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I. CRETE
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I am the daughter of the king of Crete and the woman who loved a bull. I say this plainly because the plainness is the only honest way to say it — the managing of it into a more comfortable form is the thing the accounts have tried and the managing always fails, because what it was was what it was, and the what-it-was requires the plain statement before anything else can be said accurately.

My mother Pasiphae was the daughter of Helios and the sister of Circe and Aeëtes, which makes my family the family of the craft and the sun and the specific divine power that runs through that line. She had the craft in the form that Pasiphae had everything — completely, with the total commitment of someone who does not manage her nature but expresses it without the filtering that prudence provides. She wanted what she wanted. What she wanted, in the specific madness that Poseidon visited on her in response to my father's slight, was the white bull.

My father Minos was the king of Crete and the son of Zeus and Europa, which makes my family also the family of the supreme god and the woman who was taken by the bull in a different and more legitimized form. The pattern in my family runs toward the bovine and the divine and the specific kind of love that the divine imposes on the mortal and that the mortal receives without the full capacity to resist. My mother received the imposition. What she received from it was my brother.

Asterion. The Minotaur. My brother, who was born of the union that the madness produced, who had the body of a man and the head of the bull, who was placed in the labyrinth that Daedalus built specifically to contain him, who lived in the dark at the center of the maze and who received, year after year, the tribute that my father imposed on Athens as the price of the war he had won.

The tribute was young people. Fourteen of them, seven young men and seven young women, sent from Athens every nine years on the black-sailed ship, delivered to Crete and to the labyrinth and to what waited at the center of the labyrinth. This is the thing that my father organized and that I grew up understanding was organized — the systematic feeding of my brother with the young of the conquered city, the tribute that maintained the arrangement between Crete and Athens and that maintained the specific horror at the center of the labyrinth.

I am the daughter of this arrangement. I grew up in its shadow, in the specific shadow of the palace of Knossos, which was the most magnificent palace in the Greek world and which was organized around the fact of what lived beneath it — the labyrinth was under the palace, or adjacent to it, or constructed so that the palace sat above the maze like the visible portion of the arrangement and the maze was the invisible portion, the thing that the palace rested on.

Knossos was extraordinary. This needs to be said because what came after was the burning and the end of it, and the end of it has overshadowed the thing itself. The palace of Knossos at its height was the expression of what Cretan civilization at its height could produce: the multi-story construction, the specific architecture of the light wells that brought the Mediterranean light into the interior spaces, the frescoes that covered the walls in the specific Cretan style — the dolphins and the bull-leapers and the ladies in their elaborate court dress, the specific quality of movement and life that the Cretan artists captured in the form that has no equivalent in the mainland Greek world.

I grew up in this beauty with the knowledge of what was under it. This is the specific quality of my childhood: the beauty and the knowledge simultaneously, the magnificent surface and the thing the surface rested on. The frescoes of the dolphins swimming across the blue walls of the queen's megaron, and underneath, beneath the palace, my brother in the dark.

I visited him. This is the thing that the accounts do not say and that I will say because the account requires it: I visited my brother in the labyrinth. Not often — the labyrinth was designed to prevent easy entry and exit, which was part of its function as the container of the thing that needed containing. But I knew the labyrinth in the way that the person who has the craft in the family knows the things that the craft makes knowable, and I knew the way through.

Asterion was not the monster the accounts require him to be. He was my brother, with the bull's head and the man's body, and he was trapped in a place that was designed to keep him trapped, and the trapping produced in him what the trapping always produces — the specific quality of the person who has been in the trap long enough that the trap has become the world. He was frightened. He was lonely. He was fed on the bodies of the young people from Athens, which was the arrangement, and the arrangement had made him what the arrangement makes of the person on whom the arrangement is practiced.

I brought him things. I cannot tell you what exactly — the specific details feel too private, too much belonging to him rather than to the account. I brought him things. He received them with the quality of the creature that has not been given things in a very long time and who receives the given thing with a precision of attention that the regularly-given-to cannot understand.

He knew me. He recognized me each time, across the intervals, in the dark of the labyrinth where the recognizing should have been impossible. He knew me because I was his sister and because the knowledge that runs through our family's line is the knowledge that moves below the surface form, that operates through the connection that the surface form does not determine.

He is in the accounting of my life as the first loss — the brother in the dark, the person who was born into the arrangement that used him and who I could not take out of the arrangement because the arrangement was larger than what I could move. He is the first thing I could not save.

Theseus came on the black-sailed ship from Athens.

— ◆ —
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II. THE LABYRINTH
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The labyrinth first, because the labyrinth is the center of everything — not Theseus, not the abandonment, not Dionysus. The labyrinth is the thing that organizes all the rest, the specific intelligence that the labyrinth required of the person who understood it.

Daedalus built it. He came to Crete from Athens, where he had done the thing in Athens that required leaving Athens — the apprentice, the thrown-from-the-Acropolis, the specific pattern of the great craftsperson who makes an enemy of the person they have surpassed and who must move. He came to Crete and my father received him with the reception of the king who understands the value of the greatest craftsperson in the Greek world.

I knew Daedalus. This is the other thing the accounts do not say: I knew Daedalus in the years before Theseus, in the years of his residency at Knossos, when he was building the things my father wanted built and when I was the princess who had the capacity to understand what the craftsperson was doing at the level the craftsperson wanted to be understood.

He was patient with the questions of the person who genuinely wanted to understand. Not all people are — the craftsperson who is also the genius has a specific relationship to the genuine question, a relationship that is different from the craftsperson's relationship to the question of the person who is performing interest. He could tell the difference. I had the genuine question.

The labyrinth: he explained it to me in pieces, over the years of his working on it, not as a technical explanation but as the explanation of the idea that the technical expression was built from. The idea was this: a space that is navigable only by the person who made it or the person who is given the knowledge of the navigation, that is navigationally impossible for the person who has neither the making nor the knowledge, that contains the thing that needs containing without the container being visible from the outside as a container.

The genius of the labyrinth was not its complexity. This is the thing that the accounts get wrong — they describe the labyrinth as a complex maze, a place of infinite wrong turnings, a space that defeats the person who enters it through the sheer complication of its path. The real labyrinth was not like this. The real labyrinth was a space that appeared to offer infinite choices and that actually had only one path — a path that was invisible without the knowledge of it, but that was simple once the knowledge was present.

This is the specific genius of Daedalus's conception: not the maze that traps through complexity, but the maze that traps through the appearance of complexity, which conceals the simplicity of the actual path. The person who enters and tries all the wrong paths does so because the paths appear to offer choice; the person who knows the true path takes it directly, because the true path is always there and is always simple.

I had the knowledge of the true path. Not from Daedalus directly — he did not tell me, would not have told me, understood what the knowledge was for and who it was for and that it was not for the princess who visited. I arrived at the knowledge through the specific quality of the attention that I have always had — the attention that watches the thing until the thing reveals its structure, the attention that sees the pattern underneath the surface.

The pattern of the labyrinth was in the building. I watched the building. I watched where Daedalus placed the specific stones, where the specific turns were made, which corridors were the corridors that went somewhere and which were the corridors that appeared to go somewhere but curved back. I watched and I held the watching and I built the knowledge of the path from the watching of the building.

The thread was my addition. This is the thing I want to be clear about: the thread was mine. Daedalus's labyrinth was navigable with the knowledge I had built. The thread was the form in which I gave the knowledge to someone else — the physical expression of the knowledge, the thing you hold in your hand that allows you to navigate what you could not navigate with the knowledge in your head alone.

The thread is the genius that was attributed to me in the accounts, and the attribution is accurate in the specific sense that the thread was mine. What is less accurately attributed is the source: the accounts say I gave Theseus the thread out of love, which is partly true and partly the simplification of something that was more complicated than love alone.

I gave Theseus the thread because I understood what the labyrinth was for and what my brother was for, and the understanding produced the specific response that the understanding produced. This required the thread. The thread was the instrument of the response. The love was real and it was present and it was not the whole of what moved me.

What else moved me: the accounting of the arrangement. The fourteen young people from Athens, year after year after year, fed to my brother who was fed to by the arrangement that my father maintained. The arrangement was the thing I was living inside, and the thing I was living inside was the thing that used my brother as its instrument and used the Athenian young as its material.

I was the daughter of the arrangement. I could not be both the daughter of the arrangement and the person who did nothing about the arrangement. Theseus was the occasion for the doing. The thread was the form the doing took.

— ◆ —
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III. THESEUS
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He arrived with the tribute ship, the black-sailed ship from Athens, the ship that every nine years brought the fourteen young people and that had now brought Theseus — the king's son, the hero, the person who had come specifically to end the arrangement by killing the thing at the center of the labyrinth.

I saw him at the harbor when the tribute ship arrived. He had the quality that heroes have — the physical excellence, the specific bearing of someone who is organized around a purpose, the quality that the heroic type has when the heroic type is in the specific situation the heroic type was built for. He was beautiful in the way that is not personal, not the beauty of the specific face but the beauty of the type expressed completely in the specific instance.

I am going to be honest about this: I felt the wanting before I knew anything else about him. This is the honest account. The wanting was the thing that was there first, before the assessment, before the conversation, before the understanding of what he was and what he had come for. The wanting was the body's registration of the type in its full expression, which is the wanting before the person has had time to apply the intelligence to the wanting.

I applied the intelligence. The intelligence showed me: this is the person who has come to kill my brother. The applying of the intelligence to the wanting did not eliminate the wanting. It added the intelligence to the wanting, which is the specific form of the complicated feeling that I have been living with since.

He was placed with the other tribute people in the enclosure where the tribute people were kept before the labyrinth. I found a way to speak with him. This required the specific skills of a person who has been in a palace all her life and who knows how the palace's supervision works and where the gaps in the supervision are. I found the gap and I spoke with him.

He was direct. The heroic type is often direct — the directness is part of the type's economy, the type organized around action and the directness as the shortest distance between the intention and the action. He told me who he was and what he had come for and what he intended to do. He said it with the confidence of someone who has the confidence of the divine backing, who has been told by Athena or by his father's god or by the general quality of the world's arrangement that the intention is going to be accomplished.

I told him I knew the labyrinth. I told him I knew the path through. I told him I could give him the thread that would carry the knowledge through the dark.

He received this with the intelligence of the person who understands immediately what is being offered and what the offering means. He understood that I was offering him the thing that made the difference between the mission's success and its failure. He understood that the offering cost me something — not just the brother, though the brother was the most immediate cost. The offering cost me Crete. It cost me my father. It cost me everything I had been in the place I had been it.

He said: Come with me when I leave.

I said: Yes.

This is the bargain. The bargain was made in the specific form of the heroic bargain — the hero offers the future in exchange for the current resource the hero needs, and the person who has the resource accepts the future in exchange for providing the resource. The bargain is real on both sides at the moment of the making; the question of how real it remains across the future is the question that the bargain cannot answer at the moment of its making.

He was sincere. I need to say this because the account of the abandonment can make the sincerity seem retrospectively false, and the retrospective falseness is not the accurate account. At the moment of the bargain, at the moment when he said come with me and I said yes, he meant what he said. He was not performing the promise in order to extract the resource. He was sincere.

The sincerity at the moment of the promise is not the same as the faithfulness across the subsequent time. I have described this before in other terms — this is the structure of the heroic promise, which I understand now with the full understanding that only the experiencing of the thing can produce.

The night before he went into the labyrinth: I gave him the thread. I tied one end to the door. I told him what the thread was for — hold it, follow it back. I told him the path through, as much as the telling could give, which was less than the knowledge but more than nothing. I told him about my brother.

He listened. He received what I told him about Asterion with the quality of the person who is about to kill the thing being described and who is listening to the description of the thing from the sister of the thing. He received it with the specific quality of the hero who understands the human dimension of the monster and who proceeds with the killing anyway because the killing is what the mission requires.

I watched him go into the labyrinth. The thread in his hand, the knowledge in his head, the purpose in the form of the heroic purpose. I waited at the door with the thread's other end in my hand.

The thread went taut. Then, after a time that I cannot accurately count — time in that waiting had a different quality than ordinary time, the quality of the time that is entirely occupied by the single thing — the thread began to come back.

He came out. The mission was accomplished. My brother was dead.

I held the end of the thread and I looked at the man who had come out of the labyrinth and I held both things simultaneously: the man who had done what he said he would do, and the brother who was dead.

Both are in the accounting from that moment forward.

— ◆ —

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

IV. THE CROSSING
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We left Crete on the night of the killing. This was the plan — the plan that Theseus had made and that he had shared with me in the conversations before the labyrinth, the specific tactical plan of the hero organizing the escape. Leave before the morning, before the palace understood what had happened, before my father could respond to the loss of the thing the labyrinth contained.

I left my father's house on the night of the killing of my brother. This is the specific form of the departure: not the romantic departure of the girl running away with the hero into the new life, though it was also that. The departure that left the house of the man who had built the labyrinth, that left the palace of Knossos with its dolphin frescoes and its light wells and the specific quality of the Cretan morning that I had known every morning of my life. The departure from everything I had been in.

The tribute ships were ready. Theseus had arranged this also — the specific logistics of the escape, the preparation of the ships, the recruitment of the Athenian survivors who had come with him on the tribute ship and who were now free of what the tribute ship had brought them to. They were ready. We left.

The sea between Crete and the mainland islands was the sea of the departure — the sea that I was on for the first time, having been on Crete for all of my
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