The Monster in the Maze

The breeze brought the news.  First it was a whisper in the trees, then it crept through the gates and blew against the palace windows.  


“Theseus has returned!” it said.  At first the people did not believe it, for what good luck could come to a city that had been cursed for eighteen long years?  But then the palace trumpets blew, and the heralds went through the streets, and the people finally believed that King Aegeus’s lost son had come back to them at last.  


“Maybe he will stop the monster eating our children,” they muttered to one another.  “Maybe he is the hero we have been waiting for.”  


In the royal palace of Athens Theseus looked at the father he had only just found.  “You want me to sail to Crete and kill the Minotaur?” he asked, “But why?”  King Aegeus pulled at his long beard despairingly.  


“For eighteen years King Minos has demanded a terrible sacrifice from us.  Every nine years we have to send seven girls and seven boys to be eaten up by his dreadful monster, the Minotaur, otherwise he will send his armies to kill us all.  You are strong and clever.  If you go with them, you may be able to think of some way of saving us.”  


Early next morning, a fleet of black-sailed ships set out for Crete.   


“Goodbye, people of Athens!” shouted Theseus from the deck.  “If I succeed, we will hoist white sails for our return.  If the sails are still black, you will know I have failed and that I am dead.”  


When the ships reached Crete, the harbour walls were packed with faces as the thirteen children and Theseus landed.  Each of them wore a garland of flowers as they were led towards King Minos’s dungeons.  Theseus looked up, and standing on a wall he saw the most lovely girl.  Their eyes met, and she smiled at him.   Theseus’s heart pounded – he was in love at once.   


The dungeons were dark and smelly, and that evening Theseus paced up and down as he tried to think of a plan.  Suddenly, he heard a whisper.  


“Psst!” it said.  “Come to the window!” 


“Quick!  Help me up!” said Theseus to the boy next to him, and the boy pushed him up to the tiny barred opening, where he clung on tightly.  Just outside stood the lovely girl!  


“I am Ariadne, the King’s daughter, and I have come to save you!”  Theseus was amazed.  


“But how?” he whispered back.  


Ariadne handed him something through the window.  “I made Daedalus give me this.  He’s my father’s inventor.  It’s magic string.  It can never get tangled up.  If you tie one end to your belt, and drop the ball as you go into the maze, you can find you way back by following the thread.”  Then she handed him a sharp dagger.  “Kill the Minotaur with this, and when you come back I will be waiting with your friends and we can escape together.  I hate my father for his cruelty, and I want to run away with you.”  


Soon Theseus heard the clank of armour coming along the passage.  He hid the magic string and the dagger in his vest.   


“Now then, who’s first?” asked a rough-looking soldier.  Theseus stepped forward.  


“Don’t worry!” he said to the children, who were shivering and crying in a corner.  The soldier laughed cruelly as he dragged him through the deserted passages.   


“In there!” he said, pushing Theseus through a large iron door and slamming it shut.  There was a dreadful bellowing noise coming from somewhere inside, but Theseus quickly tied the string to his belt, dropped the ball, and walked forward.  The thread unrolled behind him.   

The labyrinth twisted and turned, so that Theseus became confused.  The roaring got louder and louder, making the floor and walls shake, and soon he could hear words.   


‘Meat! Meat! Want man meat to eat!”  All at once, a monster burst round the corner.  It had the body of a man and the head of a bull, and its jaws were dripping with red foam.  Theseus ran towards it with his dagger clenched in his teeth, swung himself up on its huge horns, and leapt onto its back.  The Minotaur bellowed again and tried to shake him off, but Theseus took his dagger and stabbed it until it was dead.  Then he followed the string back through the twists and turns of the maze to the great iron door.  It was still closed.   


“Let me out!” he whispered, knocking on it softly.  And like a miracle, it opened.  There was Ariadne, standing with the thirteen children behind her.  The rough soldier lay snoring on the floor, a cup of drugged wine by his side.   


Quickly they ran through the darkness to the waiting ships.  The sails were soon up, and they were sailing away, safe at last!   


As dawn rose, they landed on the island of Naxos.  Theseus was just about to take Ariadne in his arms and kiss her when a shining ball of light appeared before them.  Out stepped the God Dionysus, and snatched Ariadne from Theseus.  


“You may not marry her!” said the God. “For Zeus has written her name in stars, and she is to be my Queen!”  Theseus knew that Gods are not to be argued with, so he bowed his head and walked sadly back to his ships.  In fact he was so sad that he forgot to change the sails on the ships from black to white.   
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Every day King Aegeus stood on the high cliffs of Sounion, watching for his son.  When he saw the black sails on the horizon he gave a great wail of despair, and threw himself down in to the sea below.  Although there was great rejoicing at the Minotaur’s defeat, the people wept for their poor dead King.  They named the sea in which he had drowned the Aegean in his honour.  Theseus became King and ruled Athens well for many long years.  But he never saw Ariadne again.  She married Dionysus, and in the end he made her very happy.  And when she died, Zeus took her crown and hung it among the stars, so that her name could never be forgotten.  
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