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			Thanks to a lifelong fascination with Ancient Greek mythology, Jennifer Saint read Classical Studies at King’s College, London. She spent the next thirteen years as an English teacher, sharing a love of literature and creative writing with her students. ARIADNE is her first novel, and she is working on another retelling of ancient myth for her second.

		


		
			

			 

			Praise for ARIADNE: 

			 

			'Energetic and compelling’

			The Times 

			 

			'A lyrical, insightful re-telling’

			Daily Mail 

			 

			'Ariadne gives voice to the misused Princess of Crete who betrayed her father to save Theseus from the Minotaur. Relevant and revelatory'

			Stylist Magazine 

			 

			'With her wonderfully executed debut that reimagines the classic tale of Theseus, Ariadne and the Minotaur, Jennifer Saint joins the likes of Madeline Miller and Pat Barker in forging mesmerising retellings of ancient Greek myths from a female perspective'

			Waterstones.com 

			 

			'Saint’s immersive novel thrusts the reader straight into the heart of Greek mythology with this wonderful reimagining of the story of Ariadne’

			iPaper 

			 

			'If you like Madeline Miller's Circe and Song of Achilles, you will eat up Ariadne'

			Glamour 

			 

			'In a world ruled by temperamental, petulant gods, Ariadne is a shining beacon of female strength and courage - making this a story that's impossible to forget'

			Culturefly 

			 

			'Saint expertly highlights how often the women of this world pay the price for the actions of the men around them. Lovers of mythology should snap this up'

			Publishers Weekly 

			 

			'Exquisitely written and exceptionally moving’

			Elodie Harper, author of The Wolf Den 

			 

			'Jennifer Saint's Ariadne is a shimmering tapestry of two sisters bound by deceit and the shadows of family history. . . With a fresh voice and keen insight, Saint adds flesh and bone to an ancient myth, drawing the reader into an uneasy world of ever-afters'

			Yangsze Choo, author of The Night Tiger 

			 

			'An ancient story of love and sisterhood reimagined, Jennifer Saint's Ariadne is a truly masterful debut - compulsive, absorbing and lyrical. Saint breathes new life into the forgotten women of Greek mythology with a novel that's both incredibly absorbing, and full of heart'

			Katie Lowe, author of The Furies 

			 

		


		
			About the Book

			A mesmerising retelling of the ancient Greek myth of Theseus and the Minotaur. Perfect for fans of Circe, A Song of Achilles and The Silence of the Girls.

			 

			As Princesses of Crete and daughters of the fearsome King Minos, Ariadne and her sister Phaedra grow up hearing the terrible bellows of the Minotaur from the Labyrinth beneath the palace. The Minotaur – Minos’ greatest shame and Ariadne’s brother – demands blood every year.

			 

			When Theseus, Prince of Athens, arrives in Crete as a sacrifice to the beast, Ariadne falls in love with him. But helping ­Theseus defeat the monster means betraying her family, and Ariadne knows that in a world ruled by mercurial gods, drawing their attention can cost you everything.

			 

			Ariadne has heard too many tales of women being punished for the acts of men – she is determined to set her own fate. But will her decision to help ­Theseus ensure her happy ending? Or will she find herself sacrificed for her lover’s ambition?

		


		
			

			For Ted and Joseph.

			I hope you know that your dreams really can come true.
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			‘Mean while to Athens your swift Ship does run;

			There tell the wondring Crowd what you have done.

			How the mix’d Prodigy you did subdue,

			The Beast and Man how with one stroke you slew.

			Describe the Labyrinth, and how, taught by me,

			You scap’d from all those perplext Mazes free.’

			Ariadne’s letter to Theseus, Ovid’s Heroides

		


		
			Prologue

			Let me tell you the story of a righteous man.

			The righteous man of the story is King Minos of Crete, who set out to wage a great war on Athens. His war was one of retribution upon them for the death of his son, Androgeos. This mighty athlete had reigned victorious in the city’s Panathenaic Games, only to be torn to pieces by a rampaging bull on a lonely Athenian hillside. Minos held Athens responsible for the loss of his triumphing son and thirsted for blood-soaked punishment for their failure to protect the boy from the savage beast.

			On his way to inflict his wrath upon the Athenians, Minos stopped to destroy the kingdom of Megara in a show of strength. The King of Megara, Nisus, was widely famed for his invincibility but his legend was no match for the mighty Minos, who cut away the crimson lock of hair upon which Nisus’ power depended. Divested of that blood-red curl, the hapless man was slain by the conquering Minos.

			How had he known to shear away Nisus’ hair? Minos would cheerfully recount to me how the King’s daughter, the beautiful princess Scylla, had fallen wildly and helplessly in love with him. As she murmured her sweet promises into his receptive ear, telling of how she would gladly give up her home and family in exchange for his love, she let slip the key to her father’s ruin.

			Of course, Minos was rightly disgusted by her lack of proper daughterly devotion and, once the kingdom had fallen with the bloody descent of his axe, he tied the lovestruck girl to the back of his boat and piously dragged her to her watery grave as she screamed and bewailed her tender trust in love.

			She had betrayed her father and her kingdom, he told me, still glowing with the flush of victory on his return from the defeat of Athens. And what possible use could my father, King Minos of Crete, ever have for a treacherous daughter?
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			1

			I am Ariadne, Princess of Crete, though my story takes us a long way from the rocky shores of my home. My father, Minos, liked to tell me that story of how his unimpeachable moral conduct won him Megara, the subservience of Athens and the chance to set a shining example of his impeccable judgement.

			Stories told that, at the moment of her drowning, Scylla was transformed into a seabird. Far from giving her release from her cruel fate, she was immediately set upon in an endless chase by the crimson-streaked eagle bent upon eternal vengeance. I could well believe the truth of it, for the gods did enjoy a prolonged spectacle of pain.

			But when I thought of Scylla, I thought of the foolish and all too human girl, gasping for breath amidst the froth of waves churning in the wake of my father’s boat. I saw her weighed down in the tumultuous water not just by the iron chains in which my father had bound her but also by the terrible truth that she had sacrificed everything she knew for a love as ephemeral and transient as the rainbows that glimmered through the sea spray.

			My father’s bloody travails were not limited to Scylla or Nisus, I know. He exacted a terrible price for peace from Athens. Zeus, the all-powerful and ferocious ruler of the gods, enjoyed strength in mortals and granted his favoured Minos the boon of a terrible plague that rolled across Athens in a storm of disease, agony, death and grief. The wails must have filled the air as mothers watched their children sicken and die before their eyes, soldiers slumped across the battlefields, and the mighty city – which found that it was, like all cities, made strong only by weak, human flesh – began to sink beneath the piled-up corpses of the plague my father had brought. They had no choice but to accede to his demands.

			It wasn’t wealth or power that Minos sought from Athens, however. It was a tribute – seven Athenian youths and seven Athenian maidens brought every year across the waves to Crete to sate the appetite of the monstrosity that had threatened to shatter my family with shame but instead had elevated us to the status of legends. The creature whose bellows would make the floors of our palace rumble and shake as the time grew near for his annual feeding despite his burial far below the ground in the centre of a twilight labyrinth so dizzying that no one who entered could ever find their way back to daylight again.

			A labyrinth to which only I held the key.

			A labyrinth which housed what was at once Minos’ greatest humiliation and greatest asset.

			My brother, the Minotaur.

			As a child, the twists and turns of the palace at Knossos were endlessly fascinating to me. I would loop through the bewildering multitude of rooms, skating my palm across the smooth, red walls as I drifted through snaking passageways. My fingers traced the outline of the labrys – the double-headed axe engraved into stone after stone. Later, I learned that to Minos the labrys represented the power of Zeus, used to summon the thunder – a mighty display of dominance. To me, running through the maze of my home, it looked like a butterfly. And it was the butterfly I would imagine as I emerged from the dim cocoon of the palace interior to the glorious expanse of the sun-drenched courtyard. At the centre gleamed a huge, polished circle and this was where I spent the happiest hours of my youth. Spinning and weaving a dizzying dance, creating an invisible tapestry with my feet across the dancing-floor: a miracle carved from wood, a superb accomplishment of the renowned craftsman Daedalus. Though, of course, it would not be his most famous creation.

			I’d watched him construct the dancing-floor; an eager girl, hovering over him impatient for it to be done, not appreciating that I was watching an inventor at work whose fame would ring through the whole of Greece. Perhaps even the world beyond, though I knew little of that – indeed, I knew little of what lay beyond our palace walls. Although more than ten years have passed since then, when I remember Daedalus, I see a young man full of energy and the fire of creativity. Whilst I watched him work, he told me how he had learned his craft travelling from place to place until his extraordinary skill attracted the eye of my father, who made it worth his while to stay in one place. Daedalus had been everywhere, it seemed to me, and I hung on his every word when he described the scorching sandy deserts of Egypt and the impossibly distant kingdoms of Illyria and Nubia. I could watch the ships sail from Cretan shores, their masts and sails built under Daedalus’ skilled supervision, but I could only imagine what it felt like to cross the ocean on one and feel the boards creaking beneath my feet whilst the waves hissed and crashed against the sides.

			Our palace was filled with Daedalus’ creations. The statues he carved seemed so full of life that they were tethered to the walls by a length of chain lest they should stride away of their own accord. His exquisite ropes of slender golden chains shone at my mother’s neck and wrists. One day, having noticed my covetous gaze, he presented me with a tiny golden pendant of my own – two bees entwined together around a tiny piece of honeycomb. It glistened in the sunlight, so rich and burnished that I thought the minute drops of honey would melt and slide away in the heat.

			‘For you, Ariadne.’ He always spoke to me seriously, which I liked.

			I did not feel like an annoying child, a daughter who would never command a fleet of ships or conquer a kingdom and so was of little use or interest to Minos. If Daedalus simply humoured me, I never knew it, for I always felt like we were two equals conversing.

			I took the pendant, wonderingly, turning it over in my fingers and marvelling at its beauty. ‘Why bees?’ I asked him.

			He turned his palms to the sky and shrugged his shoulders, smiling. ‘Why not bees?’ he asked. ‘Bees are beloved by all the gods. It was bees who fed the infant Zeus on honey in his hidden cave whilst he grew strong enough to overthrow the mighty Titans. Bees produce the honey that Dionysus mixes with his wine to sweeten it and make it irresistible. Indeed, it is said that even the monstrous Cerberus who guards the Underworld can be tamed with a honey cake! If you wear this pendant around your neck, you can soften anyone’s will to yours.’

			I did not need to ask whose will might need to be softened. The whole of Crete was in thrall to Minos’ inexorable judgement. I knew it would take more than the mightiest swarm of bees to sway him an inch, but I was still enchanted by the gift and wore it always. It shone proudly on my neck when we attended Daedalus’ wedding, a mighty feast hosted by my father, who was delighted that Daedalus made his alliance with a daughter of Crete. Another tie holding him here, allowing Minos to boast about his exalted inventor. Although his wife died giving birth to their son before they’d been married a year, Daedalus took comfort in the baby Icarus and I loved to see him walking about with the infant dandled in his arms, showing the oblivious child the flowers and the birds and the many wonders of the palace. My younger sister, Phaedra, toddled enraptured in his wake and when I grew tired of steering her away from every danger she could find, I would leave Daedalus with them both and steal back to the wide circle of my dancing-floor.

			In the very early days, my mother, Pasiphae, would dance with me; indeed, it was she who had taught me. Not formal, set patterns of steps; rather, she gave me the gift of making fluid, sinuous shapes out of crazy, chaotic movements. I watched how she flung herself into the music and transformed it into a graceful frenzy, and I followed suit. She would make a game of it for me, calling out constellations for me to trace with my feet on the floor, star formations that she would weave stories of, as well as dances. ‘Orion!’ she’d say, and I would hop frantically from space to space, imagining the points of light that made the doomed hunter in the sky. ‘Artemis placed him there so she could look upon him every night,’ she had told me, confidingly, when we’d flopped together to regain our breath.

			‘Artemis was a virgin goddess, fervently protective of her chastity,’ Pasiphae had explained. ‘But she favoured Orion, a mortal man, as a hunting companion who could almost rival her skill.’ A precarious position for a human to be in. Gods might enjoy mortal skill in hunting or music or weaving, but they were always alert to hubris – and woe betide a human whose skills came close to those of the divine. Something that immortals could not tolerate was to be inferior to anyone in any respect.

			‘Driven to keep up with Artemis’ prodigious skill, Orion became desperate to impress,’ continued my mother. She cast a glance over to where Phaedra and Icarus played at the edge of the wooden floor. They were inseparable most of the time, Phaedra exalting in the thrill of being the elder and being able to give orders to someone smaller than her for once. Seeing they were intent upon their game and not listening to us, Pasiphae took up the story again. ‘Perhaps he hoped he would win over her vow of celibacy if he could slaughter enough living creatures to earn her admiration. So the two came here, to Crete, to engage in a mighty hunt. Day after day, they cut through the animals of the island and piled them high as mountains as testament to their prowess. But Gaia, the mother of all things, was awoken from her quiet dreams by the blood soaking her soil and she was horrified by the carnage that Orion was hell-bent on creating beside his adored goddess. Gaia feared he would indeed annihilate all that was living, as he boasted to Artemis that he would in his intoxicated frenzy. So Gaia reached into her hidden underground chambers and summoned forth one of her creations: the colossal scorpion, which she unleashed upon the boastful Orion. Such a thing had never been seen before. Its armour gleamed like polished obsidian. Its tremendous pincers each stretched the length of a full-grown man and its terrible tail arched into the cloudless skies, blotting out Helios’ light and casting a dark and monstrous shadow before it.’

			I would shudder at her description of the legendary beast, squeezing my eyes shut as I saw it rise in front of me, unimaginably hideous and cruel.

			‘Orion was not afraid,’ Pasiphae continued. ‘Or he would not show fear. Either way, he was no match and Artemis did not intervene to pluck him from the mighty scorpion’s clutches . . .’ Here she would pause, her silence painting a more vivid picture of Orion’s pitiful struggles than her words ever could. She picked up the tale after a moment in which I saw the life squeezed from him, his human weakness exposed at last as he submitted, exhausted from trying to keep up with the gods for so long in his mortal frame. ‘And Artemis grieved for her companion, so she gathered up the remnants of his body, which were strewn across Crete, and she placed them in the sky where they would burn in the darkness and she could look upon him each night as she set out with her silver bow, alone, her supremacy and her virtue both unchallenged.’

			There were many such stories. It seemed the night skies were littered with mortals who had encountered the gods and now stood as blazing examples to the world below of what the immortals could do. Back then, my mother would fling herself into these stories as she would her dancing, with wild abandon, before she knew her innocent pleasures would be taken as evidence of her uncontrolled excesses. No one then was looking to call her unwomanly or to accuse her of wanton and unnatural feelings so she would dance with me, unconstrained, whilst Phaedra and Icarus played together, always absorbed in another game, another world of their own creation. The only judgement we were to fear was the chill of my father’s emotionless rationality. Together, we could dance away the dread as mother and child.

			As a young woman, however, I danced alone. The tapping of my feet across the shining wood created a rhythm in which I could lose myself, a whirling dance that could consume me. Even without music it could muffle the distant rumble that groaned beneath our feet and the skitter of tremendous hooves far below the ground at the heart of the construction that had truly cemented Daedalus’ fame. I would stretch my arms out, reaching upwards to the peaceful sky, forgetting for the duration of the dance the horrors that dwelt underneath us.

			This leads us to another story, one that Minos didn’t like to tell. A time when he was still newly King of Crete and, as one of three rival brothers, he was desperate to prove his worth. He prayed to Poseidon to send a magnificent bull and swore steadfastly that he would sacrifice the animal to bring great honour to the god of the sea, thus securing Poseidon’s favour and the kingship of Crete in one.

			Poseidon sent the bull, the divine endorsement of Minos’ right to rule Crete, but its beauty was so great that my father believed he could trick the god and sacrifice another, inferior creature and keep the Cretan bull for himself. Insulted and enraged by this defiance, the sea god devised his revenge.

			My mother, Pasiphae, is a daughter of Helios, the great god of the sun. Unlike the searing blaze of my grandfather, she shimmered with a gentle golden radiance. I remember the soft beams of her strange, bronze-tinged eyes, the warmth of summer in her embrace and the molten sunshine in her laughter. In the days of my childhood when she looked at me, not through me. She infused the world with her light; before she became a translucent pane of glass through which the light was refracted but never poured forth its precious streams of brightness again. Before she paid the price of her husband’s deception.

			Briny and barnacled, from the depths of the ocean Poseidon rose in a mighty spray of salt and fury. He did not level his sleek, silver vengeance directly at Minos, the man who had sought to betray him and dishonour him, but turned instead upon my mother, the Queen of Crete, and riled her to insanity with passion for the bull. Incensed with an animalistic lust, the desire made her conniving and clever and she persuaded the unsuspecting Daedalus to create a wooden cow so convincing that the bull was fooled into mounting both it and the maddened queen, hidden within.

			The union was the forbidden subject of gossip in Crete, but whispers of it reached me, snaking around me in tendrils of malice and mockery. It was a gift to resentful nobles, laughing merchants, brooding slaves, girls riven with fascinated, ghoulish horror, young men entranced with the daring freakishness of it – the mutterings and murmurings and disapproving hisses and sniggering jeers were carried on the wind into every corner of the palace itself. Poseidon, whilst seeming to miss his target, had struck with deadly accuracy. Leaving Minos untouched but disgracing his wife in so grotesque a fashion humbled the man – cuckolded by a dumb beast and wedded to a woman frenzied with unnatural desires.

			Pasiphae was beautiful and her divine heritage had made her a magnificent prize to Minos in marriage. It was her very delicacy, her refinement and her sweetness that had made her his boast and must have made her degradation seem so very delectable to Poseidon. If you had anything that made you proud, that elevated you above your mortal fellows, it seemed to me that the gods would find delight in smashing it to smithereens. One morning, not long after Pasiphae’s ruin, I reflected on this. As I was combing through my little sister’s silken tresses, a gift we shared from our radiant mother, I began to weep; fearfully regarding each golden curl as bait to those divine colossi that strode the heavens and could snatch up our tiny triumphs and rub them into dust between their immortal fingers.

			My handmaiden, Eirene, found me sobbing into a bemused Phaedra’s hair. ‘Ariadne,’ she crooned. She must have pitied me and the particularly grotesque way in which the innocence of my childhood had been so shaken. ‘What’s the matter?’

			No doubt she thought I cried for my mother’s shame, but I had a child’s self-absorption and I was worried now for me. ‘What if the gods—’ I gulped through my tears. ‘What if they take my hair and leave me bald and ugly?’

			Perhaps Eirene suppressed a smile, but she did not let me see. Instead, she gently shifted me away from Phaedra and took up the comb herself. ‘And why would they do such a thing?’

			‘If Father makes them angry again!’ I cried. ‘Maybe they will take my hair so he is shamed by a hideous daughter.’

			Phaedra wrinkled her nose. ‘Princesses can’t be bald,’ she said decisively.

			A bald princess would be useless. Minos had always spoken of the marriage I would make one day; a glorious union that would heap honour upon Crete. He should not have boasted. The creeping realisation chilled my bones. How could I defend myself against his wrongdoing? If the gods were offended by him and struck down his wife, then why not his daughter?

			I could feel a change in Eirene as she sat beside me. My words had surprised her. She had no doubt expected that I was distraught over a trifle, a wisp that she could swipe away like mist dissolving in the rosy fingers of the dawn. What I did not know was that I had hit upon a truth of womanhood: however blameless a life we led, the passions and the greed of men could bring us to ruin, and there was nothing we could do.

			Eirene could not deny that truth. So she told us a story. A worthy hero, Perseus, born from the golden rain of Zeus who visited the lonely, lovely Danae sealed in her roofless bronze chamber with only the sky to look upon. He grew to be a worthy son of his shining father and, as all heroes must do, he conquered a terrible monster and relieved the world of her ravages. We’d heard the story of how he had cut off the head of the Gorgon, Medusa, and thrilled to hear how the snakes that grew from her dreadful head writhed and spat and hissed as he swung his wondrous sword. News of this deed had only recently reached our court and we’d all marvelled over his courage and shivered to imagine his shield which now bore the Gorgon head and turned all who looked upon it immediately into stone.

			But Eirene did not tell us of Perseus today. Instead, she told us how Medusa had gained her crown of serpents and her petrifying gaze. It was a story I might have come of late to expect. No longer was my world one of brave heroes; I was learning all too swiftly the women’s pain that throbbed unspoken through the tales of their feats.

			‘Medusa was beautiful,’ Eirene told us. She had put down the comb now and Phaedra climbed up on to her lap to listen. My sister was rarely still, but stories could always hold her enraptured. ‘My mother saw her once, at a great festival to Athena, just from a distance, but she could recognise Medusa by her glorious hair. It shone like a river and none could mistake the maiden for any other. But she grew into a ravishing young woman and swore herself to be chaste, laughing at the suitors who clamoured for her hand . . .’ Eirene paused, as if weighing her words carefully. Well she might, for she knew it was not a fitting story for young princesses. But for reasons only she could say, she told it to us anyway. ‘In the temple of Athena, one suitor came before her that she could not scorn or run from. The mighty Poseidon wanted the beautiful girl for himself and he would not hear her pleas or her cries, nor did he restrain himself from defiling the sacred temple in which they stood.’ Eirene drew in her breath, slow and precise.

			My tears had stilled now and I listened intently. I only knew Medusa as a monster. I had not thought she had ever been anything else. The stories of Perseus did not allow for a Medusa with a story of her own.

			‘Athena was angry,’ Eirene went on. ‘A virgin goddess, she could not stand for such a brazen crime in her own temple. She must punish the girl who was so shameless as to be overpowered by Poseidon and to offend Athena’s sight so vilely with her undoing.’

			So, Medusa had to pay for Poseidon’s act. It made no sense at all, and then I tilted my head and saw it with the logic of the gods. The pieces slid into place: a terrible picture when viewed from our mortal perspective, like the beauty of a spider’s web that must look so horrifying to the fly.

			‘Athena struck Medusa’s hair and crowned her instead with living snakes. She took her beauty and made Medusa’s face so terrible that it would turn onlookers to stone. And so Medusa rampaged, leaving statues wherever she went, statues whose faces were frozen forever in revulsion and horror. As fervently as men had desired her, now they feared her and fled in her path. She took her vengeance a hundred times over before Perseus took her head.’

			I shook myself from my appalled silence. ‘Why did you tell us that story, Eirene, instead of one of the usual ones?’

			She stroked my hair but her eyes were fixed on a distant point. ‘I thought it was time that you knew something different,’ she answered.

			I took that story with me in the coming days and turned it over, like the stone in a ripe peach: the sudden, unexpected hard shock in the centre of everything. I could not fail to see the parallels between Medusa and Pasiphae. Both paid the price for another’s crime. But Pasiphae shrank and became smaller every day, even whilst her belly stretched and grew oddly misshapen with her strange baby. She did not raise her eyes from the ground, she did not open her mouth to speak. She was no Medusa, wearing her agony in screaming serpents that uncoiled furiously from her head. Instead, she withdrew to an unreachable corner of her soul. My mother was no more than a thin shell lying almost transparent on the sand, worn to nearly nothing by the crashing waves.

			I would be Medusa, if it came to it, I resolved. If the gods held me accountable one day for the sins of someone else, if they came for me to punish a man’s actions, I would not hide away like Pasiphae. I would wear that coronet of snakes and the world would shrink from me instead.

		


		
			2

			Asterion, my terrible brother, was born in my tenth year, not long after Eirene told us that story. I had attended my mother after the births of other children – my brother Deucalion and my sister Phaedra – so I believed that I knew what to expect. It was not so with Asterion. The agony was writ deep throughout Pasiphae. Her divine blood from Helios sustained her life through the ordeal but it did not shield her from the pain – pain I shrank from imagining, though in the depths of night I would be unable to prevent my thoughts from wandering there. The thought of scraping hooves, the budding horns upon his misshapen head, the panic of his drumming limbs – I shuddered to envision exactly how he had torn his way free from my mother, a fragile sunbeam. The furnace of pain in which he was cast shattered the gentle Pasiphae and my already absented mother never truly returned to me from that journey into flame and suffering.

			I expected to hate and fear him; the beast whose existence was an aberration. Creeping into the room from which the birth attendants swayed, pale and shaken, breathing the salty scent of butchered meat, I felt a dread that nearly anchored my feet to the floor altogether.

			But my mother sat by the same window that she had leaned against with her other newborns, bathed in the same exhausted glow I had seen before. Although her eyes were empty panes of glass now and her face was ravaged, she cradled a mass of blankets to her breast and she pressed her nose softly to her baby’s head. He snuffled, hiccuped and opened a dark eye to stare into mine as I moved slowly forward. I noticed that it was fringed with long, dark eyelashes. A chubby hand fluttered against my mother’s breast; one tiny, perfect pink nail at the end of each finger. I could not yet see beneath the blanket where the soft pink infant legs gave way at the ankles to dark fur and hard, stony hooves.

			The infant was a monster and the mother a hollowed-out shell, but I was a child and drawn to the frail spark of tenderness in the room. Tentatively, I drew closer and mutely asked permission, one finger extended, as I searched my mother’s countenance for some recognition. She nodded.

			I took another step. My mother sighed, shifted and resettled. My breath felt thick and heavy in my throat and I couldn’t swallow. That round, dark, implacable eye still held fast to mine.

			Holding his gaze, I reached that final inch and bridged the gulf between us. My fingers stroked the slick fur of his brow, beneath the bulging edifice of rocky horns that emerged at his temples. I let my hand sweep gently across the soft spot just between his eyes. With a barely perceptible movement, his jaw loosened and a little huff of breath blew warm against my face. I glanced up at my mother but even though her gaze rested upon us, it was empty.

			I looked at the baby. He looked steadily back at me.

			When my mother spoke, it made me jump. It wasn’t her voice but that of a rasping stranger. ‘Asterion,’ she told me. ‘It means star.’

			Asterion. A distant light in an infinity of darkness. A raging fire if you came too close. A guide that would lead my family on the path to immortality. A divine vengeance upon us all. I did not know then what he would become. But my mother held him and nursed him and named him and he knew us both. He was not yet the Minotaur. He was just a baby. He was my brother.

			Phaedra wanted nothing to do with him. She jammed her fingers in her ears if I spoke of him: how he was growing so rapidly, how so soon after birth he was attempting to walk, hooves slipping beneath him and the awkward imbalance of his great heavy head pulling him forward, toppling him over again and again but, determined, he persisted. She especially did not want to know what we fed him, how he turned away from the breast and refused milk after only weeks had passed, and how Pasiphae, grim and silent still, scattered meat before him, slippery with blood, and he devoured it, rubbing his slick head against us both afterwards. I spared Phaedra the details.

			Deucalion wanted to see him, but I saw that whilst he jutted his jaw forward in an approximation of our father’s manly stance and attempted to dispense some cool words of interest, he was shaken inside.

			Minos did not come near.

			So it was I alone who tended to him, alongside Pasiphae. I never let my thoughts stray to the future – for what were we preparing him? I hoped, and I think she hoped, to nurture the human within him. Maybe she did not even go that far, perhaps she was driven only by maternal instinct by that point, I don’t know. I focused firmly on the here and now: how to teach him to walk upright, an attempt to instil some decorum at meals, how to respond to talk and touch with gentle reciprocity. To what end? Did I imagine him semi-civilised one day, shuffling constrainedly around the court, nodding his great bull’s head in polite greeting to the gathered nobles? A Prince of Crete, honoured and respected? Surely I was not so obtuse as to dream of that. Perhaps I hoped that our efforts would impress Poseidon, that he would marvel at his divine creation and claim him for his own.

			Perhaps that is what happened. For I had not considered what the gods truly value. Poseidon would not want a stumbling bull-man, lurching in a facade of humanity and dignity. What the gods liked was ferocity, savagery, the snarl and the bite and the fear. Always, always the fear, the naked edge of it behind the smoke rising from the altars, the high note of it in the muttered prayers and praise we sent heavenward, the deep, primal taste of it when we raised the knife above the sacrificial offering.

			Our fear. That was how the gods grew great. And by the close of his first year, my brother was swiftly becoming the epitome of terror. The slaves would not come near his quarters, on pain of death. The high keening of his screeches as food was brought scraped icy claws of dread across my back. He was no longer content with slabs of raw, bloody meat – these would be met with a low growl that curdled my insides. Blank and unmoved, Pasiphae would step forward with the rats, unflinching as they twisted and screamed in her grasp before she flung them to her son. He delighted in their panicked zigzagging, back and forth and around the stables in which we kept him now, ready to pounce and tear their living bodies to shreds.

			He had grown much faster than a human infant and I noted the ripple of muscles across his torso as he hunted his rats. His thighs gleaming pink through the dark hair, his chest sculpted like the marble statues adorning the palace courtyard, his flexed biceps and the power of his clenched fists, all crowned with the weight of horned head and blood-smeared snout.

			I would have been foolish not to fear him. Or mad, like Pasiphae. But terror wasn’t the only thing I felt for him. Revulsion, certainly, disgust as I saw him snort and huff and paw the ground in anticipation of his squirming feast – but under it all was a seam of raw pity, so painful it would make me gasp sometimes, my eyes brimming with pain as he shrieked for more blood, more suffering. It was not his fault, I thought fiercely, he did not choose to be this way. He was Poseidon’s cruel joke, a humiliation meant to degrade a man who’d never even deigned to set eyes upon the beast. It was Pasiphae and I who were tasked with his welfare. And however powerful my horror became, it was so inextricably wound up with the pity – and, stirring beneath that, a slowly boiling anger – that I could not bring myself to end him while I still could. To smash a brick down upon his head as he ate, to jam a spear into the vulnerable human flesh at his side – even as a girl, I suppose I could have done it whilst he was still a calf. But I could not bring myself to do it, and by the time I had truly grasped what he was – and what use Minos would have for him when he grasped it, too – he was well beyond my strength.

			Asterion grew and it became harder to contain him. As the months passed, only Pasiphae could enter the stables, which were reinforced with heavy iron bolts. Although I did not go in any more, I hung nervously about, unsure of what to do with myself. I had not danced since the day he was born. My stomach was a writhing pit of anxiety and whilst I paced relentlessly, I could not find the place within me that let restraint go. I waited and told myself that I did not know what I was waiting for. But I did.

			I am certain that Eirene would not have gone near that stable of her own accord. I would never know what made her take that route back to her quarters that night, the night he lowered his head and charged at the bolted doors like he had so many times before without splintering the wood. The butting of his fearsome horns made all who heard it cringe and hurry by, but we had believed him secure. I did not allow myself to imagine the moment he had crashed through; how Eirene must have run, though she would have had no chance. My face felt numb, the tears blocked somewhere in my throat as I gathered up the torn scraps of fabric that had fluttered out into the courtyard, caught in the restless gust of wind that stirred as we arrived at the shattered stable doors, hastily barricaded by the unfortunate stable hands who had discovered the carnage earlier that autumn morning.

			Phaedra hid her face in my skirts and I stroked her hair. ‘Don’t look,’ I mumbled through numb lips.

			I remember the heat of the resentful eyes upon us when we turned and saw the gathering of household staff that bore witness to the scene. I remember the stiff paralysis that seized me in the centre of that semi-circle of accusers, and the repetitive thud, thud, thud of my murderous brother’s horns against the iron slabs that just barely held the doors behind me.

			How long that eternity stretched, I cannot say, but the deafening silence was broken abruptly by the arrival of Minos. His cloak swished as he strode through the crowd, which scattered and dispersed in his wake like a shoal of fish before a shark.

			Beside me, my mother cringed.

			No blow was struck, no scathing words delivered. When I risked an upward glance, I saw his expression was placid, with no hint of a storm on the horizon. A fragment of robe spiralled in the chill breeze by his feet and I saw a smile begin to break across his face. ‘Wife!’ he exclaimed.

			I felt her flinch, though her eyes were dull as smoked glass.

			He gestured expansively, warm and exuberant. ‘Day by day, I hear reports of our son’s strength and how it grows. He becomes a fine specimen, despite his youth, and the tales of his power strike awe and respect into hearts far and wide.’ He nodded approvingly at the bloodstained scraps of material and the incessant thud, thud, thud.

			Our son? I wondered, not yet understanding what he meant. I slowly perceived, in my incredulity, that it was pride warming the stern angles of his face. He was proud of the monster we had nurtured in the heart of the palace, proud of the reputation it had won him. Far from bringing ridicule upon the cuckolded Minos’ head, Poseidon had delivered him a fearsome weapon, a divine brute that Minos had come to see would only strengthen his status.

			‘He must have a name,’ Minos declared, and I did not speak up to say Asterion. Why would he care what Pasiphae and I had called him?

			Minos approached the door, and at the sound of his footsteps the thud, thud, thud increased as my brother’s excitement overwhelmed him. Minos laid his hand against the straining doors and, as they bounced against his palm with ravenous force, Minos’ smile broadened. ‘The Minotaur,’ he spoke, claiming my brother for his own. ‘A name that befits the beast.’

			And so Asterion became the Minotaur. My mother’s private constellation of shame intermingled with love and despair no longer; instead, he became my father’s display of dominance to the world. I saw why he proclaimed him the Minotaur, stamping this divine monstrosity with his own name and aligning its legendary status with his own from its very birth. Realising that no stable in the world would constrain him any longer, he compelled Daedalus to construct his most awesome and ambitious creation yet: a mighty labyrinth set beneath the palace floor, a nightmare of twisting passages, dead ends, spiralling branches, all leading inexorably to its dark centre. The lair of the Minotaur.

			With Pasiphae’s baby confined to a dark, stinking maze of tunnels, his only company the lonely echo of his bellowings and the rattle of rotting bones beneath his hooves, I began to see flickers of emotion in her once again. Where once she had shone with joy, love and laughter, she now was shadowed with bitterness and a slow, smouldering rage.

			I had lost my mother the day that Poseidon’s curse drove her to the pastures where his sacred monster waited but I still found myself searching for her, however vain I knew such a quest to be. I would often, hopelessly and helplessly, seek her chambers and try to bring her out into the world once more, no matter how many times I was rebuffed. More frequently, I would find her doors bolted and although I knew she was only inches away from me, she would give no sign that she ever heard me call for her. One day, however, when I went to press futilely upon the barricaded door, I was surprised to find it swing away beneath my hand with the smooth, silent action that was a trademark of Daedalus’ work.

			She had left her sanctuary unguarded, and she did not hear me enter. The chamber was in darkness; the warm golden light that should have spilled through was obscured by heavy fabrics hung haphazardly against the windows. A sharp stink of herbs made my eyes water. I looked about in confusion, trying to discern through the gloom where my mother might be.

			Motionless and mute, she was sitting on the floor in the centre of the wide chamber. There was less life apparent in her than in one of Daedalus’ statues. Her hair was tumbled about her face and through its strands, I could make out the whites of her eyes.

			‘Mother?’ I whispered.

			She gave no sign that she had heard me. The stifling airlessness of the room choked me and I stepped backwards, groping for the door. I could not explain the claustrophobic horror that swelled in my throat, I did not know why this scene felt so wrong and why it chilled my flesh even in the overwhelming closeness of the heat. All I knew was that I had to get out, back into the fresh air, back to the scent of the lavender and the humming of the bees around my dancing-floor and everything that was natural and pure and sweet.

			As my body jerked away, I noticed a figurine sprawled on the floor in front of her. It was made of wax, or perhaps clay, I could not be sure. I was not even certain that it was a human figure, so tortured and twisted were its limbs. My mother’s hand rested limply a few inches above it, an unfamiliar ornament hanging from her pale wrist – a piece of bone, I thought, something I’d never seen her wear before.

			I had known enough horror; my brother’s birth had given me my fill of the monstrous, and I had no wish to stay a moment longer. Perhaps it was just a doll, just a bracelet and nothing more. I did not wait to find out. I turned and fled and I never asked her anything about it. I tried my best not to think of it again, but I had no power over the thoughts – and the voices – of others.

			Like a tide, the whispers swelled and rose throughout Knossos. Scraps of speculation reached me wherever I went. A divine witch, she sought revenge on her husband, they said to each other – the washerwomen pounding soiled linen down at the river, the traders mingling in the markets, the handmaidens giggling in the palace chambers and the laughter between nobles drinking wine from the vast bronze bowls in our own great hall. They chuckled at the stories of how the girls Minos took to his bed were seized with agony at the moment of his pleasure, that they burned from the inside and screamed with stinging torment until they died and when a healer that Minos sought advice from cut one of them open, a swarm of scorpions scuttled from her body. They said that Pasiphae had done this with one of her curses and no one doubted what she was capable of, after all. I heard it everywhere, I could not escape it, the serpentine hiss that lingered in the air: She wanted it, the bull, the beast; I bet she squealed with delight and that bastard she spawned, a freak just like its mother . . .

			The terrible words oozed around us like viscous oil. A miasma of filth clung to our family, settled on the polished marble and gold of our home, stained the opulent tapestries that hung across the walls and soured the cream, sharpened the honey with its vinegary taint and made everything rotten and poisonous and ruined. Deucalion, lucky in his sex, was sent away to Lycia to stay with our uncle and grow to manhood under the more kindly example of Minos’ gentler brother. Phaedra and I, doomed as daughters, had to stay. If Daedalus longed to run from us all, he no longer had the choice. Minos had him imprisoned now with Icarus, in a tower, allowed out only under the supervision of guards; he would not risk the secrets of his Labyrinth escaping to other shores, empowering another kingdom.

			All of Crete despised us. Though they fawned at our feet and vied for our favour, to each other they spoke of our warped perversions and unnatural habits. They cringed before Minos in his court, but whilst they held their heads downcast in submission to him, their eyes flicked upwards in scorn. I didn’t blame them. They knew where the prisoners of Crete would now be cast; how any transgression they made could be punished in that dread maze cut into the rock atop which the palace of Knossos shone. I am sure that Minos knew of their contempt but he basked in the fear that held them in place. He wore their hatred like armour.

			So I danced. I wove a complicated pattern across the wide, wooden circle, winding long red ribbons around my body. My bare feet beat out a wild, frantic rhythm on the polished tiles and the long red trails swooped through the air, intertwining and dipping and swinging in time with me. As I danced faster and faster, the pounding of my feet grew louder in my head and blotted out the cruel laughter I heard tinkling behind me wherever I walked. I couldn’t even hear my brother’s low, guttural howls or the pleading cries of the unfortunates who were forced between those heavy, iron-bolted doors with the labrys etched deep into the stone above. I danced and the slow, simmering anger boiled to rage in my veins, propelling me onwards, until I dropped in the dead centre of the floor, hopelessly entangled in scarlet skeins, panting for breath and waiting for the heavy clouds that fogged my brain and my vision to clear.

			Time passed. My eldest brother, Androgeos, who had been away for many years honing his skill as an athlete, paid us a brief visit. No doubt horrified by what he found at home, he hastened away again to the Panathenaic Games where he won all of the medals and was rewarded with a lonely death on an Athenian hillside; gored on the horns of a wild bull. My father, with no genuine grief in his heart, sailed to wage his war and wreak his havoc, leaving behind him despair and suffering, not forgetting that amongst the corpses piled in his wake lay the girl who had loved him, the girl he had drowned.

			He brought home good news for the inhabitants of Crete: no more would the sinners amongst them be sacrificed to the Minotaur’s appetite, for Athens had been brought to Minos’ heel and forced to yield up fourteen of its children each year to be fed to my youngest brother in payment for the life of my eldest.

			I would not think of the seven young men and seven young women who would be bound and brought to us across the seas in black-sailed ships. I would not imagine the terrors of the Labyrinth: the dank, airless stench of death and despair, and the tearing of teeth through flesh. As one harvest passed and then another, I turned my face to the twilight sky and sought out the constellations that the gods had etched across its great bowl; the shapes of mortals they had toyed with, picked out in pretty lights.

			I would not think. I danced instead.

		


		
			3

			I was a girl, you see, of just eighteen and lucky to still be able to call myself such. I had led a sheltered life, veiled and hidden behind high walls. I was lucky that my father kept me as a prize he had yet to bestow; that he hadn’t traded me for a foreign alliance, bundling me on a ship bound for distant shores to spread his influence afar, sold like a dumb beast at market. But that was all about to change.

			Minos was known for his cool, emotionless judgement. Never had I heard him rave, overcome with passion. Likewise, I could not think of a time when I had heard him laugh. Not for him the indignities of feeling; there was no danger of any love or kindness clouding his vision when it came to choosing who my husband was to be. Cold rationality alone would determine it.

			‘I hope it’s not someone old,’ Phaedra said one day as we sat in the courtyard overlooking the ocean, distaste flickering in every syllable. ‘Like Rhadamanthus.’ She screwed up her face. She was thirteen years old and considered herself quite the expert in anything and everything, most of which she mocked.

			I laughed, despite myself. Rhadamanthus was an elder of Crete. Minos took no advice from anyone, but he did allow the ancient, venerable noble to dispense judgement over the petty quarrels and grievances that were brought daily to his court. Rhadamanthus’ rheumy gaze was still sharp when any wrongdoers were brought before him, and though his papery, wrinkled hands trembled when he jabbed his finger at them, the most petulant and aggrieved complainants would be stilled in fear of his words.

			I considered his wispy grey hair, his watery eyes and the sagging layers of skin folding over and over. But I remembered when Amaltheia, wife of the farmer Yorgos, had come before the court to plead for Rhadamanthus to intervene against her husband’s cruelty. Yorgos had paraded, puffed up and blustering, insisting on his rights to discipline his household as he saw fit, to the nodding approval of all spectators who bristled at Amaltheia’s audacity. But Rhadamanthus had narrowed his eyes and looked long at the self-important man, striding up and down, his great muscles bunched at his shoulders, and at the weight of the fists he clenched and swung as he spoke. He looked at the frail, weeping woman, curled in on herself, bruises blooming at her neck like the shadows of flowers.

			And he spoke. ‘Yorgos, if you beat a donkey it would not grow stronger. It would not be able to bear greater loads; in fact, you would weaken it. It would cringe away from you in fright when you came to feed it and would grow thin and trembling. When you came to load it with your goods to take to market, it would collapse beneath the weight it used to carry with ease. It would become useless to you.’

			Everyone could see that Yorgos was listening. None of his wife’s heartfelt appeals to his sympathy and compassion had moved him in the slightest, but the words of Rhadamanthus had caught his attention.

			Rhadamanthus leaned back in his tall chair. ‘This woman could bear you sons. In your old age, they will take on the burden and labour of your farms. But a strong son is a heavy load indeed for a woman to bear, and if you continue to treat her as you do, like the donkey she will weaken and she will not be able to bring you such a gift.’

			Perhaps many women would not take heart at being compared to a donkey, but I saw the faint light of hope dawn in Amaltheia’s eyes. Yorgos hemmed and hawed as he turned Rhadamanthus’ words over. ‘I see your point, noble lord,’ he said eventually. ‘I will think over your words.’ When he turned to his wife, he did not yank her harshly by the shoulder but held out his arm for her to take, with a clumsy attempt at solicitousness.

			A barely perceptible ripple of disappointment seemed to sigh around the court from the assembled men who had gathered to see more of a spectacle than this. I could still see their hungry eyes, fixed on the desperate woman. ‘Perhaps there are worse than Rhadamanthus, ancient as he is,’ I suggested to Phaedra.

			‘Ugh!’ she replied, making a great array of noises to indicate her revulsion.

			‘Who do you hope for, then?’ I asked, laughing.

			She sighed, dolefully contemplating the nobles who frequented our court. She propped her elbows on the low wall in front of us and rested her head in her hands, looking out over the rocks. ‘No one from Crete.’

			I wondered what ships she imagined sailing over the sea she gazed at now. We had a bustling port; traders from Mycenae, Egypt, Phoenicia and beyond the limits of our imaginings flowed through endlessly. Along with the sea-swarthy captains and merchants with their sun-roughened faces squinting in the bright glare of a Cretan noon came smooth-tongued princes and sleek nobles arrayed in fine fabric and glimmering gems. As well as swathes of sumptuous cloth, mountains of glistening olives, amphorae of the rich oil pressed from them, brimming sacks of grain, and panicky, skittering animals being led from the decks. Who was to say that one of them did not seek to trade their treasures for a daughter of King Minos – all the prestige of our honourable bloodlines laced with the exciting frisson of our family scandals? Fear and fascination brought them to Minos’ court; to the prospect of bringing home a piece of that intermingled glory and horror, to associate themselves with the power it commanded. But if any had asked for my hand or Phaedra’s, young as she was, so far Minos had refused. He could afford to take his time and consider what match would bring him the most advantage.

			‘Imagine it, Ariadne,’ she said, turning her face towards me. ‘To board a ship and sail away. To live in a marble palace over the seas, with every kind of riches.’

			‘We live in a rich palace now,’ I protested. ‘What luxuries can you imagine that we don’t already have?’

			She cast her eyes briefly downward. I knew what she meant. The luxury of living in a palace where below the floors were only grain stores and wine cellars. The luxury of sleeping knowing you would never be awoken by a frenzied, hungry bellow echoing far beneath your feet. Where the ground would never rumble and shake with the fury of the caged beast imprisoned within its bowels.

			‘I would like to get away from all the staring eyes,’ she said impatiently. ‘All the tawdry gossip and prattling fools. I would be a queen, respected by my inferiors – not straining my ears to hear what tittering nonsense they come out with whenever I leave a room.’ Her face was hard, her jaw set as she looked away again.

			As a baby she had been quick to scream her indignation at the slightest discomfort, kicking her tiny limbs free of the swaddling that so enraged her. She had not wanted to stay still, determined to follow me as soon as she could drag herself along the floor in an awkward shuffle. When she learned to speak, her high, shrill voice piped imperiously along the corridors, lisping her demands. Pasiphae had laughed good-naturedly at the vigour and vitality of her youngest, until Poseidon sent his bull in Phaedra’s fifth year and her childhood died an abrupt death.

			I put my arm around her, feeling the thin bones of her shoulders, delicate like a bird. She was still so very young. I felt her tense at my touch, then breathe in a long and measured inhalation.

			She softened.
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