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    To Michaela
 
Who can craft as well as the starmaker of the Tene Market and who, minotaur or not, probably wouldn't mind living in Pel-rezlata since it's by the sea.
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The Minotaur of the Benel Labyrinth


I.
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For good or ill, I had arrived.  

Though short of stature and with more than a century of years to account for my life, I had an enduring stride, and I’d put the domain of Guelden’s side of the mountain with its dense, resin- and terpene-rich, aromatic forests, herds of wild-eyed, horned animals, and the occasional wandering wichtlein long behind me. 

Now from above the tree line where even the air elements danced in dizzy patterns and the clouds gasped for breath and with the sheer and quarried face of the mountain hiding the thin line of the trail, I stood wide-stanced, only slightly light-headed, and with one thumb tucked into the pocket of the dark pants I wore with my slate gray tunic. Brushing the long bristles of my black mustache with the fingertips of my other hand, I contemplated the spires, turrets, towers, and steeples of Pel-rezlata, Benel’s biggest city. Even from this height, the pinnacles spoke of fierce pride, forced labor, and the structural influence of the kingdom of Dar’s often-warred-with neighbor Krij. 

You would never know there was a problem from here, my tunic said. 

“Well, you know what is said about appearances,” I said. 

By the Benelese or the Gueldens? my tunic asked. 

I let out a brief laugh. For the Benelese said, “An open door is not always an entrance. A glinting eye conceals intent. A denizen’s word can be twisted. Spilled blood always tells the truth.” While the Gueldens said, “A tree may be tall but the roots lacking,” and, “Beware the well-dressed wichtlein’s offer of beer.”

The memory of a wichtlein’s beer strong in my mouth and serving as a reminder to heed my thirst, I took a sip of water out of the decanter slung over my shoulder. 

“Take your pick,” I said as the liquid slid through me, cool and refreshing. 

My resident magic, adopting a mimicking cool and refreshing air, slid, tumbled, and glided under my skin. Then, suddenly abandoning its play, it chased its tail and flopped over in a heap. Absently pulling at the lethargic bundle of magic until it pricked up its ears with interest, I spurred a little tendril out from under my fingernails and sent it to prance around my hand and up my tunic’s sleeve before calling it back in and letting it rest in peace. 

My stomach rumbled. 

You should eat, my tunic said. 

I made a noise of agreement, for the Benelese, unlike the denizens of the domain of Tene, were not known for their hospitality, but I didn’t yet reach for the dried morsels in my pants’ pocket. 

Shading my eyes, I squinted into the afternoon sun that had already turned westward toward Dar-en—the capital domain where the kingdom of Dar’s palace was situated and Queen Ohnya the Resolute’s granddaughter, Raivna, ruled the kingdom with a firm but kind hand. The lengthening rays turned Pel-rezlata into a blinding sparkle of lights: glinting silver, green-tinted copper, decadent gold, attention-seeking brass, and polite bronze. 

Looking for the labyrinth, I peered left, past the highest pinnacle rising ambitiously toward the heavens from its domed building set up on the hill in the center of the city—the baron’s grand home—past the descending, sprawling city, toward the southeast peninsula which jutted out from the mainland to touch both the waters of the Strait of Dar and the sea. Until I found the walls—formed by large blocks of the mountain range’s dark stone—that made up the maze’s structure. 

From this distance, it seemed as if the labyrinth would fit in the palm of my hand like the intricate puzzles a li I’d once known had carved when she could no longer stand the repetition of shaping the full stars the Tene Market vendors used to mark their tents or the smaller-sized stars that hung in each Tene home or the even smaller ones sold as souvenirs or given as gifts. The stars the li had been taught to craft before she’d learned to talk by the best crafter of Dar. 

You remember the puzzlemaker of Tene? my tunic asked. 

“I was just remembering her and her mother,” I admitted.

The starmaker of the Tene Market, my tunic said. And her daughter. 

We stood remembering for a breath or two—the scent of sawdust and citrous, the long, work-worn, and calloused hands of mother and daughter, their easy laughter, the solid feel of the carving knife’s handle in the bed of my palm, the tinge of jealousy when it became evident neither I nor my magic had the knack for woodcraft—and then, popping a small morsel in my mouth to soften it enough so I could chew it, I started us down the steep trail.

The air-sent call for a wizard had found me reading fortunes by card, wax drippings, and palm in a small village in the southernmost corner of the domain of Hilven.

Though fortunes read by card, wax, and palm were considered witchery rather than wizardry and despite being both best known as Hol the Fortunetelling Wizard and discounted because I used witchery as much as wizardry, I was an actual wizard by the fact that I wore a tunic. 

That was what made a wizard a wizard, the combining forces of his magic with the wild, ancient, and obscure magic that took the form of a tunic when a wizard caught and tamed it, then put it on. Though I hadn’t tamed my tunic. In fact, it was the one that had set the conditions for our partnership by saying it would willingly attire me if I first learned the art of true fortunetelling. 

So I had. 

Over the years we’d had together, many, many years now, we’d told various fortunes through our wizardry and I’d told countless others by witchery. But my magic was not confined to fortunetelling. 

As wizards did, and using the more common powers all wizards had—such as control over the weather or the ability to cast spells, ward, bind, and heal—my tunic and I had traveled widely across the kingdom of Dar accomplishing feats. Among other things, we’d helped prevent a blight from spreading in Frysia, befriended an injured chimera we’d found in Erte, negotiated with angry landmasses, performed cures for chills and plagues, told the once-king’s fortune, helped his queen gain the throne, stopped a form stealer from killing and collecting more spirits, and reinforced numerous wards and charms along the way. 

All to great effect and with minimal damage. 

More or less. 

Depending on who was asked.  

Even so, my deeds aside, the baron of Benel hadn’t requested me specifically. In fact, the message likely crafted by the baron’s advisers had been a shrieking, desperate cry for help from anyone. But I had been the one to receive it and I had come. I wasn’t to blame if the baron and the advisers were, most probably, hoping for Sune the Reliable, Karst the Unyielding, or Edvar the Victorious. 

Edvar who’d gotten his name when he’d defeated a swarm of manticores who’d been feasting on the denizens of Luxen. Edvar who had taken an instant dislike to me on the occasion of our first meeting long, long ago at a Wizard Assembly. Edvar who had nearly blasted me with lightning after refusing to hear the fortune I had found for him. 

Still, nobody had died that time, though Edvar and I had stayed at odds for all these years. 

And, while one wizard might be desired over another, messages were generally and traditionally taken by the first wizard who encountered them and wasn’t otherwise engaged. 

In this case, that had been me. 

The message had been sent out because Pel-rezlata was unwillingly hosting a minotaur. To be fair, that was the problem with having a labyrinth. For while a labyrinth was a good stop measure for preventing—or at least slowing—invasions from the sea, it was also nearly as good as a personalized invitation for those who felt most comfortable with unclimbable walls and confusing, interconnected, and looping pathways—mainly minotaurs. 

While legend acknowledged as fact and told how the first labyrinth had been built to entrap a rampaging minotaur, common knowledge said subsequent minotaurs had built them for themselves and that an unoccupied labyrinth was too much to resist. Especially for a young len-like minotaur pushed out of his herd and home labyrinth by his herd’s dominant bull. 

Most minotaurs, even counting the young ones, were decent creatures. 

Most minotaurs had learned to curb their appetite for the flesh of Dar’s denizens and denizens in general. 

Most minotaurs knew better than to wreak havoc on a city if denied sacrificial offerings. 

Most minotaurs. 

But this minotaur, the young bull who had barged in and claimed the Benel Labyrinth as his territory, was demanding the baron’s young len and heir as the price for not knocking all the city’s pinnacles to the ground, grinding the buildings to dust, and feasting on any denizen who stood in his way.

The expiration for the minotaur’s ultimatum was the next morning’s dawn. 

I had come in answer to Benel’s call. 

For what it was worth, I was here to take the place of the baron’s heir. I was here to stop the minotaur. 
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As I set foot into the city proper with the damp, salt-drenched scent of the sea making me and my tunic suddenly homesick for the cliffs of Aarth, I called air to me and sent off a message to the baron to advise him I had arrived, was on my way to the labyrinth, and would wait there for word of any change in the situation. 

After the thin silence of the mountain, Pel-rezlata’s dense noise—the squeal of unoiled cart and coach wheels, the shrill whine of Benel’s notorious biting insects, the call-and-answer of voices, the bellowing of belabored animals, the shrieks of offended tarsiers—hit me like a blow to the stomach. 

Have they added pinnacles since the last time we were here? my tunic asked. 

Stepping over a pile of crumbled stone at the base of a damaged wall and elbowing my way through the mass of bodies crowding the main street in their flowing skirts, satin doublets, frilled silk shirts, tight-fitting hose, boots fully shined and boots in need of a shine, hoods, and unreasonably large, feathered hats with as little violence as I could manage, I spared a brief glance upward. 

“Possibly,” I said. Turning my attention back to the path onward and sidestepping a rubble heap, I didn’t even try to count the spires on the numerous domes. Or the belltowers with pinnacles in each corner. Or the rounded lookout towers with their pointed spikes. Or the turrets with steeples so bulky and high the buildings themselves seemed unlikely to be able to hold the weight for long. They were there to admire, and I had admired them when we’d been here last, but now was not the time.  

Hol, my tunic said in warning at the same instant I grasped the enterprising hand inserting itself into my pants’ pocket. Digging in his heels, the pickpocket struggled, twisting and wriggling to get away from me, but I held tight and then kneeled to the dirty-faced len’s level. 

“It is extremely foolhardy to try to steal from a wizard. Not only is it perilous, it is also considerably rude,” I said, using my sternest tone. 

Still squirming to try to free himself, the len eyed me with distrust. 

I half expected a denizen to rush to his aid. Or to mine. But with wavelike rustlings of silk and cloth, as if we were a rock in the middle of the sea, the denizens flowed around us to either side. No one stopped. No one spoke a word of advice to me. No one tried to help the young len. It shouldn’t have surprised me too much. For this was Benel, not hospitable Tene. But even there, when I’d been young—though I’d never picked a pocket—I, too, alone and sometimes desperate, had, more often than not, been unnoticed and overlooked. 

Repelling the pang of loneliness, for that had been long ago and I was not alone now, I raised my eyebrows and attempted a glower. 

You definitely need to work on that. It’s not intimidating this len at all. Should I electrify him a little? my tunic asked, heating up at the sleeves. 

Gauging the effect for myself—as unimpressive as my tunic had concluded by the lack of worry in the len’s eyes and the sideways crook of his lips—I gave my tunic’s hem a negatory tap with my free hand. 

Just a little one? You know there’s nothing like shock to teach a lesson.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourself?” I asked, ignoring my tunic.

“I didn’t know you was a wizard,” the len answered. 

“Do you not hear stories about wizards? About tunics?” I almost let him loose, actually shocked. How could he not have known? I could have recognized a wizard before I cut my first tooth. 

“I don’t hear stories about nothing. I just was after a bit of money for eating, that’s all.”

“Asking is better form,” I said. 

“Not here, it ain’t,” the len said, shaking his head. “The baron will string up any who is caught at it.”

“At asking?” I asked. 

“At anything,” the len said. 

“Because of the minotaur?” 

“What minotaur?” 

Are this len’s ears filled with wax? He doesn’t hear stories and he knows nothing of the minotaur. It surprises me, for he seems the type of len who would know everything about everything even if only to use his knowledge for his devious advantage, my tunic said. 

“The minotaur who is threatening your city.” When the len made a face indicating disbelief or something a close cousin to it, I added, “The creature who took over the labyrinth.”

“Oh, that,” the len said, giving a one-shouldered shrug. “It ain’t true. Same like any of what the high-and-mighties say about stuff. One day, it’s sea giants coming in from the sea. Another, it’s the Krij invaders are going to rob us straight out of the beds we don’t even got. But they ain’t real nor are the sea giants nor none of the raids they worry about by hand of the old Nethen duke’s offspring. None of it ain’t true. Nethe ain’t even a place. It’s just stuff that’s said to scare little lis and lens. And I ain’t little.”

“Perhaps not. But you are in dire need of some instructive lessons,” I said.  

Geography, at the very least, my tunic said. And the art of bathing.

Although my tunic had an extremely sensitive sense of smell and often complained about scents even I couldn’t catch, this one I could. Without even trying. In fact, I did my best not to sniff the len any more than I had to, for he was indeed on the far side of ripe. The sharp odor of youthful sweat, scheming, thievery, and lack of knowledge blended with sea air and the tendrils of spice creeping out of the Pel-rezlata eateries was almost too much. Still, to be both an example and kind, I kept from wrinkling my nose. 

“I’m sure it must seem ancient history to you,” I said. “But the Duke of Nethe caused quite a bit of trouble during Darach the Uncontrolled’s reign, as did his li and lens. That is true. As is the fact that Darach the Uncontrolled cut off all their heads. So, there is no one of the duke’s line left to effect raids.”

Darach was a terrible king. Unmerciful, cruel, and quite out of his mind. But I have to say, Hol, in the case of the duke’s scheming family, I don’t know that cutting off all their heads was the worst idea. You have to acknowledge Darach had many more horrible ideas than that one. In the end, too, it certainly made it easier for Ohnya the Resolute to get the peace we foretold for her and the kingdom. Imagine how much longer it would have taken if Aula the Untrue, her brothers, and father had been left to their own devices. They might have found another tunic to trick or another assassin to employ. And if they had, I would have had to burn us up for you would have tried to run off on your own again to deal with them, my tunic said. 

Although I hated to say my tunic wasn’t wrong about the duke’s family’s deaths or the king even if it was wrong about me running off on my own—for I had promised never to part us again and that was a promise I would keep—I repressed the urge to argue with it, and, instead, told the len, “And while Krij hasn’t invaded in a long time, they have before. Many times. In fact, some of your ancestors might well be Krijen.”

“Nah, someone’s been at telling you falsies. You going to let me go?” the len asked, tugging experimentally against my grip.

“How about doing a job for me?” I asked. 

You’re going to ask him for help? You caught him with his hand in your pocket. You might as well have asked Aula the Untrue to stay true to the queen after she tried to stab her and then seen where that had gotten you, my tunic said with more than a touch of sarcasm.

Which, frankly, was a little much.  

The len gave me a suspicious frown. “What kind of job?”

“Lead me to the labyrinth. I’m sure you know the quickest way,” I said. 

“Nah.” The len shook his head. “Why should I?” 

“Because stolen food tastes sweeter in the moment. But an exchange stays sweet forever,” I said. 

“You got a funny way of talking. You should just beat me and let me go like the high-and-mighties do,” the len said. 

“I will let you go and you can do what you like. But if you would be so good as to take me to the labyrinth without trickery or guile, I will give you a morsel that will fill you full for four days straight and a coin for your trouble.”

“Nah, you’re full of falsies,” the len said.

“I am not,” I said. “Will you be bound to our agreement?”

“What do you mean, bound?”

“You can give me your word of honor, or I can form a bond of magic between us that expires when we get to the labyrinth and I give you what was promised,” I said. 

“Magic ain’t real,” the len said. 

“Would you like to know that for certain?”

“I know what I know.” The len would have crossed his arms if I hadn’t still had his wrist in the entrapment of my hand. 

How can he not even know how to form an agreement? my tunic asked, too shocked to address the len’s doubt about the realness of magic. 

“Will you be bound?” I asked. 

“For three coins, I will.”

“Two coins and a morsel,” I countered. 

“No falsies?” the len asked. 

“No falsies. Will you be bound to our agreement?”

“For that, sure,” the len said, his eyes brightening. 

“That is the agreement, and we are bound,” I said, taking his words and spelling them to my promise. 

“Hey,” the len said, twitching as the spell took hold and touched us both.

Even so, the instant I released him, he tried to take off. But the spell did its work. 

“Hey!” the len said again. 

“Get us going in the right direction and I’ll tell you the tale of the first minotaur,” I said, straightening up to my fullest—but not impressive—stature and adjusting the position of the decanter’s strap over my shoulder and across my chest. 

“I don’t want to hear no tale,” the len said. Fanning the odor of brine, sweat, cunning, and boiled sour leaf my way, he brushed his bare dirty arms and tried to shimmy the prickling magic off his skin. When it wouldn’t budge, shrugging, he motioned me forward with a wave of his filthy hand. “To the labyrinth? Come on then. This way is fastest.”
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On the heels of my still somewhat grudging guide, led through the thronging center of the city, I passed walls with great holes knocked into them, buildings with doors hanging askew, and streets pockmarked with deep gouges. 

My tunic turned hot at my cuffs and asked, Is this the minotaur’s handiwork?

But before I could examine anything more closely or give an answer, we were down into a warren of streets where the buildings’ windows had bars and the shutters stayed closed. 

As we went, I watched the dark, uneven strands of hair at the back of the len’s head sway across his grubby neck. A neck that hadn’t been washed in some time. A head of hair that hadn’t been smoothed by a mother’s or grandmother’s hand in recent days, or perhaps ever. A back protected by the thinnest of shirts. 

I hadn’t been much older than the len when I’d been sent away from my itinerant family. But I’d had more than this len had. Not least being the experience of all the traveling I’d done across the kingdom of Dar with my family. Not least being the songs, tales, and companionship. Not least being a sense of what was true and untrue. 

“The tale of the minotaur is also called the Legend of Consequences,” I said. 

That’s a good one to start with. Though another good one would be The Len Who Lost His Hand for
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