
They promised us paradise. 
They promised us lies.
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CAIGHLAN SMITH





To my mom





The gods were always jealous of the angels, or so we are taught.
They captured the angels, envious of their purity and 

perfection, but in their haste left one free. This was the youngest 
of the angels, Icarus. When the gods realized their folly, they 
bade Icarus come to their land to retrieve his people, and so they 
opened to him the doors to their realm: the sun.

The gods have always been cruel, always tricksters. The sun 
was no gateway but poor, young Icarus could not have known 
the gods’ plan for him. He flew into the sky until his wings 
caught fire and he plummeted back to the earth.

Death would have become Icarus had he not been discovered 
in the field where he had fallen. He was found by the great 
Daedala, who took pity on the beautiful, innocent creature. 
She built for him a tomb far underground and crafted for him 
a sarcophagus, in which he might regenerate over the centuries 
and one day rise once more.

Daedala knew she would not live to see Icarus fly again, 
and so built for him two more gifts, to protect him from the 
ruthless, relentless gods. She constructed a giant city over the 
tomb of Icarus, with walls and towers so high they threatened 
the territory of the gods themselves. And then, around this city, 
she built a labyrinth that was thought to never end.

There is, somewhere, an end to the labyrinth. Every year 
those young and innocent like Icarus are sent to find this end. 
If they accomplish this task they are rewarded with entry into 
Alyssia, land of the angels, where they themselves will become 
angels and one day welcome Icarus home.

Or so we are taught.
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I count every ping in the lift on the way up. Fifteen. 
Sixteen. I don’t look at the number Clara pressed. I don’t 
listen to her or the others now as they chatter about the 
parade. I just keep counting and praying to Icarus it’s not 
twenty-three, not the balcony floor.

Twenty-three.
The lift doors open with a final ping. The others spill 

out into the hall. I linger, wondering if I could get away 
with waiting in the lift. Then Clara comes back for me. She 
grins and, despite her split lip, it’s so pretty. I follow her 
after the others.

At the end of the hall the door is already propped 
open, spilling sunlight and a cool breeze inside. Tanner 
and two of the other boys from my class are already 
outside, peering off the balcony to the street below.

“Parade started yet?” Clara calls.
Tanner shakes his head. When he looks at Clara, his 

mouth twists. “What in Alyssia happened to you? Try and 
rob the bakery again?”

Clara doesn’t waste her breath on him. She goes right 
to the balcony, shoving herself up on the stone ledge. A 
few of the other girls shriek at her and one of the guys tells 
her to get down, but Tanner and a few of the others laugh. 
I wish they wouldn’t. It encourages her.

4



Clara walks along the ledge like it is a tightrope, 
throwing a grin over her shoulder as she pretends to 
wobble. I catch my breath, sure today will be the day she 
slips and falls. She doesn’t. Not yet. She makes it out to the 
spire and sits, one leg on either side of the structure. Then 
she starts to shimmy out to the very end, so she’s right 
behind the gargoyle.

“How’s your boyfriend doing?” one of the guys calls.
“Great!” Clara wraps her arms around the gargoyle’s 

waist. “He’s my rock, y’know?”
A few more of the guys laugh. Some of the girls are 

into it now, but most still look worried or cross with her. 
Most of the girls don’t like Clara. I can hear one of them 
whisper something about Clara being a show-off who 
just wants to impress the boys. I don’t know if that’s true. 
Rather, I think it’s that Clara wants to impress everyone.

Although everyone is somewhat impressed at first, 
when Clara calls out that she sees the parade coming 
down the street, they lose interest in her exploits. The 
balcony’s too far back, too far up, to properly enjoy the 
parade. They all head back to the lift.

“Losers!” Clara calls after them, sticking to her perch. 
She rests her chin on the gargoyle’s shoulder, peering 
down at the street.

The breeze is slight, enough to rustle my skirt and 
hair, but not enough to erase the faint ping of the lift 
closing. Clara and I are alone now.

“Don’t you want to see the parade?” I ask her.
“I can’t hear you,” Clara says, not turning around. “At 

least come to the balcony.”
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I do, albeit hesitantly. When I reach the stone ledge 
and peek down, my head swims. The crowds on the 
pavement are like one grey blob. We’re too far up for 
details. We’re too far up.

I must say this aloud, because Clara says, “Just look at 
the sky if you can’t look at the ground.”

Then again, maybe I don’t say it aloud, because Clara 
knows this is what I need anyway. The sky is as grey as the 
crowds. It makes me wonder, does the sky worship Icarus 
as well, if it so often wears his colour?

“Deep breaths,” Clara says. I don’t know if she says it 
for herself or for me, because that’s when she releases the 
gargoyle. Carefully, she rises to her feet.

I grip the ledge so tightly it hurts. I want to tell her 
to stop but I’m afraid I’ll distract her and she’ll fall. I’m 
afraid she’ll fall anyway.

Clara raises her arms for balance as she stands over 
the city. Between the fluttering wisps of her blonde hair 
I see her grin. I wonder if she feels like she’s flying when 
she’s like that. I wonder if she feels like Icarus.

Finally, Clara starts backing up, off the spire. She tilts 
at one point and I have to swallow a squeal. She regains 
her balance and takes the last few steps to safety, then 
hops down to my level. I feel like I can breathe again.

“Let’s go,” Clara says. “We’ll be just in time for the 
Dance of the Angels. I saw them coming down the street.”

Clara and I hurry to the lift. I don’t count the pings 
this time. They hardly register at all.

“Will you tell me what happened?” I ask Clara. She 
knows I mean her split lip and the bruise on her cheek.
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“I tried to hide them. I borrowed Mum’s make-up. Are 
they really obvious?”

I shake my head, even though they are.
“I went to the temple last night. After hours. Some 

guards caught me.”
Clara knows as well as the rest of us we aren’t allowed 

in the temple after night service. The city is very strict 
about curfews. 

“I just needed some time there alone. I get that if we 
want to speak to Icarus at night we have to do so before 
bed, but I figured he’d be more likely to hear me in his 
own temple. Right?”

I nod because I know that’s what Clara wants me to 
do.

“It’s just… I needed to tell him again. I tell him all the 
time, but I wanted him to know how important this is to 
me. I’m already sixteen so tomorrow’s my last chance. I 
have to be chosen tomorrow.”

Clara has talked to me about this before. It makes me 
uncomfortable, but I listen anyway. She’s my best friend.

“I’m going to be chosen,” Clara says, and I know she’s 
saying it more for her own benefit than mine. “I’ve prayed 
to Icarus more than anyone. He has to send me into the 
labyrinth.”

Ping. We’re almost at the first floor.
“I’ll miss you,” I murmur.
Usually Clara tells me to speak louder, even though 

she can understand me perfectly. It’s her way of trying to 
get me to come out of my shell, I think. This time she gives 
me a warm smile.
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Ping.
“Don’t worry,” she says, “I prayed that you would get 

chosen too.”
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