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PRELUDE

WHERE I’LL BEGIN

The walls proceed in straight lines and meet at right angles. Corridors beckon toward other corridors; doorways frame empty rooms. The tops of the walls make a black ribbon of the sky, stars glimmering like silver coins in still water.

I turn corners and pass rooms. My legs ache, and the scars on my left arm burn with remembered pain. The moon is hidden by the walls, but its light paints the walls gray and black. I am not lost. I’ve been walking a long time. I am following, and I am followed.

The smell of the sea draws me right at the fork. A slash of moonlight shows me a faint, dark stain on the flagstones up ahead. I ignore my groaning knees and crouch, knowing what I’ll find. The print of your foot, the left one, damp with salt water. The heel of your right footprint a stride away at the moonlight’s edge. You’re never far from me, here.

Then: a snort. Close by. Still air drawn into wet nostrils once, twice. A deep sigh as the air steams back out between sharp teeth. He’s one turn behind me, maybe two. A long, slow scrape of horn against stone. He can move unnoticed here when he wants to, quick and quiet as thought. Sometimes he lets me hear him. Part of the game.

I may be dreaming, or dying. Or I’m awake now and all the rest was a dream, and we’ve always been here. You ahead, him behind.

And her, of course, somewhere none of us can follow. Among the stars, maybe, looking down.

He snorts, breathes in my scent again, and his hooves clop around the corner, but I’m already up and running, ignoring the wrong turns and the blind corridors, looking for the next puddle of seawater, the next broken feather, the edge of your tunic disappearing around the next bend, and I’m sprinting now, never mind the steady, clopping hooves I can barely hear over the blood pounding in my ears, pounding with joy because I’ve almost found you, can almost see your face and clasp you to me, and I have so many things to tell you after so long apart, I’m already thinking about what I’ll say to you first, where I’ll begin.




   
THERE CAN’T BE ANYTHING WORSE

We push aside my workbench and tools to clear a space in the middle of the workshop. You help me fasten the wings to my shoulders and arms. Then you stand back as I extend my arms and flap once, twice, feeling the air resist as water resists an oar. A breeze rises, making my sketchbooks mutter. My diagrams and drawings rustle on the walls and scuttle across my drafting table. The stone floor is cool under my feet. Then it only touches the tips of my toes. Then it’s gone, for with each flap, the wings crack like sails filling with wind, and I’m flying.

Pigments and paintbrushes rattle in their boxes, charcoals roll across the floor. My shoulders burn. The harness creaks but holds. Your hair flies back, like that of an oracle when the gods speak through her. You stare up at me, unguarded awe shining on your face. You haven’t looked up at me in months, not since your voice changed and your body shot up like a vine and left you half a head taller than me.

“They work!” You shout to be heard over the rising wind. Laughter in your voice like I haven’t heard since you were little. I’ve been locked in here with you for years, building and building. How long since I’ve startled you out of your studied blankness and your half smiles and simply built something that made you proud?

My sketches hurricane around us, the wall hangings billowing and whipcracking, and in the heart of this storm I think of the maker of storms who sits on high Olympus, and the ones who sit beside him, and their jealousy. An ingot of lead settles in my belly. There will be a price for this.

We’re ready to fly before sunrise. We take nothing with us but our clothes and our wings. I climb onto the sill of the wide window by my drafting table. All your life, we’ve gazed through this window, over the palace walls, toward the shipyards and the sea. I extend my wings and jump.

Cool air murmurs in my ears and plucks at my tunic. Our tower and the rest of the palace grounds fall away until they’re a half-finished sketch in the predawn. Stretches of wall lit by sentry fires, slivers of moonlight flashing from well bottoms. Once this was an assortment of fields, before I drew the majesty of Knossos on calfskin and promised it to a king. Your world entire.

You drop from the tower window, wings white as a dollop of spilled cream, and my stomach drops with you. Then you glide, wobble, arc up, shoot past me and into a somersault, laughing. I bark your name, thinking of sentries’ arrows. But your laughter warms me as we spiral up past the top of our tower and see the wide country beyond the palace, farmland and city streets, sand and waves, the calfskin unfurling without end.

Minos has confined us to our rooms since the debacle with Theseus. He’s doubled the palace guard and the archers on the seawall. To avoid them, we fly inland, over the Labyrinth.

Branching emptiness between the walls, shadows and silence.

In one of those pools of shadow, where the purple of dawn doesn’t reach, the Minotaur’s body lies still. I know he’s there. His head struck off and carried out. His moon-pale fur fly-speckled, streaked with rivers of old blood. His thick, crushing hands nibbled by crows.

We soar over pasture and then over sea. Salt air stings my eyes. A lone fisherman leaps to his feet at the sight of us, almost capsizing his small boat. A high, strange voice whoops for joy, and I realize the voice is mine.

Knossos and Crete are behind us. Minos is behind us and cannot follow. We’re free.

We fly north over waves that break the sunrise into rubies. As the day brightens, I begin to spot dolphins and sea turtles swimming below us. Larger shapes move in the depths. I feel a pang for the sketchbooks I left behind.

I call back to you with the names of fish and seabirds, but I don’t know if you can hear me. You bob above the waves, keeping to the safe altitude we’ve discussed. You’re sparing with your wingbeats now, gliding for long stretches with eyes closed, seeming to enjoy the wind on your face.

I designed Minos’s warships myself and know how many leagues of ocean we must cross to escape them. We keep far enough from islands to be mistaken for birds. I take comfort in the even green lines of Samos’s vineyards, the white orderly columns of Apollo’s temple on Delos.

A cold downdraft plucks at my feathers and stiffens my arms and legs into gooseflesh. The sea jolts closer, does a nauseating little dance with the sky as I teeter and right myself. Again I see the tempest raging in our tower room, my tools and furnishings trembling in fear of the gods. Your face looks up from the heart of the storm, watching me with an expression I took for pride. But there’s something else in your face, some deeper emotion I can’t name.

The sky is too big and too open. The hairs on my neck and scalp prickle, awaiting the thunderbolt. I bank left, meaning to call back a warning, but you’re nowhere in sight.

Your wings pummel the air to my right. Sea and sky dance again as the gust of your passing makes my wings bob and dip. Your face is an abstraction of shadow and sunlight, unreadable. You shout to me but the wind takes your words, and then you’re soaring, climbing up and away from me, toward the noonday sun.

“Icarus!” I call. You don’t hear me, or you don’t listen. I call out again and give chase, but you’re younger and stronger. You leave me behind. I feared this, fretted about it, and as I struggle into the sky after you, I’m also back in our tower room, in the gloom of early morning, warning you not to do anything blockheaded.
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“Stay close to me once we’re over the water,” I say, fastening your wings. “Fly where I fly. Too near to the sea and the feathers become waterlogged. Too near to the sun and the wax that holds the feathers together will melt.”

You swing your arm and flap the left wing. The sheet covering an unfinished statue billows to life, and dust plays in the corners of the room.

“Icarus. Do you hear me?”

“What’ll we do?” you ask.

“We’ll fly out of here and might even fetch up alive on dry land, if you’ll only listen to me a moment.”

“Afterward, I mean. If we get away. What then?”

“We’ll need protection. I’ll offer my services to another king.”

“Like Minos.”

“Nothing like him. I won’t allow it.”

You’re staring out at the sea. I reach up to put my hands on your shoulders. How silly I must look to you. A potbellied, gray-bearded little tinkerer, cluttering up our tower lair like a magpie. This place has grown too small for you. Your suddenly-lanky skeleton seems ready to leap out of your skin. Your elbows upend sculpting tools and works in progress every time you turn around. It’s past time we were gone from here.

“You don’t have to work for any king if you don’t want to,” I say. “You don’t have to build, or study. You can compose poetry, or count the stars for all it matters. You’ll be a man soon, and can do whatever you want.”

You nod but don’t answer.
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“Icarus,” I cry, climbing still, the ocean a sickening distance below. You’re high above me and shrinking. “Icarus!” I tell my arms to fly faster and they want to. They want to. But. The sun is hot on my face. Our wax will melt. Our feathers will come loose, flurrying toward the water. I curse myself for a coward, trying to keep the dot of you in sight.

The sun is too bright, and I lose you in the golden blaze of midday, which makes rings and disks of light play behind my eyelids.

When I catch sight of you again, you’re falling, a shower of stray feathers trailing after you.

There is no breeze.

The sea is glassy and untroubled.

You fall in silence, as if the gods are waiting for the sound of impact.

I fold back my wings and dive. The wind shrieks in my ears. You’re facing down, but in the smooth surface of the ocean I see you falling up from a cloudless sky, your mouth agape, your hand extended. I open my wings and swoop, reaching. Your image races toward you, your inverted self grasping for me from the water with simple need in his eyes. And then the two of you meet and shatter as you hit the ocean.
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With a ring Minos gave me, I pay the fishermen to search for you, and on the second night of searching, you snag one of their nets. They tell me a lucky current dragged you into the shallows near the broad green coast where they fish.

You didn’t drown. The impact broke your ribs and drove them inward. I tell myself that you died instantly. I tell myself that if I had been brave enough to strip off my wings and dive into the water, I couldn’t have saved you.

Recalling what I can from the court physician, I clean your body. I dress the wounds left by the fall and by hungry fish. I anoint you in oil and clothe you in a fine tunic one of the fishermen wore on his wedding day.

I bathed and dressed you when you were small. You’d giggle and climb into the bucket, making it overflow, folding yourself up like a hermit crab to fit inside. This is nothing like that. You’re cold and quiet, your limbs are long and strange and broken, and I can pretend that we don’t know each other, that you’re a traveler who met with ill luck and deserves a little kindness.

We build a pyre for you in the village square, and when the fire dies we pour wine over the ashes.

I cut and sand planks to make a chest to hold your bones, and I bury you in a cairn by the sea cliffs.

When Minos stops looking for me, I’ll come back here. I’ll raise a monument to you and a temple to Hephaestus. I prayed to him as I made our wings. I prayed for him to spare us Minos’s sword and the Minotaur’s jaws. And he did.

This makeshift ceremony and this rude monument will see you safely through the underworld, across the river, into the arms of the god we don’t name, the god who waits below and receives many guests.

Why did you do it, Icarus?

You couldn’t have known the lengths I went to, trying to keep you safe. The wings were the least of it.

Why wouldn’t you let me keep you safe?

When I’m not mourning or building, I sleep, and when I sleep I have the first of the nightmares that will never leave me.

In the nightmares, I’m walking along the shore, watching the steady blue surface of the sea that killed you. Or I’m in my workshop, sketching broken white feathers. Then I turn a corner, I pass through an arch, and I find myself between high walls of smooth stone, in a long corridor that leads to more branching corridors, all of them open to the starry sky.

The most frightening part isn’t finding myself back in the Labyrinth, or knowing who waits for me there. It’s realizing that the places I was in before, perhaps all the places I’ve ever been—a festival day in the Athens of my youth, a spring afternoon when I held you cackling over my head—those places too were part of the Labyrinth, and always have been.

I wake up clawing at the blankets.

The worst has happened, I tell myself.

There can’t be anything worse waiting for me.
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Years after I bury you, Minos finds me in Sicily.

He comes alone, wearing an old traveler’s cloak dusty from many roads. He carries a conch shell and claims to know a riddle that only the wisest king in the world can solve. The guards laugh but let him in with the day’s petitioners.

Sicily is far enough from Crete that even Minos would have trouble mustering an invasion by sea. Even better, the king here is a forgettable, inoffensive king who requires no elaborate new ways to kill people. I make modest improvements to his ships and seawalls, redesign his palace’s ventilation and plumbing, and he’s content to leave me to my research and my grief.

My new workshop is larger than the one at Knossos, but because I no longer bother to clean it, it’s messier and seems smaller. There are no guards. I’m free to come and go, although I don’t.

I’m dissecting a gadfly when my forgettable king walks in, holding the conch shell. “There’s a man come to court,” he says. “He’s traveled far. He dresses like a beggar, but he holds his walking stick like a spear-haft and talks like a man used to giving orders.”

I don’t move. I’m remembering Minos’s proud mouth, the sneer that came after he chose the means of execution but before he gave the order. Of course he’s found me. Who am I, to flee him?

My forgettable patron, seeing none of this, sits opposite me. With an eager air, he puts the conch shell on the workbench between us. He lays a length of thread next to it.

“The man poses a riddle,” says my patron. “He has posed it to many kings and none has solved it. He who answers correctly is the wisest king alive.”

I stare at the conch and the thread. “Surely the riddle’s supposed to test you, not your advisors.”

“A king’s only as wise as his wisest advisor.” My patron is a pragmatist.

Minos may as well have signed his name. The thread on the table is the same kind Ariadne gave to Theseus, who unspooled it behind him as he ventured into the heart of the Labyrinth.

Poor Ariadne. Of all the people who survived the ordeal at Knossos, she’s the only one I miss.

“The challenge,” says my patron, “is to guide this thread into the curling conch shell, and out the other end.”

I can see Ariadne’s brow furrowed in concentration, then the sly way her eyes would meet mine when she’d worked out the solution to a math problem.

“Daedalus,” her memory says to me. “You’ve already gone and solved it, haven’t you?”

“Daedalus,” says Minos’s memory, and as he speaks I’m back in my bed in Knossos, a month after your birth. My bones ache from weariness, and my thoughts are as slow and cloudy as honey. Your cries have awakened me, and someone is standing in the corner by the crib I’ve built, holding you close and soothing you. At first I think it’s your mother, but as her name leaves my mouth I remember that she’s gone. And I am here alone with you, and with Minos, who pats you on the back and smiles at me as you snuggle up to him.

“You’re a brilliant craftsman,” says Minos, as if he’s continuing a conversation we’ve been having. “The best I’ve met. But you don’t understand your limitations.”

It’s dark, and I don’t hear the usual sounds of slaves tending the gardens and cleaning the palace. Only the crashing sea, and your faint little breaths. Knossos sleeps. How long has Minos been in here?

“You cannot grant life,” says Minos. “You cannot end it with a word. That is the province of gods and kings.” He strokes the curls on the back of your head. He draws close to the bed and stands over me. “You will never leave here. You will never build for another king. Tell me that you understand.”

My tongue is fat and dry and sticks to my mouth. I nod.

“The words, Daedalus.”

I clear my throat. You yawn and nuzzle your face against Minos’s shoulder.

“I will never leave here,” I say. “I will never build for another king.”

Minos smiles. “We’re going to make wonderful things together,” he says, and hands you to me. You stir, beginning to cry as he leaves the room.

“Daedalus?” says my patron. “Can you solve it?” I stare at the conch and the thread in front of me.

“You don’t have to,” says Ariadne’s memory.

“You will never leave me,” says Minos’s memory.

I pick up the conch and the thread. I say, “We’ll need honeycomb and an anthill.”
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The solution is impossible to unsee, once I’ve worked it out. I tie the thread to an ant’s leg and lure it through the conch with a drop of honey. I show my forgettable king. Then I wait in an antechamber as he presents the solution to Minos. I listen as Minos reveals himself. Only the ingenious architect Daedalus could have solved that riddle, Minos insists. Hand him over at once.

He threatens Sicily’s shipping routes, but there’s no heat to it. The possibility of defiance doesn’t occur to him. He’s swept away his enemies in wars like a man knocking over a game board. He’s the son of a god. Great Zeus sired him, becoming a bull and forcing himself on Minos’s mother. He’s proud of this. I had to decorate the halls of Knossos with frescoes of the rape. I had to paint an expression of ecstasy on Queen Europa’s face as the bull pinned her. White bulls in the tile patterns of entrance halls. Golden bull horns forking up behind Minos’s throne. Storming up and demanding me is his entire plan, the only plan he’s ever needed.

“He shall certainly be returned to you,” says my patron.
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My patron invites Minos to feast with him before taking me back to Crete. Minos must be weary from his long search. Perhaps he’d like to bathe, and have my patron’s daughters bring him oils and fine clothes, before he sits at the head of the table and enjoys the honors that are due him from one king to another.

Minos accepts. Why refuse what is due him?

I’ve built a beautiful bathhouse for guests, one worthy of a king. The wall tiles have been shaped to resemble shells. Clamshells and oysters, the ever-shrinking spiral of the nautilus, and yes, the
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