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The sun poured like molten gold over the whitewashed stones of Knossos as the drums began. A low, primal beat that rolled over the city like the heartbeat of the god beneath the earth. The people lined the streets, silent, expectant, faces painted, bodies perfumed. It was the day of offering.

And Thaleia was the gift.

She walked barefoot on the sun-hot stones, her steps slow, deliberate. Her skin gleamed with sacred oil, the white linen of her robes clinging to the curves it was meant to sanctify. A veil of finest mesh obscured her face. Olive leaves crowned her dark curls, and gold dust traced the line of her throat, down to the swell of her breasts. She was a vision, of fertility, of purity, as she walked to her doom.

Children watched wide-eyed. Women wept into their robes. Men gripped their wives' hands tighter, remembering the night she was selected. But no one stopped the procession. No one ever did.

Every year, one girl. Always the most beautiful. Always the most desired. Given over to the Labyrinth, that maze of stone and madness hidden beneath the palace, where the Minotaur waited. They said He ate them. Ripped their bodies apart with bull-horns and beastly hands. 

No one had ever heard the screams, It was always too deep into the labyrinth, no sound, or anything else came back out.

What The Beast did was never questioned. It was enough that the crops grew, that the seas calmed, that the palace walls did not crumble, that the Minotaur stayed in the labyrinth.

Thaleia said nothing as she walked. Her lips were red with wine and pomegranate, her last meal a banquet fit for a queen. Her gaze did not waver from the yawning mouth of the palace ahead, the entrance to the Labyrinth carved with spirals and sacred horns, its stones older than memory, older than language.

The drums thundered louder. The stone swallowed her steps. Behind her, the city sighed in relief. Ahead, the shadows deepened.

The priests stopped at the threshold.

They did not speak. They never did. They simply unlatched the great bronze door, and the hush of the crowd deepened as the scent of damp stone and ancient dust rose up like a ghost. One priest touched her shoulder, just two fingers, light and fleeting, as if she might burn him.

Then they turned and left her.

The door shut behind with a sound like finality. Like a tomb sealing.

Thaleia stood alone at the top of a long ramp of smooth, cold stone. No torches lit the way. No guiding hands. Just the labyrinth, breathing around her, slow and deep, like lungs in slumber.

She stepped forward.

The air was damp, close, a stark contrast to the golden heat outside. Her skin, still warm from the sun, prickled with chill. The walls on either side rose high and close, rough with age, carved in places with symbols too worn to read, horns, spirals, something that might have once been a man, or a god, or both.

Drip. Drip. Somewhere, water whispered. The further she walked, the more the heat of the world above left her. The cold curled in, slow and sure.

The silence was heavy, but it was not empty.

She could feel him.

Not see. Not hear. But feel, a pressure behind her breastbone, a subtle tightening in her belly. A presence, vast and slow, rising from the deep heart of the maze like steam from a hidden spring. 

The fear bloomed fast, sudden, instinctive, a pulse of cold sweat at her back, her breath catching. Her mind raced ahead of her body, filling in darkness with teeth, claws, monstrous hungers.

She stopped.

Her heart thundered like the drums had. She could feel it, him, nearer now, the presence stronger, a kind of heat now threading the chill. A breath on her skin. Her hands clenched at her sides.

Then she said it aloud, the words soft, defiant, for herself.

“I will not die cowering.”

Her voice was swallowed by the stone. But the silence shifted around her, like the labyrinth had heard.

She kept walking. It seemed like for hours, down and down the twisting path until eventually the corridor opened.

One moment, stone pressed in around her, tight, cold, endless. Then suddenly, space. A vast chamber opened before her, domed, echoing, ringed with carved columns that shimmered with moisture and age. The air was thick and warm, spiced with the scent of musk, oil, and something deeper, like crushed cedar and blood.

The Beast was waiting.

He stood at the center of the room, just beyond a spiral mosaic of black and ochre stone. Massive. Still. Silent. His body was the stuff of nightmare and reverence, towering, muscled, his skin a strange blend of hide and flesh. Legs like carved marble ended in hooves that scuffed the stone with each subtle shift. His head that of a bull’s. Broad, horned, bestial. No eyes like a man. No mouth that could shape words. Just a glistening snout, the rise and fall of breath, and eyes that burned faint gold in the gloom. He watched her.

She stopped.

Her heart thudded like the drums outside. She wasn’t sure if it was fear or something older.

He took a slow, deliberate step forward. Hoof on stone. Another. His breath steamed in the chill. Thaleia didn’t run. Her breathing stopped, but she did not move. She’d sworn she would not die cowering.

But gods, He was large. A creature made to tear. And yet... He did not charge. Did not roar. His steps were slow, measured, almost curious.

He crossed the spiral, never breaking eye contact. Then, without warning He reached for her.

Thaleia gasped, bracing for horns, for hooves, for death.

But it didn’t come.

His hand, large, rough, warm, human, closed around her upper arm. Firm. Gentle. No claws. No tearing. Just contact. Intention. She flinched, but He didn’t grip harder. He held. 

Her mind reeled. The fear rose again, old and reflexive, but underneath it, curiosity bloomed. What was he?

His nostrils flared, drawing in the scent of her skin. He leaned in, and the hot breath of him spilled across her neck. His chest rose and fell, heavier now. Close enough to smell her oil, her sweat, her fear.

She whispered, “What do you want?”

He gave no answer. Only a grunt, low and resonant, as his hand slid from her arm to her side, slowly. Testing.

She didn’t pull away. He did seem to want to kill her.

Not yet.

His breath huffed against her throat hot, animal, heavy with the weight of instinct. The size of him made her feel small. His head dipped lower, and she could feel the heat of his nostrils as He inhaled her scent at the hollow of her collarbone, her waist, her thigh.

She stayed still. Let him explore her.

His scent struck her with almost physical weight, carrying the scent of musk, sweat, and something older. Earthy. Animal. Male.

Thaleia's heart pounded against her ribs.

And then she saw it, almost without meaning to. A shift beneath the heavy mane at his waist, the fur parting as something long, thick, and glistening began to emerge. Slow. Heavy. Unmistakably alive. Her breath caught in her throat. Her eyes went wide.

It grew.

Lengthening, hardening, swelling with every beat of his impossible heart.

And it wasn’t
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