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Shadow of Glory

I have crashed upon this earth—

I have erupted into these flames— 

then the breath of the gods falls upon my soul— 

only to consume me— only to empower me— 

and now I have risen again— 
with the power of the Ether.
Book One
I

t was a quiet day in town. The sun was shining. Stark white clouds as soft as down filled the air as specks of light filtered through the cracks like holy awe. The air was filled with the quiet rambles of the people as they filtered in through the town square. The town was a quaint, classical place— maybe it was the music playing from the square, maybe it was the fact that people were laughing, or maybe it was just the sense of normalcy that came from staying in a place where the inhabitants didn’t think about war or battle or magic. People were shopping, children were playing— but  Daedalus and the rest of the company were laying low. This was the first time in a long time they weren’t running for their lives. He hated this— running from everything. He knew they would be found eventually— they would have to fight eventually. And running like this was only going to put them in a worse position. 

As if this belief put some fear in him, Daedalus did a mental check. Arcia was in front of him, he saw her blonde head bobbing up and down amongst a group of people. Delphis was in the temple at the back of town. Kemon was still at the inn, sleeping off last night’s tavern visit. Astian said he had some errands to run. And Alphir was a few meters behind him— Daedalus knew he had been followed since he left the room this morning. He turned his head around to see Alphir looking conspicuous amongst all the commoners who parted for him as he walked. When Daedalus turned his gaze back to Arcia, she was waving to him, holding something in her hand that she had just bought.

I swear…. If she used my dinars again… he grumbled light heartedly. He held one of his scimitars close to him as he nudged passed a man in the crowd to get to her. No sooner had he cleared a group of people, that Daedalus suddenly felt a sudden flood of energy overwhelm him. He whirled back to Alphir, whose emotionless red eyes were cast upon the clouds. Daedalus’ grey irises jumped to the sky, looking for whatever it was. But before he found anything—


A clamor erupted from the belfry as something chimed the huge copper bell at the top of the tower. Daedalus’ eyes found the clamor and he caught a head of dazzling blonde hair running to the front of the belfry’s fortification.


Ellison! Daedalus thought. What is he doing up there? 

As the second clang rose through the town, the shock that had prevailed originally was now subsiding— fear arose. The bell meant armies— invasion— attack. And they had few defenses. The militia would be mobilizing now, but, if they were the enemies Daedalus thought they were, then the militia didn’t have a chance. They had just slaughtered another town by bringing their battles to the innocent peoples…. Daedalus motioned for Arcia to come closer to him and she attempted to push passed the people towards him. That was the last time he saw her….


Daedalus turned back to Alphir, whose eyes were still on the sky. 

What does he see? he asked, gazing with total confusion. 


Someone screamed.


Daedalus’ eyes now moved to the sky— and his stomach dropped. 


The heaven’s split open with a deafening crack— and the something descended into the atmosphere. A monstrous red orb— an Awe— surrounded by the cloak of clouds moved upon the town, as large as the full moon. The Awe twisted with energy and then regurgitated balls of flame onto the belfry, whose bell was still singing out a wail of distress. The entire tower was engulfed in smoke, fire, and dust. The building crackled and splintered under the weight of the energy. 

“Ellison!” Daedalus screamed over the full-scale panic that now erupted in the people. Shrieks and cries arose over the congestion and noise in intermittent ear-splits. Daedalus stood in horror as the tower seemed to disappear within the smoke. “El….” A hand touched his shoulder and he turned to see Alphir standing beside him, looking as calm as ever. “Where in Hell’s Fire is Kamon!” Daedalus yelled. “Where the hell is anyone when we need them!” Alphir’s eyes were steadily on the pillar of smoke, which was, just now, starting to fade. Daedalus looked up to the tower, with eyes of dismal hope.


The green roof appeared from the cloud of ash— the smoke cleared away. As the light flickered over the town, Daedalus could see the blue shield that Ellison had erected around the bell tower. But it hadn’t held off everything. Many levels within the guard house were spewing flame from their stairwells and windows, flame flickered from the timbers and was quickly catching on other houses’ thatched roofs. 


He couldn’t see Ellison anymore— and the blue shield was waning. 


“Alphir,” Daedalus said, turning quickly to the man behind him. “You have to go get Ellison!” 

The emotionless red eyes scanned over the burning building, not sensing the urgency in the situation and not moving to the command. Daedalus grabbed his collar and pulled him down to his level. “Alphir! I need you to listen to—!”


His voice was cut off as the red orb in the sky belched more stone and fire over the town. And, within seconds, new screams were added to the cacophony as the army met the unarmed villagers with their weapons. Hopelessness welled up in Daedalus’ heart. What to do…? What to do…? He turned back to Alphir. “I need you to listen to me, Alphir! I need you to pay attention!”


The red eyes focused onto Daedalus. “I will leave your side… but only because you ask it….” He looked up at the burning tower, now swaying slightly as the timbers within the structure snapped and crackled. “Delphis is in the temple— he will fall, should the gods abandon him now.”

Daedalus nodded in understanding— he had to go find Delphis. He was about to run off to the west, when he grabbed Alphir’s arm. “Don’t use your Ether— we don’t want to make this worse than it already has to be— make sure everyone else knows that.” 


Alphir only nodded in approval, and then rushed off towards the teetering building that contained Ellison. Daedalus drew his sword and pushed through the crowd towards the western part of the town, to the temple. For the first time, Arcia entered his mind, but he had to push her back out. She can take care of herself, he tried to tell his conscience. Delphis needs us— he won’t know what’s going on if—


Soldiers in morbid red armor rushed down the street in front of him, and Daedalus hid behind a statue. He looked up to see the god of war and closed his eyes. I promised myself I wouldn’t do this— not again. No more innocent blood will be spilt because of this war. Why do you keep making this happen?


He heard the soldiers pass him, and snuck out from behind the pillar. He could see the tiled roof of the temple and darted across the road. He hoped with all his being that the other Ethereals would go to the square and aide Alphir. He also hoped that, perhaps, they would be able to save this town without using the Ethers. But the army had found them— now what were they going to do? 

As he reached the front steps of the temple, the ground was already shaking. The amount of ether in the air was astounding— Daedalus could feel it in his every limb. The quaking ground didn’t help his already trembling hands and the power surging through his body. He tried to grip his sword tighter and move forward through the myriad of people who had decided to pray before the steps. They rose and fell like waves in a turbulent sea, crying tears and shedding wails of terror. They were hoping the gods could save them.


Just as Daedalus reached the base of the stairs, a tremor ripped through the ground. Trees in the forest beyond cracked and tumbled and the people around him went into a panic. He stood for a moment as the clouds above the temple began to part. The sky grew dark— darker than the depths of Hell— and turned black. A sparking yellow Awe broke through the ebony clouds. 


Hell’s Fire…. Tell me that’s Aedias…. Please, make that Aedias. For a moment,  Daedalus almost fell to his knees in prayer, but he knew it wouldn’t help— not now. But he needed a sign, to see if this Awe was friend or foe. He saw it charging and then— 


Bolts of lightning struck the trees, the praying, and the temple. Every ounce of hope within Daedalus sunk and he put his sword away as fast as he could. Where the hell are the rest of the Ethereals? he asked. Nothing was going to save them now…. They would have to run…. 


Lighting shattered the darkness in the sky— thunder overtook the screams of fear.


He needed to get to Delphis….


Daedalus sprinted up the stairs and pushed through the monstrous copper doors into the temple. For a moment there was silence— the blue light that filled the temple like holy mist seemed to clarify things for a brief moment. Immediately, Daedalus’ grey eyes locked onto the figure at the front of the temple, standing like an awe-struck worshipper before the alter. He wasn’t moving, wasn’t doing anything, wasn’t going to move.


“Delphis! We need to move! I need to get you out of—!”


Thunder tore through the air overhead and the lightning that hit the dome shook the entire temple. The force jolted the entire building and hurled  Daedalus into a pillar nearby. Another horrendous crash tortured his ears as the marble floor split in half— and cleaved the alter in two.


Daedalus realized in a sudden terror that his eyes couldn’t find Delphis.


“Delphis!” he screamed, his own voice only ringing faintly in his ears. “Delphis! Can you hear—?”


Once more thunder overshadowed him and reverberated in his mind. He suddenly felt weak and swooned against another pillar. His eyes cast to the floor, covered in blood, and he realized after a lag that it was his own. A marble splinter the size of his forearm was firmly lodged in his lower leg. 


He looked back up, and caught Delphis in his vision. The Ether was laying on the floor, limp and inert. Daedalus licked his lips in ambitious, tried to push the darkness to the back of his mind, and began to make his way over to the other side of the temple.


The thunder was constant now, and the lightning continued to pound the dome— shaking the building’s very foundation. He was halfway across the floor when the final blow came.


Another godly strike of lightning hit the dome and resonated down the few standing pillars.  The torch holders sparked and alighted with the charge. The building broke in half with a mighty crash.

Before Daedalus even saw the pillar falling, it overtook him. He was caught in the chest by the side of the column, and it threw him to the floor. He had the wind knocked out of him and, for a moment, abyssal darkness covered his vision. But, soon, his eyes fluttered open and he took an arduous, feeble breath. He knew he was pinned. He knew he was too weak to move. He knew he was stuck here. 


“Delphis!” he yelled as his voice broke in pain. “Delphis…. I….” He lost the words to speak now, and only languid thoughts ran through his mind. Alphir will come…. He knows I’m here…. After he gets Ellison he will come to…. Shock found him. Would Alphir be able to get Ellison? Where were the rest of the Ethereals? What the hell was going on? Alove… if you can hear me, I need Alphir…. He’s the only one who will…. 

The darkness on his mind was too pressing, and he couldn’t force it back anymore. As he passed into the gloom of unconsciousness, a light came over him… only for a brief moment…. And then—


Nothing.  

††††

D

aedalus walked over to the stream and bent down. He washed the dirt off his face and brushed the foliage off his ragged peasant’s clothes. He heard her footsteps behind him and shook his head. “Next time you push me off a knoll, Arcia…” he said with a dark laugh. He turned around to see her standing there, smiling, with her hands on her hips, looking as defiant as ever. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked with a gentle grin, seeing right through him. 

He shook his head with a smirk and looked away. Arcia was 16, he was 17. And unless they were married, they weren’t supposed to be spending too much time with one another. But they had grown up together, and Arcia was the only one who understood Daedalus— or tried too, for that matter. She was his height, young, and beautiful like the spring itself. Her blonde hair sparkled like the yellow autumn leaves in the afternoon light, and her green eyes were as vibrant as the grass in summer. She loved nature— was in love with it. She would do anything to get a day off from her father’s shop and spend the day in the woods, exploring with Daedalus. Daedalus didn’t mind— what else was he going to do. 

Daedalus was skinny for his age. By the time the other men in town had reached his age, they had filled out from work on the farm or apprenticeship. Daedalus had neither. He was of average height, average build, and average taste. He had grey hair, like his father, grey eyes, like his mother and serious features. His face was young, but his eyes were dark, stern, and acidic— and not too many people approached him. Of course not, he was a loner. One of those people you always see, but never talk to. He put his hands in his dark pants and looked around. “Have we figured out where we are?” he asked her. “After that fall, I don’t know where we came out.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know…. But I’m sure that as long as we keep going north, we should be able to come out to the road though.”   


Daedalus looked west. “Is that a house?” he said, pointing to a red roofed building he could just see in the dense trees. “Maybe they can give us some clue.”


But walking closer and closer, they realized it was no house. 


The temple was ancient. Part of the front wall was missing, and the doorframe had collapsed. The steps were in fragments, and mere dilapidated rubble was left at the front. Daedalus took one step onto the gravel and moved towards the opening in the wall. “Come on, Arcia…” he said, almost in a trance.

“Daedalus… I really don’t think we—” she began nervously.


“Then stay outside,” he said, moving under the arch as the rock crumbled away with his touch. She followed him after a moment gingerly— picking her footholds more carefully than he did.


The inside of the temple was covered in wild roses, up and down the walls, enveloping the pews, creeping up the pale marble columns. Parts of the roof were broken through, and sunlight shone down from the heaven and scattered like bits of gold over the floor. The light grey stone was bathing in radiant light and sparkled like metal anointed in perfumed oil. At the front of the temple, where the alter should have been, stood a statue of a man— tall and poised, with closed eyes as if resting in eternal sleep. Daedalus walked up to him and perused the base where the inscription was covered in foliage. He carefully pulled apart the thorny vines and gazed upon the carving.


“Who was he?” Arcia asked, having caught up with Daedalus.


“I don’t know…. It’s all in runes,” he said. “I can’t read this.” His grey eyes returned to the statue. “Maybe he’s a god….”

“Why do you say that?” she asked.


He pointed to the man’s empty hands. “No sword— he’s not a hero.”


“If there was an alter, we would know,” Arcia said. She looked around. “These roses are so beautiful….”


Daedalus released the vines, and a thorn carved a wound across his hand. He hissed in frustration and shook his head. “I hate roses…” he said, clasping the cut now. “Watch out for the thorns.” She wasn’t paying attention to him, and he looked back up at the statue that was now staring back at him with passive, stone eyes. 

I swear… he told himself, that his eyes were closed a second ago…. He tried to think back to when he first saw the statue… but the memory wasn’t that clear, and he dismissed it. The man was graceful it seemed— slender, beautiful, charming. He had long hair that reached his waist, and a face that was as calm as could be. His body was covered in what looked like armor, but it wasn’t chain or plate mail. Around his waist was some type of pelt that looked as real as anything and—


Daedalus found himself staring into those stone eyes again. He appeared so real, so genuine, even with those emotionless eyes. He turned around. I think we’re being watched… he told himself, looking out into the woods for any movement. 


“He is gorgeous,” Arcia said with a smile and a blush. “If he is a hero, it’s a story I’ve never heard.”

Daedalus turned back to the base of the statue, for something had caught his eyes— something sparkled beneath the blanket of rose vines that covered the base and the hero’s knees. He pulled his hunting knife and slashed away bushels of the flowers. “Chains?” he asked, holding the thick links in his hand. 


“What?” Arcia asked.


“The statue is chained to the base. But who would do that?” he asked. A strident laugh escaped his lips. “It’s not like he’s going anywhere.”

Arcia looked around once more— having the disconcerting feeling that someone was studying them. “Daedalus… this place is starting to scare me. We should leave. Maybe the gods—” She heard him walking away and turned on him. “Daedalus, what are you—?”


“I found his sword,” he said, walking over to the west wall. “Look at this,” he said in awe. 


Mounting on the crumbling stone was a sword— untouched by the flowers. It was a long, thin blade of sparkling silvery steel. It looked unused. The handle was some sky blue stone with veins of green that, even from far away, looked like rose vines. 


“Daedalus, don’t touch it,” she said, taking a step forward. “The gods—”


“He isn’t using it,” the youth said with a smirk. “And I doubt the gods are either.”


“Daedalus, please. Let’s just leave. It’ll be getting dark soon and I don’t want us to be stuck in the forest overnight. My parents will be furious!” She felt the eyes on her again and took a step towards the door as Daedalus’ hand reached for the hilt of the sword. “Hello? Is…? Is anyone out there?” she called out to the silent forest.


A scream echoed through the room, causing Arcia to shriek and duck behind a pillar. When she caught her breath she peered out from behind it. “Daedalus?”


The youth was doubled over in pain and trying to support himself against the wall with a shaking hand.

“Daedalus?” Arcia yelled, running down the aisle to his aide. “Daedalus, what—?”


“What in Hell’s fire?” he yelled, putting his hands out in front of him. Both palms were crisscrossed with burns from the green veins in the hilt— grey smoke rose steadily from his palms and faded like a whisper into the air. “I barely even touched it, I swear!” he yelled.


From outside, a bird shrieked its arrival from the doorway and both youths turned in shock. 

“Daedalus… please,” she groaned, retreating behind him. “Please, let’s leave….”  


He looked at her for a moment, and then back at the statue. He gazed back at his hands and nodded. Daedalus stood up and walked to the opening in the wall. Arcia went out first. He cast his eyes onto the statue again, in some type of intrigue…. And then stepped out. Arcia was looking northward. 

“If we go back to that stream, we should be able to follow it northward. It should lead us to town, right?” she asked pointing to their left.


“It’s a theory.” He looked at the sky. “We have an hour or so until sundown. It shouldn’t take us that long to find our way back.” He nodded and started walking.


“Daedalus,” Arcia said in a sorrowful voice.


“Yes?” he asked, turning around to face her. The sun was setting slowly in the background and her hair shone in the light. She was looking at her feet in shame. “What is it?”


“I’m sorry…. For pushing you down the hill.”


He laughed, and put his hands on his hips. “It’s fine. It didn’t hurt me, did it?”


“If I hadn’t done that… we wouldn’t be here. We wouldn’t be lost. You wouldn’t have gotten—”


“I wasn’t hurt,” he said defiantly. “I’m fine.” He clenched his hands and forced himself through the pain. “Now, stop complaining. We have to move before it starts getting too dark.”

She admired his courage— she always had. She had envied this daring once, but now she only respected it. But this courage— this audacious valor— came off as stubbornness, or insolence. That was where he got in trouble: in thinking he could do anything just because he put his mind to it and forced through the pain. 


The gods haven’t forsaken his courage yet though… she thought. I suppose that means he’s blessed. She put her hands together. Please, don’t forsake him…. 


Arcia followed him now— like she always did.


From the tree, the sleeping white cat opened a crystal clear red eyes and gazed at them languidly. He yawned, stretched his slender limbs, and rolled his petite shoulders once. He stood up and looked over at the raven who was staring at him. The feline growled as the hair on his back rose and the bird squawked once, then flew to the top of the temple. The cat stretched once more and then curled back up on his tree branch. And fell into a deep, godly sleep….

††††
D

aedalus walked under the sun swept path, hands in his pockets, eyes on the sky. The sun was bright and dappled the pastel green of the grass. There was a pleasant glimmer of life in the air— birds chipping, leaves whispering, plumes of deep emerald foliage dancing in the wind. It was pleasant here…. But it didn’t satisfy him….


He was in a trance of disappointment for a little while; his plans for the day had just been ruined. He had briefly poked his head inside Arcia’s father’s shop for a moment, and she told him she had to work. She couldn’t come with him today. Arcia had begged him not to go without her. But… what else was he supposed to do?

He lowered his head. She still didn’t understand him— didn’t understand what had happened— didn’t understand all that was going through his mind. Of course she didn’t, his mind told him. You don’t even understand it….


Arcia had tried so hard to keep up with him after his mother left, tried to make sure that Daedalus still had someone to talk to. It was a valiant effort, but a meaningless one. He couldn’t talk to her about that things that haunted him, about his fears, about his worries. They were best friends— but he couldn’t do that.

He had strode away from the path today— purposefully. The same route was getting boring after so many years. He knew the way to the lake by heart, to the river by memory, to the quarry like the back of his hand. They held no interest to him now. He could gaze at the lake, watch it glimmer, see the life that burst from its seams there, see the fascinating microcosms that flooded the world there. But it didn’t matter…. It was still just… life. He could go to the river, put his feet in the cold water, drench his hair, eat the sweet fruit from the berry and grape trees that lined the stream. But it was still… just the river. It was still the same river that it had been for 17 years— and would be forever. He needed something different… something new….


Daedalus stopped, and pulled his hand from his pocket. He looked at the intertwining burns and wondered if they would ever fade. He ran his finger over them, felt the texture— and then energy surged through his fingers towards his heart. This energy was something new…. Something unusual…. Something otherworldly. 

He believed in the gods— everybody did. And he believed in their powers— and he believed in the myths, and the creatures, and the magic of the gods. But humans and magic was a different story. Commoners didn’t come into contact with the supernatural as far as Daedalus knew. But if he believed in it, then it did exist…. And this burn— and this energy— felt like… magic.

It could only be magic….


Daedalus looked down, off some knoll, and saw the top of the dilapidated temple. He looked at his hands, and then decided to get some answers for himself. He sauntered down the knoll, and then into the sanctuary. 


It was the same as before: quiet, sparkling, sunbathed. There was something in the atmosphere that made it not holy— not like a real temple— but supernatural. This wasn’t a temple…. This was a shrine—


A shrine to the man on the pedestal. 


Daedalus stared at him for a moment and put his hands on his hips. “I won’t bother your sword this time,” he said. “I’ve just come to ask some questions…. Like who you are….” He waited for a moment and then laughed in spite of himself. “Gods in heaven, what am I doing…. I’m asking a statue questions.” 


But magic—? 


If magic was so impossible, and yet real. Then… could this be as well?


He took another step forward and noticed that the chains that had covered the statue’s legs yesterday, now covered his chest. 


Who did this…? he thought. Who keeps on doing this? He put his eyes back upon the statue. “If there is any essence left within you, corpse of stone and rose, would you grant me any answers?”


A silky silence sauntered around the room as if taunting the youth with its dance— not offering anything but its presence. 


Daedalus understood his folly and shook his head. What am I thinking…? Like the gods— or even a hero, would answer my plea…. Suddenly, he felt something touch his ankle— something smooth, and cold. He froze— didn’t move— and hoped that whatever it was didn’t bite… hard.


“Mew,” the white cat at his feet called out softly. 


He looked down at the slender, handsome creature and noticed the red symbol on its forehead.
♊

The symbol of Alove, the God of Love. 

This white cat… is an emissary of Alove… Daedalus thought with hidden fear. What… am I supposed to do?

“Mew,” the cat mumbled again, rubbing its nose against the youth’s leg. 


“Hello there,” he said in a nervous voice. “Can you tell me anything by chance?” He looked around. “Is this your temple?”

A wind rushed through the shrine— disturbing the roses, ruffling the vines, and causing the cat to stir and hiss at the entrance. An eerie darkness came over the entire temple, as dark thunder clouds covered up the sun, and the light vanished from above. The trees outside whispered in the wind, telling secrets to one another than no mortal could hear. 


“What?” Daedalus asked, putting a hand on his hunting knife and taking a step backwards towards the statue. He glanced down at the cat, whose  lethally intent eyes were fixed on the opening in the wall.


A shadow overtook them. A raven, black as night, with eyes as livid as Hell’s Fire swooped down from the entrance and landed on the floor, reporting a singular, lonely “squawk”.


A growl arose in the throat of the cat, and he scampered to the shoulder of the statue and stood by the man’s neck as if protection. Every hair on its back stood on end as if a warning to the raven and he lowered his head.


But the raven wasn’t looking at the emissary, he was looking at the youth with personified eyes. Daedalus locked its stare, and realized just how human the emotion within those vermillion beads was— loss, despair, atonement. Upon the bird’s breast, lay another holy rune— that of Zh’doas, the Lord of Shadows.

♐

He looked between the two animals, one with a symbol of red, the other a symbol of white. “What is this place?” he asked in disbelief. Daedalus turned back to raven, as a deep, rising fear welled within him. Zh’doas wasn’t the god of death, or even of pain— but of shadows  and darkness, of illusions and mirages, of the abyssal demons from within the earth. He was feared— not for his wrath, for he was not known for one— but for his deceitfulness and his limitless power. Daedalus feared him…. For it was Zh’doas whom had taken his mother from him….

The raven let out another single call— for he saw Daedalus’ pale hand on his hunting knife, saw the rage in his grey eyes— and then flittered away in retreat, ascending through one of the holes in the ceiling.


A single black feather fell from above…. 


It took a moment for Daedalus’ rage and fear to subside. He looked at his hand, and released it tenderly. The burns on his hand still ached enough to cause him considerable pain. Picking up the feather, he felt the energy course through his hand, through the burns, through his arms. 

Holy emissaries? he thought to himself. I don’t know if this means I’m lucky… or tragically unlucky. 

He turned to the cat, who was still on the statue’s shoulder; its delicate tail was flicking in irritation, gazing at the hole to make sure the bird didn’t come back down.


“I got rid of him for you,” Daedalus said triumphantly, twirling the black plume between two fingers. “You’re supposed to bless me or something right?”


The cat didn’t move— but his eyes lowered to the boy’s face, and then to the chains that covered the statue’s shoulders. 


Daedalus walked up to the statue and ran his hand over the chains. The energy within their links somehow told  him not to touch them, warning his inner soul what would happen if he touched them. I can’t remove these…. Even if I had a reason too, he thought. I know I can’t, no matter what I try. These were… put here by something… not someone….  He looked at the cat. “I wish you could tell me who was doing this….” He scoffed. “Actually, I wish you could tell me why you and your friend from Zh’doas are here.” He bowed his head. “I wish you could tell me if this has anything to do with my mother….”

The cat only meowed again, jumped off the statue, and ran out the entrance. 


“Hey! Wait!” Daedalus yelled, stumbling over the broken tiles on the floor to chase after the animal. By the time he slid to a stop on the decimated steps, the cat was gone. “So much for that…” he said softly. He didn’t feel like he was being watched this time— probably because both of the emissaries were gone now. They had been here last time— Daedalus knew that, even if he couldn’t prove it. And they would be back….

And so would whoever had chained up the statue, for that matter….


And maybe they had answers….


Daedalus put his hands in his pockets and walked back inside. He wouldn’t stay long this time. But tomorrow, and the next day— he would be back. 


He would wait….

††††
A

 slight breeze shifted the grey hair over Daedalus’ forehead and awoke him gently. He opened his eyes and looked up through the gap in the ceiling at the blue sky. Within the moment, a cloud covered the opening, and the light vanished. He yawned and stood up from the pew he had been sleeping on, stretching as he went. Daedalus stood before the statue and crossed his hands over his chest. “Well… I guess I’ll say goodbye then.” He sighed. “I have to say that waiting is getting a little tiresome…. You’d think that after a month—” He shook his head. “What am I complaining to you about? It’s not like you can do anything.” The youth put a hand on the statue’s shoulder. “I guess I’ll—” 


A single footstep sounded behind him— a splitting “clack” against the cold, tiled floor.


Daedalus froze, and then slowly turned around to see the shadow in the opening.


“What are you doing?” the man at the end of the temple asked. “You aren’t supposed to be here!” He walked forward, and unsheathed his sword from his side. 

“I—” Daedalus put his hand against his hunting knife, but understood that it would not be a defense against the intruder.


“Quick, you have to get out of here before—” He paused, seeing the alarmed look on the youth’s face, who was glancing at something just beyond the man’s shoulder.


A deep growl echoed from the back of the shrine and fear clutched the heart of the both men at the front. The intruder turned to see the beast at the doorway, and his hand tightened around his sword.


It was an Aphix… a creature of the damned. The looming body of a black lion, with the dagger-like tusks of a boar. Upon its head were a set of stag’s antlers, used to maim its opponents should the tusks fail. But the most deadly part of the Aphix was its tail: a scorpion’s metasoma… complete with a poisonous telson barb. 

“Quick!” the man yelled. “Get out of here!” He rushed forward and rose his sword to strike. The Aphix let out a roar and lowered his antlers, which caught the sword effortlessly, and then tossed the man into a pew. The rotten wood collapsed and splintered under his weight. 


As the man rushed forward again to meet the lethal creature, Daedalus knew he should be thankful, but at the same time was confused. The Aphix was guarding the only way out and—


Daedalus’ jumped to the side as the black lion backed the man up against the statue. They had locked— sword and antlers— and were pushing each other will all their might. The Aphix was winning this test of might, and readied for the final blow. The black metasoma rose, looming over the man’s struggle like the scythe of the vital reaper. The barb moved into position, and a single drop of venom dripped from the end, and fell to shining, sun-swept floor. The tile hissed, smoked, and dissolved. Though fear and adrenaline consumed his heart, the man could barely take a breath, not to mention try to push the Aphix off him to stay the final blow. 

Daedalus threw his hunting knife just as the telson struck.


There was a roar of pain, as the Aphix screamed in rage from the blade in its left flank, and then an unexpected, deafening clatter as the chains from the statue’s body fell to the floor. The man’s eyes widened in horror as he realized that the telson’s strike had broke through the links and released the hold on the effigy.


“No. It can’t be…. Not now. Not this—”


One of the Aphix’s tusks pierced the man’s chest. 


He had taken his eyes off the creature for a second too long and his downed sword gave the beast the perfect opportunity to strike at him. He looked down at the puncture wound as the Aphix let him go. “Mother…. I have failed you…” he whispered softly. He looked at Daedalus and grimaced. “Forgive me….” With that, he grabbed a necklace around his neck and broke the chain with a single, firm yank. The action activated the spell and he vanished into the air. 

Now it was Daedalus… and the Aphix…. Alone.


Daedalus stood in the aisle as still at a statue— fear paralyzed him. The Aphix ran his flank against a pew, breaking off the knife’s handle, and taking down two rows of seats. Then he turned his chaotic black eyes to the youth.


Without warning, a raven plummeted from the roof, claws out, and landed on the back of the Aphix, tearing tracks of red through its thick ebony fur. The lion let out a magnificent bellow and smacked away the fragile bird as if it were a fly in the air. It fell against the wall like a black rag and didn’t move. The Aphix turned its attention to the youth once again and took an ominous step forward. 

Daedalus shuffled backwards in fear, and ran into the carving. “I guess it’s just you and me,” he said to the statue. “If you have any ideas, now would be the time to speak up,” he said with a nervous laugh. The Aphix lowered, got ready to pounce, and reality caught up with him. 


This was the end. He was about to meet the final—

The Aphix jumped.


The scent of roses filled the air as everything went silent. 


Daedalus saw the beast stop centimeters from his face— frozen in time and space. A hand gently touched Daedalus’ arm, and another hand reached forward to the forehead of the lion. 


“Ignoscentia amantes vocat,” a quiet voice said. “Amor fideles defendit.” Hot white light grew at the end of the fingertips of the hand and amassed into a sizzling ball of energy. “Abi in pace.” 



There was a crackle as the energy left the pastel hand and hit the body of the Aphix— something hissed, but then there was nothing as the Aphix dissipated in the graceful white light, like a glimmer of a dream, passing away into the night. 

All that was left was the smell of roses.

Daedalus gazed down at the elegant pale hand that was touching his arm. The… statue? he asked himself in fear. What just… happened?

Suddenly, Daedalus felt weight against him, as the hand and body behind him went limp. Before he could do anything to stop it, both Daedalus and the man who had saved him collapsed in a disorganized heap onto the floor— and Daedalus heard his shoulder crack under the combined weight. As soon as he came to awares, Daedalus pulled himself from the weak grip of the man who, only moments before, had been a pillar of stone. He was just like the effigy— graceful, lean, handsome. But now, Daedalus could clearly see the royal blue armor on his body, the snow white pelt around his waist, and the ceil-blue hair like the colour of Forget-Me-Not flowers. 


“Hello?” Daedalus asked. “Are you… alright?”


He moaned softly and then opened up scarlet red eyes, the same colour as the roses in the room. “Ab honesto virum bonum nihil deterret,” he murmured. 


Is that… Ancient…? I don’t know what he’s saying….  He got on his knees next to the man and put his hand against the cold, cracked tiles. “Thank you, for saving me…. Even if you don’t understand me… please know that I thank you.”


He closed his eyes and a simple, slight sigh as light as the petals of flowers passed his pale lips. “The ether… is fading…” he said in a melodic voice. His words flowed together like a light resounding melody on a crisp wind— every word an important note, carrying the music to the next syllable. 


“What does that mean?” Daedalus asked. The significance of this was astounding, even to one as stubbornly naïve as Daedalus. But he understood this….This man could answer his questions— this man could tell him the answers to the question that haunted his mind, his soul, and his faith. Like how in Hell’s Fire he managed to turn into stone… and then come back…. 

“Without the ether… I am powerless,” he mumbled. “And I will sink into the deep, fermentful abyss that is… exclusion.”

Daedalus stared in confusion. “I’m sorry… how do you expect me to help you?”


The man offered a slim pale palm to Daedalus like a unblemished sacrifice. “Hold my hand…” he said simply.


Of all the things… he thought in skepticism. He debated, for a moment, the futitily and absurdity; but nonetheless, took the hand that was given, and held the wintry, pastel fingers within his own. A few moments after he took the gesture, the man’s hand tightened around his own, and the foreign energy that Daedalus was becoming accustomed to, now flooded through his veins. “Is this… ether?” he asked in surprise. 

The man didn’t respond.


He was magnificent, this persona. He was a creature of awe from creation. And it made Daedalus wonder, what exactly he was doing out here…. As a statue in a temple, in the middle of nowhere in Aeleaus. Was he a hero? Or a demi-god? Or….

“What… are you?” Daedalus asked. 

The ether running through his hand was powerful— whatever ether was. As this thought ran through his mind, the ether grew that much more commanding and it flooded Daedalus with a myriad of emotion. He took a deep breath and pulled his hand away— to overwhelmed to continue. 

As if his mind was suddenly unclouded, a thought hit him…. The raven.


He stood and went to the place where the bird had fallen. It lay crumpled in a defeated black mass, shaking in pain. Its feathers were bent, its energy spent; and it couldn’t even utter a noise to call out for help.

Pity rang out from Daedalus’ heart, and holy ether filled the air. “You shouldn’t have done that,” he said, anger in his tone, but the anger was only at himself. “You shouldn’t have tried to save me.” He reached out his hand to the bird. “Why did you then? It doesn’t make sense…. Zh’doas has never done a thing for me and now—” He looked away in shame. “I should be grateful…. So, thank you.” He put his hand on the bird’s head and slowly pet the ruffled feathers back. With that bit of grace, the raven’s body became a faint shadow and slowly dissipated in the light of the sinking sun.

Daedalus’ mind was filled with thoughts— complex, obtrusive thoughts that permeated his logic and denied everything he thought he knew. He was used to a world where things like this were only told about in stories, but not experienced. A world where the beasts of the gods were figments of imagination and symbols of idolatry— not saviors and facets of life. A world where men of stone stayed men of stone until the weather and wind ripped them apart, just like the stories and embellishments did. And though he was excited by this world, he was not comfortable being a pawn within it.    


“What you did for that emissary… releasing him…. That was kind,” the man said weakly, still absorbing the ether in the air.


“You knew? You could tell he was an emissary?” Daedalus said.


“He’s been here before…. I know his ether…. Well,” he said in a sombre, yet complacent tone, “not anymore….”


“Where did he go?” Daedalus asked, getting up slowly to approach the man’s position.


“Back to his father— to the hands of Zh’doas.”

“Can you tell me what this is? The ether?”


“The breath of the gods— the life, the energy, the promise in everything. It is always around us, always in us, but the world… is so oblivious to it….” His scarlet eyes opened and cast upon the youth. “You feel it, don’t you? My… that is rare….”


“Wait…” he asked. “What does that mean?”


“Those burns on your hands… are from my sword.” He sighed in either disappointment or aggravation, but there was a slight glimmer of a mysterious smirk upon his rose lips. “I suppose courage is to be honoured… unless it transcends to foolish overconfidence.” The man laying on the floor closed his eyes and nodded. “I think… I can rise now.” He slowly stood, making each moment count for his energy. With a certain gracefulness that seemed to transcend the limits and possibility of the human body, he straightened, a little unsteadily for a moment, and then stood still once more. He seemed to exist, not on the ground, but just above it— as if he were gliding everywhere he went and just existed within the bounds of physics, but not called to abide by them.  “Ah…” he said in his flowing perfumed voice. “That’s better…. I haven’t stood upon my own power in years….” He gazed up at the spring sky flooding the temple with the bouquet of flowers and the grace of the sun. “A pleasant day indeed….”

“Who—?” Daedalus’ eyes caught the façade of roses turning to face the man as he stood, staring at the sky, and felt the need to correct himself. “What are you?” 

“Alphir…” he said in a silver voice. “The Ethereal of Alove.”


This hung in the air for a moment, wavering in the sweet spring smell of petals and the overbearing sense of the future clinging to the walls of the ancient temple— just looking for the moment to spring up and catch them at unawares. 


But the mysterious man did not dwell on this thought long— for, in a simple moment, he was crossing the cracked tiled floor to the wall where his faithful sword lay untouched on its mount. He gently laid his delicate fingers upon the hilt and effortlessly swayed through the air like a feather on a whim. His scarlet eyes moved over the immaculate metal— untarnished by age or war— and as he relinquished it to his scabbard, it sang a single, angelic note. Blade firmly in his possession, he departed to the door without another word.

“Wait!” Daedalus yelled as he moved defiantly to the front of the aisle. “I’ve finally gotten you out here, after waiting all this time— waiting for answers— and you think you can just walk out of here with—”


Alphir abruptly stopped, and his once tender steps provided a sharp sound to contrast his nature. “I don’t have enough time to deal with the likes of you….”


Daedalus stood there for a moment and then scoffed. “What are you going to do?” he asked, reflecting back to the words Arcia had poised to him only a month earlier. 


But the man only flashed him a dangerous glare and then began walking again with his elegant grace. 


Daedalus glowered and stormed after the man. He reached out his hand and grabbed Alphir’s arm with a force he didn’t know he had. The man whirled on him, and put his hand on the hilt of his sword faster than Daedalus even realized he been pushed against the pew. But the strike never came.


Alphir was gazing at Daedalus’ hand, still on his arm and tightening by the second as tense fear entered the youth. The scarlet eyes scanned over the hand— the contours, the knuckles, the fingers themselves— and yet even his eyes could not find any other explanation than the obvious.


He closed his eyes and released his grip on the hilt. “Remove your hand…” Alphir said softly, resuming his delicate nature. “Please….” Daedalus pulled his hand back, but continued to gaze in mystery and fear. As soon as he was released, Alphir walked back out. 


He had reached the door when Daedalus’ shouted out, “You’re going to leave me here like this? Without any answers?” He shook his head. “Everything I’ve ever thought has… changed now. I don’t know who— or what you are. Who was that man who died for me— for you— and why didn’t you save him?” His eyes than caught something else and he lifted his palm to the man, who had since stopped in the entrance way. “And what am I supposed to do with these?” 


There was another moment of silence and finally the man spoke— softer than before, with a weight on every one of his words that wasn’t expected. He meant was he said this time— he was being grave— and it was obvious in his tone. 


“If there is destiny within you— if Fate has chosen your hands to act for the heavens— then you must prove yourself to the gods, you must prove yourself to the ether, and to the power that may lie within you….” Alphir bowed his head, as if this was satisfactory. “Go west, young artisan, go west and find your answers.” He raised his eyes to Daedalus. “My debt to you is not yet paid…. You shall have my devotion— Alove bids it.” 

His shadow disappeared into the setting sun— a restful yellow setting unto which the stage would open. The sun was symbol for the life about to commence. This yellow sky, a vast expanse of gold, was the symbol of the ending spring, the segue into summer, and the abounding life and love that would come with the change of the season. But to the eyes upon the sun who saw the gentle glimmer of Fate within its rays, it was clear what was coming: a revelation, an epiphany, a conversion into a new world and a new age. It was a time of renaissance and of rebirth. 

Hopefully, it would be a change for the better….
