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Of all the kings of Ancient Greece, King Minos of Crete was the most powerful, and he commanded an invincible army.



		To keep him happy and to prevent him from waging war, all the other rulers sent gifts to him. Some gave him food and wine, some gave him silks and treasures, but every spring, King Aegeus of Athens was forced to send to King Minos seven young men and seven young women.
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			[image: ]
		

	


		
			[image: A man in a white toga is waving at a boat filled with people.

Contenido generado con IA]
		

		
When they reached Crete, King Minos locked the poor young people in an impossible maze, called a labyrinth, which was built beneath his palace. In the labyrinth lived a terrible raging monster called the Minotaur. The Minotaur had the body of a man, the head of a bull and an appetite for humans. No person who entered the labyrinth ever came out alive.
In Athens, the time was approaching for King Aegeus to choose fourteen more youngsters to sacrifice to King Minos and his horrible Minotaur. However, this time, the king’s son, Theseus, refused to accept such cruelty and unfairness.
“This isn’t right, Father!” said Theseus. “You can no longer do this to your people. Let me go as a son of Athens and I will slay this dreadful Minotaur!”
King Aegeus begged his son not to leave, but Theseus was brave and foolhardy and his mind was made up. Soon, the prince set sail for Crete with thirteen other young Athenians.
When they arrived, they were greeted by a sneering King Minos and his daughter, Princess Ariadne. Minos taunted the Athenians and tutted, “Not much of a meal for my beast, are you? Such pathetic weaklings!”
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When King Minos asked for their names, everybody cowered and stayed silent, except for Theseus, who stepped forward boldly. “I am Theseus, Prince of Athens, and I have come to slay your Minotaur!”
King Minos laughed. “Ha! Have you now? Many before you have tried and all have failed! You will die just as they did.”
However, Princess Ariadne admired Theseus’s courage and honesty, and she hated her father’s cruelty. That night, she crept into the cell, where Theseus and his fellow Athenians were chained up, and she woke him.
“Even if you kill the Minotaur, you will never escape from the labyrinth,” she explained. She handed him a sword and a ball of thread. “Trail this thread behind you and you will be sure to find your way out of the labyrinth.”
Theseus thanked the princess for her great kindness.
“You can show me your thanks,” she said, “by taking me with you when you leave – I cannot bear to live here a moment longer. Besides, my father will have me killed when he discovers what I have done.”
If her plan was successful, Theseus vowed to help the princess escape.



		

Can you find Athens and Crete together on a map? Try to trace Theseus’s journey across the sea and look out for Knossos in Crete, which is where the Minotaur’s legendary labyrinth was thought to be located!



		Story Tip
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At the break of dawn the next day, the king and his guards gathered to see Theseus and the other Athenians enter the labyrinth. The youngsters trembled with fear.
“Make sure he goes in first!” smiledKing Minos, pointing at Theseus.
A guard grabbed the prince by the shoulder and shoved him roughly through the door of the labyrinth. It was pitch black inside, but for the faint flicker of burning torches.
The prince stood just inside the entrance, waiting for the other young people to be pushed inside too.
“Stay here and hold the end of this thread,” he told them. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of it. I will return for you as soon as I can!”
Theseus began to creep through the gloomy, confusing labyrinth, trailing the thread behind him as he went.
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His path was littered with skeletons and he walked into many dead ends. Sometimes, he spotted thread on the floor before him and realised that he had come full circle. He soon felt like he had walked for many hours.
When he finally stumbled upon the centre of the labyrinth, nothing could have prepared him for the monster he met there. The Minotaur’s body was like a giant’s, and his bullish head was as black as night, with flaming eyes and piercing horns.
When the Minotaur saw Theseus, it hunched its powerful shoulders and charged towards him at full speed, flinging the prince high into the air. Theseus landed with a bone-cracking thud. At that moment, he thought he would never survive, but then he remembered Princess Ariadne’s sword, which was hidden beneath his tunic.
The Minotaur charged again but, this time, Theseus jumped to his feet and, quick as lightning, plunged the sword into the Minotaur’s heart. It was enough to finish the mighty beast.
In the dim light, Theseus caught sight of the end of his thread trail and followed it back to his friends, who were overjoyed to see him.
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With Theseus leading the way, the young Athenians escaped from the labyrinth to find an anxious Princess Ariadne waiting outside for them.
“You did it!” she exclaimed.
“But I would never have succeeded without your help,” smiled Theseus.
Grabbing her hand, he dashed with the other Athenians towards the port and they boarded their ship.
Before most of Crete had stirred from its sleep, the hero and his friends had sailed quietly away.
Even King Minos had gone back to bed and, fast asleep, he was quite unaware that his greatest weapon – the Minotaur – was lying dead in the labyrinth, and his days of tyranny were over.
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Before Theseus left Athens, he told his father that if his mission was successful, he would change his ship’s sails from black to white. But in the excitement of victory, he forgot. When King Aegeus saw black sails, he thought his son was dead. Overwhelmed by grief, he threw himself into the sea – and that, some say, is how the Aegean Sea got its name.
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  }
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