster might prefer to devour first and which parts they might bring back to Athens. (His cock and balls were the most popular guesses in both cases.) Some wondered aloud if they all might be sent back to their country as charred corpses or odds and ends from a butcher’s table. Who could trust a man who hurled firebombs at fishing villages for fun?

Theseus chuckled along with his shipmates while the sand crusted cold, the night air turned crisp, and a universe of stars twinkled overhead. He would never have imagined he would feel so loose and gay the night before he was to be thrown into a pit to fight a man-bull to the death. Yet why should it not be so? He gained nothing by sulking or pacing about with worries.

In somber moments, his companions suggested strategies—dodging his opponent until it tired out, aiming his blade for the brisket, which was known to contain the bovine heart—but no man among them had ever fought such a beast. Would it charge at him on all fours or would it stand as a man in hand-to-hand combat? They could only speculate. No man who had faced the Minotaur had lived to speak of its nature, its tendencies, its weaknesses.

Theseus figured he would use his speed and his dexterity as he did with any martial challenge. In his brief time in Athens, he had outfought most of his contemporaries in skirmishes, and around the gymnasium, he was praised as a fine boxer and a wrestler. Though he had never seen battle. He did not know how it felt to be face-to-face with a man who sought to kill him, nor how to harden his heart to strike out for death. It was said that instinct was borne in every man, that it would come to him when he needed it. Theseus surely hoped it would be so. He knew of hunting and had not hesitated to slash the neck of an arrow-struck stag, at least after the first time his father had urged him forward to do so. But that was hardly the challenge he could expect with the Minotaur.

Yes, he would need to be quick and clever and merciless; otherwise, he imagined he would need some luck, which only the goddess could provide.

The men called out for him to challenge Kallinos, a veteran in their company and the tallest and most thickly built among them. Theseus had spent day and night in practice bouts ever since he had declared himself to face the Minotaur. Only a fool would not. One last exercise to sharpen his skills certainly seemed advisable.

The two men gathered wooden swords and walked up the beach into a pool of shadow, which might in some respect simulate the contest the prince must win in the darkened passages of King Minos’s battleground.

Theseus tried to hone his vision, hold back the bigger man’s attack, and Kallinos did not spare the prince any pity, quickly bullying him farther down the beach, forcing him to exert all of his strength. It was not enough. A series of clashes enfeebled Theseus’s wrists and had his legs wobbly from absorbing the assault. He tried to back away and lost his balance, toppling on his bottom. Kallinos pounced upon him, socking the breath from his lungs, pressing the length of his blade into his neck.

Kallinos helped him to his feet, and they sparred a second and then a third and a fourth time. The results were the same by and large. Theseus could not find a way out of a defensive posture, batting back the bigger man’s thrusts and swipes, ceding ground, wearing through his limbs’ endurance. If there was a lesson to be learned, he would have to avoid challenging the beast directly. His only chance would be to use the creature’s habitat to his advantage—find hiding places, stalk the predator and ambush him. Yet how to do it when the beast knew those hiding spots much better than he?

He would need every gift the goddess could grant him.

They returned to the center of the camp, and Theseus called everyone together. He led his company in lifting their goblets of wine and spilling a bit onto the earth before they drank in tribute to wise Athena. Afterward, they tossed branches of her sacred olive tree into the fire and sang the anthem of their country with hearty voices to be heard far inland, hopefully as far as the king’s bedchamber.

The hour was late. Theseus told the men he needed sleep lest he be crawling to the labyrinth in the morning, though truly he was not tired. Each man came around to grip arms with him, look him grimly, firmly in the eye, share words of encouragement. Then Theseus went to bed himself in his captain’s tent.

 

HE HAD JUST stripped off his cuirass and shoes when he hearkened to a curious commotion around the camp. Voices traveled in a mixture of tones, some defensive, some ribald and taunting, too indistinct to decipher the words. Theseus drew up to the flap of his tent, endeavoring to overhear what drunken intrigue had broken out.

It sounded mild and light-hearted at first. Then the voices, the heckling fell away, and he heard instead a scuffle of footsteps in the sand. Hairs stood up on his neck. Unless he was mistaken, that footfall was gaining up on his tent, one steady plod through the sand and then a lighter patter. Some of his sailors trying to catch him by surprise, to play a prank? Though they could see he had not yet extinguished his lamp for the night. An enemy instead?

Theseus thought about retrieving his blade from the floor, but before he could do so, the voice of Padmos, first admiral in the company, called out to him just beyond the lip of his tent.

“You’ve a visitor.”

The man sounded sober. Resigned? Who would visit him? He was a stranger in a foreign country.

Theseus shook out his tunic, tried smoothing it. Grit clung to the garment from his spar with Kallinos on the beach, and sweat soaked through the collar and armholes. No method would amend that. He wiped his hands, drew open the flap of the tent, and peered into the night.

He perceived the silhouette, the dutifully bowed head of the admiral and two others, each one scarcely decipherable, shorter than the admiral, and covered from head to toe in hooded cloaks.

Padmos gestured to one of the hooded strangers. “The Princess Ariadne.”

Theseus was deeply astounded. He was astounded even more to see the foreign princess curtsey and to hear her lovely voice.

“May I come in, Your Grace?”

She barely waited for him to nod and make way for her. Her covered head turned to her companion, who must have been her lady escort, and she told the woman to wait for her. Then she brushed past Theseus and went into his tent. Theseus exchanged a sheepish shrug with his admiral. Certainly, he could handle himself alone with a young woman.

He followed her into the tent and let the flap resettle behind him. His reckoning of the situation was several steps behind the shock of the king’s daughter abandoning the palace in the middle of the night to walk among enemies—the respect due to the daughter of a king who held the future of Athens in his hands. She pulled back her hood, removed her veil, and unfastened the collar of her bounteous cloak. Her thick, deep-brown hair had been pulled back and braided so as to be concealed in her hood. She was fragrant with violet and an appealing, musky spice. She wore just a touch of onyx on her brows and the lashes of her warm, chestnut-colored eyes, and a hint of some rare cosmetic that brought a sheen to her cheeks. He liked her this way more than when he had seen her on the king’s stage.

“It must be true that Attica breeds the most brave and honorable men,” she told him.

This, another surprise from the princess. Theseus did not know what to say.

“Do not be humble on my account.” She eased up closer, leaving only a narrow gap between them. “I saw how you stood up to my father. I have never seen a man be so bold.”

“I had no choice,” he told her. “Your king would have my country hand over children for slaughter.”

His pointed declaration returned no rebuke. Instead, Ariadne appeared dazzled by his forthrightness.

“Yes, you are a man of valor and nobility. You must have no shortage of women vying for your companionship. Think how they shall throw themselves at you when you return to Athens, a savior of the children.”

Theseus was not sure what she meant. He was only eighteen years old. Female companionship had only crossed his mind in a distant, hypothetical manner. He supposed, like all men, he would marry some day and raise sons, though it was hard to picture it for himself. The princess confused him. Her people had declared war on Athens, yet her bearing and her words were kind, adoring, almost making him forget they stood on separate sides.

The princess closed the space between them, clasped one of his hands to her bosom and groped to find him between the legs. She breathed in his ear, “Would you take me with you when you leave?”

Many things happened to Theseus at once. He gasped and squirmed, and his face broke out in a searing blush. No hand had ever touched him there besides his own, and then, well, this situation thrust upon him wasn’t what he had pictured in those private moments.

Though, while she pressed her warm body against his, they seemed to melt together as one, and his worries scattered from his head. His body responded on its own volition. He cupped her breast, squeezed gently, merely because he could, and it did feel nice. Then the strangeness of it all halted him.

He quieted her hand, backed away, and made her raise her eyes to his. “What did you say?”

She held his shoulders, stepped closer, jostled her hair. “Take me with you. You have captured my heart.”

He snorted absurdly and steadied her hands before she could go at him again. He told her, “That presumes quite a lot, don’t you think? I’m to face the Minotaur in the morning.”

Ariadne picked at the frayed collar of his tunic. A coy glance. “I can help you.” A firmer look. “But you must promise you will take me away on your ship.”

Help was useful. That was certain. Though, was this a trick? A plot she was enacting for her father to hamper his performance at the contest? It occurred to him, later than it should have, the king would surely have him killed if he discovered he was carrying on so intimately with his daughter.

Theseus drew a breath and backed away from her. He needed to understand.

“We’ve just met. Why would you want to run away with me?”

Ariadne’s expression shifted. Perhaps she had seen he was too smart to be plied by her advances. “Because I must.” She skirted his gaze. “My father is a monster.” Her pretty eyes returned to him. “You stand for justice. You stand for those—like the children of your country—who haven’t anyone to save them from their plight. I am no more than my father’s prisoner. You have doubtless heard the stories of what goes on in his palace, and you can believe they are only fragments of the truth. Help me escape from this place of madness.”

He could see her point. Her father was a cruel tyrant. Her mother was unspeakably deranged. Her half-brother was a man-beast.

Yes, she had perceived he had a sympathetic heart, but he sealed himself in stone. He owed her nothing. They were from warring countries, sworn to different gods. Her misfortunes were her own.

His doubt must have shown on his face. She fixed on him again. “Take me away. If not for me, then to save your own life. You will not survive my brother’s lair on your own. No man ever has.”

This he had heard many times, though to have it spoken by the princess, who must have seen scores of men sent to their deaths, gave the words a crushing weight. Theseus did not want to be eaten alive by a man-beast. For a delicate moment, he thought it might be best to sit down on his bed.

Ariadne pried out his gaze. “Yes, you want to live. Let me help you. All I ask in return is my safe passage. To another land. I care not where.”

Well, what harm in listening? He swiped his face, which had begun to perspire. He nodded to her eagerly.

“The labyrinth is vast, and it is not only my brother you need to mind. The passages are riddled with many dead ends and trap doors to deeper pits where a man can fall and break his limbs, or land on a bed of nails. Many have perished in its deadly snares or simply gotten lost in its cold, dark veins, sealed forever beneath the ground at nightfall. My father sent his engineer through a secret hatch this night to make sure all the labyrinth’s devices were oiled and armed to entrap you.”

She reached inside her cloak, brought out something fist-sized from her pocket. Theseus could not see it clearly at first in the dim light of his tent. She took his hand and placed the item in his palm. “I have brought this to help you.”

He raised his hand to his face and beheld a bobbin of string, useful for fishing. Theseus looked back at the princess blankly.

“It is a method for minding your path, finding your way out,” she explained. Theseus blinked, following now. “Keep to the sides of the walls. Mainly. There are spikes and traps on every surface of the maze, but not as many on the walls as on the floor. The Minotaur keeps to the very heart of the maze. You will find it there.” A moment’s hesitation, and then her expression hardened. “Kill it, and you will be able to retrace your way back to the entrance.”

The Minotaur, she called it. Not her brother as she had said before. Their kinship counted as a flimsy allegiance, which Theseus supposed he could not fault her for. Or had she just now forsworn their bond in resignation to her brother’s fate? She believed he could kill the monster? That was the most encouraging news he had heard all night.

“And how am I to repay you?” he asked her. “To smuggle you aboard.”

She glanced over her shoulder, came back to him. “There is a cave on the north end of the beach. Go there before you launch to sea. I will be waiting, hidden in a cedar chest. You will receive a bounty of them, filled with treasures when you win the contest. You only have to load the chest on your boat as though it were another trove of gifts for your victory.”

A daring ploy. He wondered how she would accomplish it, but he decided he did not need to know. There was, however, a stark flaw in her plan.

“Your father will send his warships after me as soon as he discovers you’re gone,” he said.

“No. He will never notice.”

Theseus screwed up his face. Her gaze drifted away, and she held herself speechless for a private moment. He sensed there were grave thoughts on her mind, not merely lies to lead him into doing a foolish thing. Yes, something grave had overcome her, something that brought her shame.

At last, she asked him. “You have heard of moppets?”

He had. In stories. They were dolls that could be inspirited by dark magic. He had never seen one, only heard of them from sailors who had traveled to the Orient. Though sailors spoke of many outlandish things.

“My father’s high priest has created one of me. So that my father will believe I have taken ill and cannot leave my bed.” She impressed on him in her assured manner, “It is a powerful sorcery. Though the moppet is only wood and cloth, my father will believe it is me, languishing, beyond the cure of medicine.”

Theseus remembered Minos’s priest. He had certainly looked capable of sorcery, and in a house that worshipped a dark god, in which a queen had been enraptured to lie with a bull and bear a monster, well, it did not seem so hard to believe such magic could be done. Theseus was afraid for a moment to be part of it. Would the goddess damn him for consorting with dark arts?

On the other hand, the circumstances tempted a more benevolent superstition. He had prayed to wise Athena to provide him with some way to survive the contest. And now the princess had materialized to offer him precisely that, just hours before dawn.

He looked to the bobbin of string, and then he faced Ariadne. “If I survive, I will bear you away.”

She smiled and pulled him into an embrace again, burying her head in his chest. Theseus found himself less enchanted on the second round. However just her cause, however generous she had been with him, he could not help but wonder if she might try enticing one of his countrymen in the same way. She had, after all, approached him, a stranger, and she might buy herself insurance from another man if he should not survive tomorrow.

Maybe it was unfair to despise her for that, yet he did for a moment, like a child who demands the sole attentions of his mother. And his desire for the princess was all vanity, not love nor lust, whereas a different kind of man, like many of his sailors to hear them talk, would want to hoard her for her plunder.

What a strange world he had entered. Ariadne in her own way was no less dangerous than her father or her brother. She could lead his crew into a mutiny, killing one another to claim her. Theseus gently broke off their embrace and sent her out into the night.

 

IN THE MORNING, a horn blared from the tower of the king’s palace, and then the pounding of a drum awoke from somewhere inland. Theseus joined his crew to look up to the promontory above the beach. They watched in silence while a procession of priests, led by a drummer, descended the roadway to collect the prince for the contest.

Theseus bid farewell to his crew, who were to wait for him by their ship. One by one, the sailors gripped his arm, some of them misty-eyed, a touching display that made him feel ashamed of the secret he concealed. Theseus had told no one of his pact with Ariadne. He had said, in brief, the princess had come to bestow well wishes, some custom of fair play in her fancy country. Lying went against his nature. He had sewn a deep fraternity with the sailors, each one of them a volunteer to see him through his journey to Crete.

He feared, however, if he spoke the truth, the men would raise their voices against the promise he had made. They were all proud Athenians. Some would distrust the foreign princess generally, and others might doubt they could sail off with her without detection, but instead restoke a feud they had come to end.

Theseus had not decided himself what to make of Ariadne, but he knew for sure if the plot was exposed—overheard while they argued about it on the beach—he would have no chance of besting the king at his contest. He had to put his mind to killing the Minotaur and emerging from the labyrinth, not just for his own sake but also for the children who would be sent for sacrifice.

The priests led him through the cobbled streets surrounding the palace. Throngs of townspeople had gathered to look upon the man who was bold enough to face the Minotaur (or perhaps merely simpleminded). The drummer sounded a slow and steady beat, and a mixture of commotion broke out while the prince passed by. Some cursed at him, turned down their thumbs, and called out taunts. Others cheered and tossed at him seashell garlands, some token of good luck, he supposed. Theseus stood tall throughout the display. Even if it was his last act upon the earth, he would show the rowdy foreigners the honorable nature of Athenian men.

The procession led into a grand arena where noblemen and women filled the stands. They were no less boisterous than their peasant counterparts, whether hailing him as a traitor or urging on his victory in a bloodthirsty way. The priests brought him to the middle of the stage where he saw a round stone, the span of a man’s arms, laid in the very center like the slab to a crypt. Next to it, a bell hung from a post. Theseus figured that must comprise the entrance to the labyrinth. The bell was attached to a thin rope, which disappeared into the earth, and must be used by a contestant to signal he had slain the Minotaur. The round slab was etched with arcane glyphs, some story of the challenge that lay within as best as Theseus could say.

He spotted the king and his family beneath an eaved grandstand across the arena. Staring at Minos, he did not cede an ounce of doubt he would be victorious. Then, the sight of Ariadne drew his attention. He glanced at her for just a breath lest their acquaintance show on either of their faces. She held herself together well, no more or less interested in the spectacle than she should be. The queen sat solemnly beside her husband, disguised in her black veil.

The crowd erupted when the high priest came out to the arena. For the first time that morning, Theseus felt dread in his bones. If what the princess had said was true, the high priest was a traitor to his king, devising a moppet for her escape. Strangely, impossibly, that meant his presiding over the contest was a show. Did he know that Theseus would slay the Minotaur? Or he at least expected it?

If so, he was an expert showman. He strode toward Theseus, buoyed by the prince’s plight. Theseus looked back at him defiantly. Whatever the priest’s motives, his god was as an enemy to Athens, and the young prince despised the notion of taking part in a ceremony to honor him. While he studied the priest, Theseus wondered of a darker conspiracy. What if the man had lied to Ariadne and would reveal her betrayal after the contest?

Theseus could do nothing while hundreds of people in the arena looked on. The high priest took a place in the center and gazed across the stands, powerful and grim in his bull horn headdress. He raised his fist to the sky and intoned an incantation to the god.

His voice grew ever louder, ever more fervent, mad with passion. The spectators looked to the heavens and cried out Poseidon’s name. Theseus half expected the sky to cleave open and the angry, bearded face of the god to appear. His lungs shrank from the rumble of thunder. He breathed again when he realized it was just the drumming of a priest. The time for the contest was upon him.

A pair of strongarms came over to slide the rounded slab aside, revealing an earthen stairwell. It was as grim as the portal to the underworld must be. The high priest smiled at Theseus inscrutably and gestured to the stairwell.

He spoke, “Should he return ‘fore nightfall, it shall be by the god’s blessing, and he shall have his freedom. Should he not, his soul shall belong to Poseidon.”

 

THE SUBTERRANEAN MAZE was as cold as a crypt and as dark as the deepest hour of night. A single torch, ensconced at the landing of the stairwell, awaited Theseus. The slab scraped shut above him, a thick and heavy sound like the movement of a grindstone, and he took down the torch to orient himself.

The roar of the arena extinguished all at once. The first thing he thought to do was to look in all directions and listen very keenly. Surely the beast that warded the keep had hearkened to the scraping of the door, seen a spray of light entering its lair. Yet Theseus heard no bestial sounds, no clop of hooves on what looked like an earthen floor. The labyrinth was shrouded in an eternal silence. It smelled, as he had expected, like a musty cave. A faint current of air kissed his cheek, and the torchlight laid bare no more than a few steps around him.

The princess had said the monster kept to the very heart of the maze. Better to find it before it found him. He pointed his torch in three directions: to his right, to his left, and in front of him. Each way was a dusky, stone-walled passage with no markings of a trap that he could see.

Straight ahead would seem to lead to the center of the keep. He felt for his father’s blade, which was holstered at his hip, and then he peered once more into the passage before him.

The torch shone on a solid floor and stone and mortar walls for a yard or two. Well, his quest would require a process of elimination. That way ahead seemed still and empty.

Eager to get on with it, he ventured forward a few steps before catching himself and retreating. Fool! He was so lightheaded and restless he had forgotten the tool the princess had given him.

Theseus drew a breath and fumbled out the bobbin of string concealed inside his armor. Pitting the torch back in its holder for the moment, he found the end of the string and wound it to the fixture, tying it fast with a knot. The gods knew he would need to find his way back. After killing the Minotaur, he was to take its collar, climb the stairs, and pull the bell rope to hail his victory.

Now, Theseus retook his torch, used his other hand to mind the bobbin, and traversed the floor to one side of the artery in front of him. Ariadne had told him to keep to the walls. Mainly. He inched forward along one side of the passage while his heartbeat drummed in his ears, and his throat grew as dry as bone. With his attention divided between holding the torch in front of him to see his steps and mind the string, he was no better prepared to fight off an enemy than a blind man with his wrists bound at his sides. Yet he had thought he could stalk the monster, following it unseen, waiting to enact an ambush. What an impossible feat that would be!

As he shuffled forward, he noticed a shadowy shape on the floor ahead of him. His heartbeat quickened, and the muscles of his shoulders strung up tight. It looked to be far too small to be a man-bull, but he did not relish encountering any denizen of the pitch-black hold, nor some deadly snare. Yet the only way forward was past that murky thing.

He stared at the strange obstacle. It appeared to be still. Perhaps it was something harmless like a large rock, crumbled from the wall. He kept tight to one side of the passageway, imagining the quick motion of dropping the bobbin and unsheathing his blade. His shoulder brushed against a spur in the cobbled wall.

A stone he had touched cratered into the wall, and then a ratcheting sound stirred, like the movement of a gear. He ducked to the floor and made himself small just in time. The blade of a giant axe, thick and wide enough to behead a man, swung over the place where he had stood. The whoosh of it over his head signaled a close call. He nearly scalded himself with the torch, gripped tightly against the ground lest he lose hold of it. The axe clanged horribly against the wall and swung back over him for another deadly lunge.

Theseus winced, squinted up, and held himself motionless until the weapon gradually came to a stop like a pendulum. Gingerly, he righted himself to examine the trap. It was fastened to a cord and must have been released from the opposite wall by a mechanism he had triggered.

He shone his torch down both ends of the passageway. If the beast had not noticed his arrival before, it certainly had now. He still could not see anything in either direction, nor did he hear the slightest sound.

His gaze passed over the floor, and his chest froze over with ice. The object he had been approaching was unmistakably familiar now. He ducked beneath the axe and lowered his torch to the floor to see. Yes, it was a human skull, cleaved from the neck. Its nearby skeleton now glared at him. Both had turned dry and brittle, flesh and tendon shrunken from the bone completely. The unlucky fellow must have perished years ago. He had only made it a few yards from the entrance to the labyrinth.

The prince took a moment to draw full breaths, tasting the dank air of the maniacal underground maze. He would have to be supremely alert and supremely quick to avoid its fatal traps. All the while staying apprised of the movements of a man-beast, who, by its perfect silence, was likely stalking him.

So it was. Theseus crept forward intrepidly. After his scare with the axe, he felt even more determined to foil the king’s plans to kill him.

The passageway led to a crossing where he must choose right or left. Once again, he could see and hear nothing to recommend his direction. He favored right where he could corner the wall he was treading without trying his step on the center of the floor. If he could remember each turn he made, he could at least envision his position in the stone-walled maze and perhaps avoid arriving back where he had started. Otherwise, he would end up circling the same quadrant past nightfall. Theseus took shallow steps forward, raising his torch at his shoulder, staring at and listening to the hollow of shadow he was entering.

Some pebbles were strewn on the floor. That gave him an idea, and he could think of no reason to disavow it. He had already trumpeted his arrival, had he not? Theseus reached down and gathered a handful of pebbles, and then he tossed them down the passageway. They clinked against the ground and disappeared in a void of shadow. Theseus followed them at a brisker pace. A second time, he foraged some scrabble and tossed it ahead.

The little stones skated along the floor, and then a great bursting sound made Theseus shrink down to a crouch and shield his head with both arms. A few yards ahead, the ceiling of the labyrinth had yawned open like a miner’s chute, and an avalanche of skull-sized rocks buried the passageway. Some rolled all the way to his feet. A gritty fog belched out from the floor-to-ceiling pile of rubble.

He did not dare to move a muscle for a while. His heart was in his throat, and he had seen his life pass in front of his eyes.

Recognizing he was intact, and the ceiling seemed to have expelled every rock in its deadly lode, he allowed himself to wipe his eyes, which stung from the dusty air.

He passed his torch over the stone-fall and marveled at the ingenious trap. It must have been triggered by the faint weight of the pebbles he had thrown. He would have been crushed beneath the avalanche. Every bone in his body would have been broken. The way ahead was clogged with rocks, but he perceived passages to his left and his right.

Sprouting sweat from his adventure so far, he ventured into the left passageway since the right would turn him around the way he had come. His idea with the pebbles turned into somewhat of a game. He threw some down the corridor and triggered a plate dropping open in the floor. When he edged close to behold that trap, heat licked his bare legs and acrid smoke reached his nostrils. Ruby embers glowed deep below, a pit of coals on which a man would be burned alive.

Later, a throw sent the walls ahead sprouting arrow-headed spears to catch a passerby like the quills of a giant porcupine. Theseus crawled beneath that obstacle, noticing spearheads stained with dried, darkened blood. The labyrinth was the invention of a mad man. How many engineers must the king have hired to construct it? How many methods had he imagined to kill its victims? Theseus passed by another corpse while he wound through the prison’s arteries. The fallen man was not as decomposed as the first one he had found, and for that, even gorier with his skin stretched around his bones turned blue-gray and putrid. His gut and limbs had been gnawed away by rats.

At a next pass, his pebbles triggered open a trap door, which was so impenetrable and still, it brought to mind a plummet to the center of the earth.

He wound about a corner to his right, and keeping to his pebble game, he gathered some cracked mortar from the wall to make a throw. When he sent it down the passage, the ceiling creaked open some three strides away.

At first, it was too dark to see what peril had been released. Something, or some things, had fallen to the floor, but whatever it was, the landing on the floor had been light, unsubstantial.

Theseus shuddered from a familiar sound. He shone his torch ahead to see. Shadows wriggled on the floor, and an awful hiss reached his ears. Yes, it was an ambush of snakes, some two dozen, and poisonous for certain based on the tastes of the bloodthirsty king.

He dropped his bobbin, drew his sword. At least he had the opportunity now to use his weapon. Theseus hacked the snakes aside, grimacing and flinching as he stepped through into the horde. The stubborn ones crested and snarled at him, better for catching them with his blade in fact. The fainthearted ones slithered away, finding hidden cracks in the walls. When he satisfied himself he had cleared the way, Theseus hunched over himself and gathered his breath. Though exhausting, it was good to have had the chance to exercise the weapon.

The labyrinth was still again. Curiosity pulled Theseus to look up. There had to be a vein above, through which some villain had brought the snakes. He raised the torch overhead, bringing light into the cavity from which the deadly creatures had fallen. It looked like the space was enclosed in a manner to cage the snakes, albeit with a trap floor so they could be released. Theseus turned to the wall of the passageway, sorting out footholds so that he might investigate further.

He climbed up the wall a few feet where he could rest one arm inside the ceiling cavity, shine his torch around, and look here and there. As he had supposed, the space was closed in all around (and foul with the stench of snakes). An earthen roof finished the enclosure. He stretched a hand and touched the side nearest him. It had the rough grain of wood and made a hollow knock. Bracing himself against the wall, he struck out with his fist, bending nails from wood, and then tearing out a plank.
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