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			“An expertly woven dystopia that exposes a fundamental truth: Even when hopelessly trapped, the desire to be free cannot be contained. The ending will haunt me for a long time.” 

			—Cait Gordon, award-winning author of Season One: Iris and the Crew Tear Through Space!

			“A stunning tale of bravery and hope in the shadow of the minotaur. Like Madeline Miller’s Circe, Jamieson Wolf weaves an entire world out of Greek myth, creating moments as soft as a blue glow worm in a jar, yet never fails to confront the savage cut of death, truth and fate. Wolf not only drew me through a thoughtful adventure but makes me ask some hard questions about life. Five stars.”

			—Melissa Yi, award-winning author of The Shapes of Wrath

			“An eerily effective modern myth of life abiding and adapting in a menacing world of darkness and silence.”
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			Chapter One

			We were friendly with the dark. 

			I had come to terms with it a long time ago. There was little light that filtered into the labyrinth, and even those small rays of sun were fleeting. Our eyes had become so used to seeing in the dark but there were things I yearned for that I had never seen. I wanted to see the blue of the sky and there was a particular shade of purple I had only seen in picture books, read in the shadows. My body missed wide open spaces and the feeling of freedom though it had never experienced either. 

			It’s a very quiet life. We had to be quiet, lest we wake the Minotaur. We would hear it roaring in the distance and could feel the ground rumble when it walked. When it did so, we all knew to remain silent and not move. It could hear our voices and sense our movement. We were raised to enjoy the quiet and learned to speak through signing, hand motions, and whispers that sounded like the wind. Some days, I forgot the sound of my own voice. 

			I was born inside the walls of the labyrinth. I’ve never been outside of its walls, so I knew its internal pathways well. I’ve lived here all of my seventeen years and am as familiar with its walls as I am with the dark. I knew how to find the market, which steps to take to see the Oracle, and the best hiding spots to conceal ourselves from the Minotaur. 

			Often, my friends and I would go looking for these spots deep in the labyrinth where the light came through the cracks, where we could smell the air of the outside world. We would each take guesses as to what was outside the walls, each guess bigger and grander than the last. One of my treasured possessions was a carnelian stone that the Oracle gave me. I liked to pretend that it gave off a soft orange light that reminded me of the sun. I would take the stone to those places where the sun shone in and let it sit in the rays for a bit to recharge its warmth. 

			The darkness offered many places in which to hide things. For instance, it was not possible to know what another person was thinking by looking at their face; you had to become really good at listening to what people were saying or at how they moved their hands when signing to really know how the person felt. You have to trust your gut in the darkness. The Oracle always said that intuition was a gift. We had to use it if we wanted it to grow. 

			There were things that you could not do in the dark. We couldn’t grow a diversity of food in the shadows. Potatoes grew well, as did some varieties of root vegetables and different types of greens. Mushrooms and rhubarb grew in abundance and didn’t need light. Rhubarb made the most wonderful pies, though they were bitter without sugar. We did not have sugar in the labyrinth. Beansprouts and chicory grew well without sunlight. Sometimes we were able to grow carrots in some of the spots that received direct sunlight. There were small streams and tiny little lakes to be found in certain areas of the labyrinth, so we were always able to find some water for our gardens. There were sometimes fish and crustaceans we could eat. They would find their way down from wherever the water came. 

			You learn a lot about yourself by spending so much time in the darkness. I learned to confront my fears a long time ago. I’m still afraid, but I’ve acknowledged that fear. I know who they are now and where they came from. It doesn’t mean that they’ve gone away, only that I’ve shed light on the darker parts of myself and can see my fears for what they are. 

			Today, I am afraid of death. 

			Mother has made sure that I’m wearing my best coat. I know that it’s supposed to be an intense red colour, but in the darkness, it looks like a deep black velvet. The fabric has stitches in it that make it look as though the coat is covered in stars. I only wear this coat for important occasions. I know why Mother has pulled the coat out today and part of me is glad that she is trying to make me feel good, even if it has the opposite effect. 

			We are going to a mourning; a celebration of life. I know that death is a part of life and that people are born to die, but when the life is taken from you too soon, it seems unfair to celebrate that life when it hardly had a chance to live. We are going to mourn Persephone, the daughter of Ms. and Mr. Carmichael. Persephone was only six years old and had never been very strong. She had a difficult childhood, plagued with sickness. It’s hard to thrive in darkness. Though people were sad about her passing, I was glad for her. It meant that she was no longer in pain. She had not been made for the dark. 

			My mother whispers to me, “Cheer up, poppet. It’s not as bad as all that.” 

			I let out a small breath, a release of pressure. “Why do we have to celebrate her life when she hardly lived one?” I whisper back. 

			“Because that is what is done, Roanne. She must be celebrated and remembered,” my mother says. 

			I have forgotten what my mother’s voice really sounds like. I think I remember bits of soft song when I was younger and if I concentrate hard enough, I can hear the ghost of that voice.  Sadly, it has been so long since I have heard it above a fierce whisper that I don’t know if I’m inventing the timbre of her voice in my head or not. 

			We didn’t often gather as one group but reserved those times for weddings and funerals instead. Part of me liked the balance of it, that we gathered to celebrate life and honour death, but part of me wondered if there was ever a time when you gathered for no reason at all. There were often quite a few people in the market, but not the whole town, not all at once. 

			It was difficult when we all got together like this. We had to be careful to be extra quiet and move slowly so as not to make any noise. We didn’t want to attract the attention of the Minotaur. This happened once when we were having a celebration and the children had been playing a little too loudly, despite their parents attempts to quiet them down. That was a day that ended in blood. I can still remember the sounds made by the children that day. 

			Each of the villagers have claimed a spot for themselves within the labyrinth, a spot to call their own and to afford some measure of privacy. It gives us the semblance of having a home even though none of us really do. Mother lucked out and we have a large section of nearly three hundred square feet. Some of the walls within this section have fallen down over time and we’ve used these as shelved cubbyholes in which to keep our belongings, few as they are. 

			Each family’s symbol marks the walls closest to where they sleep. Ours is marked with the symbol of a phoenix. Mother says that they are mythical birds that used to burn themselves up and then be reborn from their own ashes. She often says that we will be reborn one day and that we will be able to move out of the dark and into the light. I don’t have the heart to tell her that this will never happen. I was born here. The labyrinth is all that I have ever known.

			As we are leaving our part of the labyrinth, my mother hands me a jar. “Roanne, come here,” she whispers. She reaches into a wooden box and pulled out a jar. That jar seemed like it was full of light but was actually full of glowworms. They radiate a soft but brilliant blue. My mother reaches into the jar with deft fingers, selected a worm and placed it in the jar. It glow happily, sliding around in the jar. She t another jar and worm for herself, returning the source jar to the wooden box and puts it aside. We t the jarred glow worms with us. Each person who lives within the labyrinth carries a jar. They make it easier to see where we’re going; it’s supposed to symbolize the departed soul finding their way out of the labyrinth by following the light. I can’t help but think it a cruel sentiment as we can’t ever leave the labyrinth. 

			We make our way down the long twists and turns of the labyrinth and I’m careful when walking. My arm is hooked in mothers, and my other arm holds the jar with my cane hooked in the crook of my arm. We are soon joined by other families making the expedition to the centre of the maze where the rowan tree grows. My mother told me that it was planted back when she was a little girl and symbolized the strength and fortitude of the people who lived within these walls. I think that’s a load of nonsense. While it does take a certain amount of strength to live within the walls, it would be better to have a tree that symbolizes fear because that is the force governing our lives. 

			I see a few friends amongst the growing crowd as we quietly move forward. Kiles and Riley are always together, as though they are brothers. Riley was taken in by Kiles’ family when Riley’s parents were killed during the last rampage. Kiles has again done something to his hair, for it sparkles delicately in the softly lit dark. Riley gives me a goofy grin, extending his fist out and open so that all five fingers are spread wide while holding his jar with his other hand. It is our gesture to say hello. I return the gesture, as does my mother. 

			Janice and Hugo walk by not making any gesture of greeting to me, but Janice does spare me a glance. I see pain in her eyes for an instant and then it’s gone, replaced by the coolness that she and I now display towards each other. There are some things that the heart can’t forgive, it seems. Janice pulls on Hugo’s arm and clutches it, almost making him trip and fall. He stops himself just in time. His jar nearly falls from his grasp, but Hugo rights it at the last second, the glowworms inside his jar flickering for a moment and then shining brightly again.

			Everyone glares at them. We all know what would have happened if the jar had fallen and shattered. It would have brought havoc down upon us. One person makes a gesture that is still used today and is well known. The woman holds out her hand and raises a middle finger in Janice and Hugo’s direction. A few other people repeat the gesture. Even without words, their displeasure is evident. Janice merely nods and casts her eyes down. She still holds on to Hugo, but not as tightly as before.

			We all continue walking, our footsteps as silent as possible. All that can be heard is the occasional footfall and the sound of the wind passing through the maze. There is the periodic sound of a bird that has somehow found its way into the labyrinth, but the birds don’t rouse the Minotaur. Only we have that privilege. 

			Moving through the labyrinth, we find our way quietly to the centre of the maze. Some people wear worried looks on their faces; these are the people who don’t like to congregate in case it draws too much attention. The other people exhibit looks of frank curiosity. They may not ever before have seen the girl who is laid out on the altar before the rowan tree. 

			There is no way of knowing how many people live within these walls. Sure, someone tried to do a census once by canvassing the entire labyrinth, but it proved too vast. One would think that it goes on forever, but I know that it does have limits. Our part of the maze is close to one of the outside walls. I know this because I can feel the wind through the walls when I am walking in the nearby corridors. There are even times when the air smells sweet; I expect it’s the smell of summer. 

			There are about one hundred and fifty people here, gathered closely together. I can see Suze and Ekral. They are standing with their youngest daughter Chayle who looks frightened, her eyes huge and haunted in the glowing light now filling the air. I offer them a smile; a grinning Suze points at me and Chayle looks, her face happily mirroring my own. 

			The Oracle stands by Persephone’s body. She raises her hand in the air in a gesture that clearly means “Stop.” There is no chatter to quiet down as we are all terrified of making any noise, so there is little for us to stop. The Oracle nods as if she has spoken. What happens now is a series of hand gestures taking the place of words. We watch the Oracle as she signs, and it looks as if her hands are singing.

			‘We have lost one of our own. She was taken from us by the labyrinth too soon. Now we send her home, back to the sky from which she came,’ her hands say.

			She puts both of her hands to the sky; we understand and accept her cue. We all unscrew the lids of our jars. I watch as my glowworm thinks about it for a moment and then flies out, radiating a phosphorescent blue. Hundreds of glowworms fly upward, filling the sky with their light and move as one towards the tree. It looks as though the leaves themselves are glowing. This is supposed to symbolize Persephone’s journey into the sky. The glowworms are the representation of her spirit while her body remains here. I’ve always loved the symbolism behind this part of the ritual. It’s like poetry in motion. 

			We all say our own individual prayers to the deceased. I didn’t know Persephone well, but I did know her. She was a friend of sorts, someone that I would say hello to if I ran into her while I was at the market. I try to send her the sound of laughter so that she won’t be afraid on her journey, wherever it may take her. Though no one makes a sound, I can hear the internal sigh from all who are here. They are glad the service is over; they can go home. 

			Except, as people start to move away the air is split open with the most horrible sound. Even though I’ve lived in the labyrinth for seventeen years, that sound still sends a chill down my spine. It is the same for everyone. I see fear on everyone’s face, and those who were already sporting a look of worry are now have terror on their faces. It sounds like metal teeth gnawing on tin foil and screaming at the same time. When the ground begins to shake around us, I know that we have only a few moments. 

			The Minotaur has woken.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Mother takes my jar and puts both mine and hers in her rucksack. She grabs hold of my arm. Her grasp is tight so as not to lose me in the crowd. I hold my cane tightly to my side so that I don’t lose it or harm others as we begin to run. When the Minotaur screams again, Mother’s grip becomes painful, but I don’t shrug if off. That pain is a reminder that I am still alive. 

			“We must move quickly,” she says, her voice just above a whisper. I can hear the music notes contained in her voice and though I can hear the panic, it is also a joy to actually hear her voice raised above a whisper. 

			Behind us, others have dropped their jars and started to run for safety. I hear Mother release an angry breath. Though it contains no words, that breath was full of discontent. With every bit of noise that is made, we become easier to be found. We have no idea how big the labyrinth is and no idea where the monster is hiding, but it will find us in mere minutes if the noise continues. I don’t blame them though. Fear makes us forget. 

			Gripping my arm, Mother shuffles us quickly forward. A child begins to cry in the crowd and I can hear the child’s mother try to calm it. The Minotaur screams again and the child cries louder. The rumbling of the ground changes. I know that it has changed its course now and it is heading right for us. The walls around us begin to vibrate and I can see them pulsating even in the dark. With each footfall the Minotaur makes, they shake even more, and my mother quickens her steps, knowing that we have only moments. The grip on my arm has become as tight as a vice but I do not complain. The pain means love in this moment. 

			Mother and I run as fast as we can without making more noise, though I don’t know why. There are cries of fear all around us, people calling out to each other, wanting to be close to their loved ones, people shrieking in fear every time the ground rumbles even louder or the Minotaur screams again. Still, we stay as quiet as possible as we pass through crowds of other people. I see Janice but do not see Hugo anywhere near her. Her eyes are wide with fear and when I see her, I reach out a hand to her and pull her closer. We are now a trio. Mother gives us a strained smile. 

			“There is strength in numbers,” she whispers. 

			A mockery is made of her words when we look at the people trying to flee the unseen foe, yelling, screaming and making too much noise. The air smells like rust and I wonder if someone has fallen and cut themselves open on the rocks. I have come to associate the smell of blood with fear and safety. If someone else has bled, that means that we are safe. 

			Mother puts her arm around Janice and pulls her close. 

			“Mother, where are we going?” I ask, my words coming out in a hiss of fear. She stays silent and pulls us with her as she shoves her way forward through the crowd. 

			“It is almost here,” I say, looking above me. I know that we will smell it first and then we will see it in the distance, growing larger with each thunderous step. Janice looks at me and her eyes are even larger than before. I think she has gone into shock. Janice has never done well with fear. She has always had Hugo and me to help her through situations in the past, and recently it has just been Hugo. That was of her own choosing. Still, I am not going to turn my back on someone who was once a friend, probably more than a friend. I remind myself that I am better than her because I am not a coward, but I am not so sure of that anymore. 

			“We will go to the only place where it can not go,” Mother said. 

			She holds on to us and we shuffle forward. I can hear the clink of her jars now when she places them in her bag. She has to use both of her arms to hold on to Janice and me, but I don’t think it will matter. The noises of fear are rampant around us. I hear Janice whimpering beside me, she is saying something, but I can’t make out her words. Perhaps it is a whispered prayer? Perhaps for Hugo’s safety, or for our own. I pay her no mind but grip her hand gently. Her eyes look big enough to swim in. I know she is close to a mental break, and perhaps we all are. I know I broke a little some time ago and have never been the same since. 

			There is a scream that rips the air apart and the glowworms have flown away from the tree. Even they are afraid of what makes that noise. They flitter around us now, strange blue lights in the air above our heads. I watch their progress; the light that they bring gives me comfort, I do not know why. 

			Mother shuffles all three of us forward into a stretch of walls that bare the mark of an owl. No mythical bird this time. I wonder what Mother plans to do. Does she not know that there is nowhere to hide? Besides, I wonder who lives here and whether or not they will come back. Mother is almost pushing us now and I grab hold of Janice’s hand; she looks like she will fall soon and is very unsteady on her feet. 

			“Come on!” Mother hisses at us. I let her push us forward. She has grown strong in her fear, and I know that the easiest way forward was to let her push us. Mother gave us one more hearty shove, and we are standing in a dark stretch of the labyrinth. No family lives here. There are shadows in the corner and Mother pushes us towards this dark spot. 

			“Hurry!” she hisses. Another scream rips through the air, and we knew that the Minotaur is close now. It would be mere moments until it arrived, and I had the same thought I did every time it came: will today be the day I die?

			Reaching out, Mother presses one of the owl’s eyes and we hear a click that runs through the walls. I can feel a rumbling in the corridor rather than hear it and my body feels like it will fall apart at any moment, whether from fear or from disbelief I am not sure. We watch as a hole begins to appear within the shadows, and I can see a glint of light. I wait for the grinding to stop. I can see wood showing within the dirt and the light has gotten brighter. I’m so unused to strong lights that I have to shield my eyes from it, and Janice must do the same. Mother does not and I wonder if she has been here before. 

			“Come!” she says motioning with her hands. “Mind your heads going down and stay close to the wall. There is no railing, so tread carefully.” 

			I nod and Mother offers me a smile, but it is strained. There is fear in her eyes that make the smile unsure of itself. I know that she is smiling to offer me reassurance, and I step forward holding on to Janice’s hand. She comes willingly. I take a moment to look down at the steps that were not there before, wooden stairs that should not exist but do. I wonder briefly at their existence but step down and then again. My feet are silent on the wood, and I wonder what takes the sound of my footsteps away. I step down again and feel a moment of fear as the ground begins to swallow me. I can feel Janice starting down the steps behind me and my eyes widen at what I see. 

			I try to hug the wall as closely as I can on the flight of stairs, I try to press my fingers as deep into the wall as they can go. I hear Janice gasp behind me as she takes it all in. The stairs end on a dirt floor but there are throw rugs to protect our feet. I have never seen so much colour as those rugs contain, oranges and reds and blues all twisting together. The rugs are old, and the colours are worn, but it is more colour than I have seen in such a long time. I choose to look at the carpet, to make that my focal point to guide me down the stairs. Once I am on the ground again, I can relax. Being on the stairs unnerved me. I have never been so high up in my life; the fact that I was on a staircase that was going into the ground is not lost on me. 

			Janice takes my hand, and I almost jump into the air. I turn and smile. “I’m sorry. I’m so unsure of myself.” 

			“I feel the same,” she says and smiles back at me. 

			These are the first words that we have spoken to each other for quite some time, since back when we used to do nothing but talk to each other. The absence of words feels thick on my tongue, as if all the words that I would normally have said to her by now have built up in layers. I try to swallow those words; they won’t do us any good right now. I find that when I speak again, a few of the words have remained stuck to my tongue anyway. 

			“How have you been? I worry about you.” I want to shove the words back in my mouth the moment they’re spoken. 

			Janice’s eyes harden slightly, but they are also softened by the fear that still runs through her. “I’m…fine,” she says. “I have missed you.” I don’t hear truth in these words. It is as if she is talking to a close acquaintance and not a friend of seventeen years. 

			I nod to show her that I have heard her words, and I watch as Mother puts a wooden plank across the top of the stairs. I assume that this is to stop passers-by from finding the entrance and shutting out the light that comes from a grate in the wall. A flame burns there continually. She makes her way down the stairs, and I am struck by how tired and afraid she looks in the shadows cast by the light. She places a hand on my cheek and touches one of Janice’s arms. Mother does this from time to time, almost as if she is reminding herself that I am here when she cannot see me.

			Overhead, there is another shriek, and I am surprised that we can here it even here, ten feet below ground. It seems to be coming from the walls, though I know that this can’t be. I look at my mother with a question in my eyes. 

			She gestures at the walls around us. “This place was built a long time ago. It’s been here since before I was born. Not many people know about it.” 

			“Who was the one who showed you?” I ask. I was still whispering because I didn’t trust the sound of my voice at full volume.

			“It was your father,” Mother said simply, but I see the pain she carries. “We will be safe here for the night. We will know when it is over.” 

			She did not need to explain how we would know when the massacre had ended. It would be when everything was silent once more and the air was not filled with the sound of screams and misery. I nodded. There were four beds down here and a small bookcase filled with books. I went to the bookshelf and chose one at random and claimed a bed for myself, though I had no intentions of reading. When the Minotaur starts screaming, I don’t sleep until it goes silent, which means that it had gotten its fill and left. 

			

			I looked down at the book and saw that it was a journal of some kind. I sighed. I had no wish to read some prepubescent girl’s thoughts. I flipped through and saw that it was not full of lined paper but of graph paper, containing what looked to be drawings of some kind. I tucked the book inside one of the pockets in my dress, interested despite myself. I needed something to occupy my mind while we waited within this chamber. I looked at light that was filtering into the room and wondered if I would ever fall asleep. I sat up on one of the beds and was not surprised when Janice took the bed beside my own. We locked eyes for a moment before she looked away. 

			It would be a vey long night indeed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Overhead, the noises continued. 

			I had no idea how long we’ve been down here. Time is funny in a labyrinth. There is no real sense of it, whether you are in the darkness of shadow or the brightness of light. Hearing all the sounds of the people above made the night seem longer somehow. Every scream from a villager, every crash, however muffled, made time seem to slow so that seconds took minutes and hours were forever. My heart was beating as if I was above ground with everyone else. With every scream and each yell, my heartbeat increased. I felt torn between wanting to help and needing to stay safe. A body landed right on the covering of our hideaway and the sound of the body hitting the ground was impossibly loud as it echoed in the chamber. The sound was so loud, it fel like my heart had stopped. 

			I looked at Mother and Janice and they both shared the same panicked look. My mother’s skin had gone pale white. I know that both of us were wondering who had met their end above us. We all looked away from each other and I tried to find something to distract me from the noise above us. 

			I took the book out from time to time, but it didn’t hold my interest. I just kept slipping it in and out of my pocket for something to do. I was entranced by the paper; it was old and yellowed and looked as if it would hold secrets of long ago past. I wanted to put off reading it in case it was just a collection of family recipes. I could see that there were drawings of flowers in the margins, and the writing was spidery and aged. I slipped it back in my pocket again, I would look at it later. 

			Janice was sitting on her bed and was lightly rocking back and forth. Her eyes were open, but they didn’t appear to be looking at anything. I was worried about her. Mother had taken a bit of yarn and her crochet needle out of her rucksack and was busily working on what looked like a sweater in a dark purple yarn. I listened to the crackle of the fire from the grate, and I could hear everyone’s breathing. It was making me anxious. Finally, I spoke. 

			“Are you okay?” I ask Janice. While I did not whisper, I did keep my voice pitched low. I didn’t want to shock her out of her reverie. 

			She blinks in surprise. “Oh, Roanne. I don’t know how I am at the moment.” She continues to rock back and forth but not with the same speed as before. I decide not to make her stop the motion; whatever brings her comfort at this time is useful. Her eyes look impossibly large, almost as if her face is a mockery of itself. Janice looks as though she’s trying to force her words past her wall of grief, and it looks like every word pains her. 

			“That’s okay.” I tell her. I reach out to pat her hand because it seems like what we would have once done when we were friends. I expect her to pull away at my touch but to my surprise, she reaches out and clamps her hand on mine and her grip is strong.

			“I’m sorry.” 

			I decide to plead ignorance. “Whatever for? You didn’t ask the Minotaur to come here anymore than Mother or I did.” 

			“No,” she says. “I’m sorry for…what happened.” 

			Two words. Only two words to sum up the vast space between us that has grown so large it seemed impassable. It was as if an invisible body of water existed between us and neither of us had learned to swim. Sometimes, when I saw Janice in the labyrinth, I saw a film of water covering her in the darkness. If she happened to pass under a chink of light, it looked as if her skin were glowing. 

			I only nod. I do not try to fill up that small space that was left. That silence told the language of the water between us, and I could hear birds in the air for a moment and the lapping of the water against a rock. Then it’s too late, the water has moved by quickly, and my words are left within me instead of upon the surface of the water. 

			Even so, I close my eyes for a moment and try to mentally communicate the words that I couldn’t say to her. When I open my eyes, I see that it didn’t work. Her gaze has gone blank again, even though she clutched at my hand. 

			“I’m sure he’s fine,” I say

			She starts. “What?” 

			“Hugo. I’m sure he’s fine.” 

			A loud scream comes from above. It is a woman’s voice, and we could hear her pleading and begging to whatever was after her. I knew that the Minotaur could not be reasoned with and that it was fruitless to try. It did not understand mercy and the only thing to do when you found yourself in its path was to hide. I felt guilty hiding down here with Mother and Janice. I felt that I should be up there, fleeing and fighting with everyone else. 

			I look around and I can see my mother watching me. She shakes her head slowly. “I can tell what you’re thinking,” she says softly. “I thought that the first time I hid down here. You can’t think that way. You know was well as I do that in the labyrinth, it’s everyone for themselves when the Minotaur comes calling.”

			

			Janice whips her head around and my mother continues to knit. “You saved me though,” she says. “You took me with you.”

			“Wouldn’t have done so if you weren’t holding on to my daughter’s hand. As you were, you had to come with us.” Mother stood and put her knitting away into her rucksack. She came closer to us and looked at Janice with a cold expression. It was one I had seen a lot as a child and thought of it as ‘the look’. “Mark my words: If you ever tell anyone about this place, I will know and I will make you pay.”

			Janice reacts as if she had been slapped. “Why do you hate me?” 

			Mother let out a small snort of a laugh. “I don’t hate you; I hate what you did to my daughter, and right now that’s pretty much the same thing.”

			Janice nods once to convey that she understood the message and then she looked away from me, her face showing the fear she felt as plain as day. I take her hand and give it a soft squeeze and Janice looks at me again, smiles weakly and looks away. I have lost her to her thoughts. I wonder how long she will be able to find room in her head, what with all of her thoughts taking up space. 

			Mother comes to sit next to me. I lean against her and I draw comfort from the repetitive beat of her heart. I can even feel its tattoo against my skin and, though I don’t fall completely asleep, I do let slumber take me to the edge of sleep several times. Each time I am woken by a scream from above. Eventually, I just sit there with Mother, letting my eyes half close and feeling the beat of her heart. 

			I have no way of knowing when the screams stop; I’ve passed into a state of waking sleep. My body is awake, but my mind is asleep. It’s nice being amongst so much light, and the flickering flames have lulled me to a half sleep when my mother shakes me gently. 

			“It’s time to go back upstairs, Roanne,” she whispers. 

			“Okay, Mother.” I stand and feel the ground move for an instant. It then rights itself, but I still grab hold of my mother’s arm. She lets Janice fend for herself and I don’t protest. I am greedy for my mother’s love right now. 

			We make our way carefully up the steps and I almost hug the wall. I can hear my mother in front of me, the creak of her leather bag loud in the closed-in space. We make our way to the top and she moves the wooden door. We carefully and quietly step out into the musty air of the labyrinth. 

			My mother closes the wooden door and makes sure to slide some earth onto the wooden circle then she stands and we both regard Janice. She looks at us with large glassy eyes and she nods once as if putting a period on the whole night’s ordeal. She does not reach for my hand. 

			I return the same nod and then take my mothers arm again. We let Janice make her own way home. She is no longer our concern. I try to tell myself that. I’ve been telling myself that for months now. It’s difficult letting go of someone when they used to be a part of your everyday life. I pretend that I don’t feel like I’ve lost her. This is no different from any other day when it feels like we’ve always lost before we’ve begun. 

			The first thing I notice as we turn down one of the labyrinth hallways is the smell. It smells like rust and wet earth, and I know that there is carnage coming. There always is after the Minotaur has paid a visit. I am always glad that I can’t see the soil we walk upon. There has been so much blood spilled over the years that it would no longer be completely brown. I imagine it looking more like powdered rust to match the smell. 

			

			We turn another corner and find ourselves in one of the largest areas of the labyrinth. When it was built, it would have been the spot where the Minotaur would be waiting for the hero. There was even a pedestal where it would have stood. Whenever I saw it, I wondered why someone would make a labyrinth and assume that the Minotaur would stand upon a pedestal in the first place. It was a beast that was beyond wild. It would not have done what the gods had wanted.

			This was normally where our market was. The Minotaur normally avoided this place when it came on one of its rampages, perhaps remembering some long-ago resentment. Looking across the market, it seemed as if the Minotaur had changed its mind. The stalls were overturned and crushed, a couple of wooden carts had been shattered to pieces and people lay dead on the ground, their blood still seeping into the soil. I saw Gregor gathering bodies and putting them in one of the remaining carts. A few others looked on, too shellshocked to help or even move. There was no talking going on, but there was so much whispering that it sounded as if a soft breeze had filled up the market square. We all knew that it would be some time before the Minotaur returned, but we were still afraid to talk at full volume. 

			Mother went to help some of the people who were still in shock. I went to Gregor to help with the dead. It seemed only right since I had been hiding with Mother the entire time. I went over to him, the soil spongy underneath my boots. There was so much blood here, it was all that I could smell. The scent of rust and soil were in my nostrils now and I knew it would be a while until I could smell anything else clearly. 

			I tap Gregor lightly on the back. “Did you want help, Gregor?” I whisper. 

			

			“That would be lovely.” He pointed at one of the bodies. “Cynthia Graham tried to protect her children.” He let out a sigh and I saw there were two other smaller bodies beside hers. “Shame. At least they are together.” Even in his whispers, I could hear the thickness of emotion.

			“At least,” I said, patting his shoulder. 

			We carried all three bodies and placed them gently inside a cart. The wheels had already been oiled so they wouldn’t make any noise. I lay them so that Cynthia is cradling her children, young Charlie and even younger Rose. Their father, Alain, was killed during the last Minotaur raid. She had been trying to do right by him and while the children were quiet and often sullen, they were polite and kind. Or they had been. 

			The labyrinth takes a lot from all of us. It just depends on what we have left to give.
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