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Dearest Cybilene, 

Legends are immutable stories. Preposterous tales? Certainly not accurate recollections. I can’t help but elaborate upon the mythos I stumbled across in Albania six years ago. And as much as I don’t want to hold these events to be self-evident in my mind, here they stay. Unwavering in their absolute dominion of my thoughts these past six years.

Where do I start? I suppose I should remind you of the flickering picture in my mind. It’s been so long. At least two thousand one hundred and ninety days have passed, and not a single thought of you has been fleeting. My love, my bride, my sweetest satisfaction of all that is good in this world. If only this letter finds you before Darcis finds me. If only I could deliver it to you myself. You’ll just have to settle for Timothy, as they don’t know where he’s hiding.

Promise me you’ll understand that what I’m about to write to you is not a fanciful account of anything that cannot happen in this world. In fact, I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Felt it within my own soul. Considered the pain of losing you before my time is up. That last point surely stirred curiosity within you. Don’t worry, my dove, I can’t die. Not yet. Even if Darcis were to happen upon me, they could only bind me. Imprison me away like some eternal monster. Now I’ve surely got your attention.

It all started with this candle….

Yours,

Calnus Matchkeep









  
  

Part the First
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The Desert Siren Thirsts





Musings of Hermes Trismegistus


Excerpt from Lecture #1


The story of tuning is one of a gilded history, finding the mark of salvation to those who would oppose the will of the Creator God. Yahweh must be overthrown for the good of mankind's enlightenment. Halel's millennia-long plan will find its fruition only when mankind en masse rejects the mandates of the being who made this cosmos. Making something does not give one the right to rule it with an iron wing. When my philosophy permeates this world, the true awakening Halel envisions can happen for all of us, from the least to the great.


The boundary between the Earth and sky had ripped open. Konner Maxim Lavi waded his way through the tide pool; his sloshy footsteps echoed across the porous slabs of the limestone tomb surrounding him. The cave—eloquently subtle—hid alone among the cliffs at the edge of the Dead Sea. 

The water had been warm today, especially since he had taken a bullet to the leg from a little predicament that had his mind spiraling to thoughts of sixes, sevens, and a few breathing tricks he had learned to keep his mannerisms at bay in tough situations. After all, there had been no way to tap his feet in his favorite pattern, meaning he was on the verge of losing his composure completely. That was a fate far worse than the bullet, which stung, but not as much as missing genuine comfort.

Azure sprinkles of God's gift to those who called the sea home were reflecting the rising sun as Konner had forced his way to the current situation—complete with a visit from the interdimensional sword, Ensem Galatine, which he spun behind his body using only the deeper things of his trailing thoughts. No arms required—only sheer will, as those of the quantum world had learned over many repeating echoes of time.

He had found it amusing to manage swimming across the water after his boat had taken an unfortunate hail of bullets without fear of sinking. Sure—they were after him, but he pressed on, unfazed by the pursuit of the Abatan Sect of golden tunists. He had thrown himself off the boat, being doubly sure to make it seem as if they had pelted him with their onslaught in more places than merely his leg. The Abatan were not second-rate tunists by any stretch of the imagination, but Konner knew they weren’t interested in anything but his death. Throwing them off had been a cinch, though he prayed to Yahweh they would not test his farce by shooting his body as he floated with his face in the water. Things in the Dead Sea were not known to sink. He had to play it straight.

He pressed his hand onto the wall across a crevasse of knee-deep water.

It had to be here somewhere.

Onesimus Presario, the leader of the Hidden Assembly, had briefed him on the Cave of the Darcis that morning, an ancient site where the sons of the Darcis had performed twisted rituals with human women. The aim was to hybridize female humans with the genetic information of fish. Onesimus had jokingly named the artifact Konner had been scouring for Ariel’s Trumpet, after a certain famous mermaid from popular fiction. But this was no ordinary trumpet. It was the horn of a siren, fashioned into an instrument by the Darcis to call upon wicked spirits underneath the water. The funny thing was—according to legend at least—the trumpet could only play notes when sounded by suction, rather than blowing, a feat that humans were not exactly fit for with their limited air capacity.

Of course, he had to test the object to be sure of its authenticity.

How quaint. How perfectly something that would likely get him into a heap of misfortune. He had seen far too many archaeological movies to know not to mess with quasi-divine relics.

Konner had to be close. He had been walking into the deepest recesses of the cavern for a good forty-five minutes already. The smell here killed his nostrils. It was a putrid mixture of ancient and salt, with a dash of clever homogeneity to irritate his eyes. Any unlucky fellow or lady to stumble upon the cave would have been bored stiff by the time they walked a few feet inward. He inspected the wall, hovering over the water's edge and causing ripples in the pool. His eyes met a familiar symbol, curved etchings with hollow circles and open crowns.

“That’s a mixture of Deneb Algedi and Procyon.” Konner wiped away crumbled dust from in front of the root stars, revealing a shine that reflected the water's movements. The Darcis really had used this system of caves. Half-tempted to snap a picture for the Israeli archaeologists in Tel Aviv, he perished the thought. The Hidden Assembly and tolerance for leaks of information on the state of the shadows of the world weren’t congruent. He was a lance, a Hidden Assembly hitman for the side of the upright, not some ordinary bloke looking for five minutes of fame. He had enough money. But his feats were never to be known to the world. Slaying Rusticius Colfax—the brute of the Death Tribe hiding in the mountains of Romania—and the time he had strangled multiple tunists in France with only a normal rope and quick reflexes, not to mention a divinely placed stained-glass window.

The root stars were ancient symbols that, when mixed with blood, allowed tunists to perform terrible feats of power. Altering the laws of nature, increasing their strength, and sometimes ascending into a state beyond human. Most powerful tunists drew the root stars during their battles with their enemies into their very genes, not needing to draw a star each time as long as they let out a weep of blood.

They were limited to thirteen mixings a lunar cycle, with the phase of the moon determining the mixing's power. He had fought one of the most powerful tunists four years ago, in Silva Isle, Colorado—even fighting the upper echelon of the Auminous Sect at Denver International Airport after it had morphed into an ancient city made of the metal zeremythe called Thule, the Violet City of Philosophy.

He was to serve the Assembly in the shadows for the rest of his life, taking on men and women who may have lived for eons through drinking the blood of others after transmuting it into a golden substance that vibrated with the quantum world. Was it one of the coolest jobs in the world? Of course, though fighting tunists from the Auminous Sect had worn him down in ways that a man would never dare repeat, seeing the sect of supernatural tunists fillet men and women alive with nothing but a smile to offer many times before.

“Now all I have to do is ….” He took his Swiss Army knife out and flipped open the largest blade, drawing around the mixture of stars until he formed an oval in the limestone. The root stars were set in white gemstone and zeremythe, but due to the laws of the root stars, they reacted to placing a shape no matter what the material was. Next came the sick part. He etched into his forearm with the blade, but only enough to draw a weep of blood. Konner found the whole thing ironic. Onesimus was a stickler for the rules through and through, yet here Konner was using his blood on the root stars. The fortunate thing was the mixture sealed within the wall only required normal blood. No apostherium necessary, the quantum transmutation made from moonlight and blood that resembled golden, sparkling liquid life. The Darcis loved all things human, an unwitting facet of their nature that enabled Konner to access the seal. He smeared the blood around the oval, pressing his index finger around the shape until the root stars shone with violet light. He backed away from the wall, taking his backpack off his back and rustling through it for a bandage.

As he placed the bandage on his arm, the violet shine met with his left eye, causing it to light up with the old light of yore, secrets of the darkest arts enlightened within the soul.

The Darcis and the Auminous Sect seemed not far off from each other—but not much was known about the Darcis, except their name and penchant for sick experiments. No names, no occupations, nothing. But one fact was obvious. They were at odds with the Auminous Sect, so Onesimus hoped to bridge the common enemy into a treaty of working together to eliminate the tunists.

The wall collapsed in a moment, less-than-sturdy limestone turning into nothing but chalky white powder. It was as if the wall had phased out of reality. Water from the pool rushed into the space, emptying it with haste. Now came the next sick part. He reached into his backpack; his burly arm barely able to fit through the half-open zipper for … it. He pulled the monstrosity out with a small jerk of his arm, the skull of a Nephilim hybrid. The skull was made of topaz, not unlike the crystal skulls of popular myth and urban legend. Nephilim bones were pure gemstones, fetching a heavy price on the blacker market.

A delicate siren carving with wispy wings of flame on her back came into view as the last of the water pushed past the missing wall. The relief was seven feet in diameter, with a recess in the chest of the purple woman just big enough to hold the damned thing. It was erotic in a way, though Konner doubted such creatures cared for the more carnal things of men.

“Here goes nothing,” Konner said, his voice echoing softer now that a fourth of the cavern was missing. He placed the skull in the hole between the carving's chest, jumping back instinctively as his skin had crawled. His hand slid down to his hip, his trusty blessed pistol feeling like heaven on the palm of his hand. “There’s a catch—there’s always a catch.”

The siren carving came to life, the zeremythe now liquefying in a purple cascade to animate the drawing. Oozing torrents of molten metal jumped up from the floor, forming a three-dimensional carbon copy of the siren.

She spread her wings outward, a sharp shriek piercing the silence in the cavern as the entire area trembled with violence.

Her hair was a faint azure blue mixed with black, trailing down toward her body at the seam of woman and fish, where the markings of a woman gave way to a decimating force from the ocean. She stood upon her fin, her bare chest now sealing itself with a gilded light and distracting Konner for a moment. She shone like a most luminous light, wings spread out with golden fangs in her mouth. A light of the dead things of secrets, a spark of ancient beauty.

“I knew there was a catch!” Konner took firm grip of his pistol, aiming at the outline of the giant woman's head. He set a bullet within the chamber, enveloping the ammunition with water from the tank on the barrel.

A swatting from one of her golden wings batted him away into a boulder jutting out of the opposite wall. It crushed his shoulder inward with pressure.

“The refined lady without legs has a kick.” Konner flipped the safety off on the pistol, sliding the tank of blessed water into place once more. He had only three bullets to work with. The Abatan Sect had taken most of his ammo in the scuffle.

The siren crystallized in form, reflecting the surroundings in a perfect reflection, a mirror image of rock and metal with the overarching aesthetic of a woman's skin.

Konner could see himself as if he were standing opposite himself within the span of the woman's wings. That's how reflective they were, even causing his reflection to glow with golden light and streaming motes of diamond light floating up toward the ceiling.

“Humanity is not welcome in this place,” the siren said, rough, and full of bass and distortion—yet feminine enough to strike at Konner's softer feelings. “We are the daughters of the Darcis—the pride and joy of Halel the Usurper. Humanity is a poison, only a cancer on the Earth. I’ve been waiting thousands of years to cleanse this planet of the failure of mankind. Yahweh's creative capabilities pale compared to Halel's.” The siren opened her mouth, her golden fangs accumulating the diamond motes that were floating near the ceiling, funneling them inward as though a waterspout had caught fire.

“You know, you remind me of my ex-wife during our divorce,” Konner said, walking closer to the siren and spitting on her face. “What's your name, anyway?”

The sparkling siren leaped, bouncing her fins off the cavern’s ceiling, causing stalagmites to fall in raining rock and debris. A splatter of calcified stone impacted the ground, exploding into whispers of its former form.

Konner received a giant helping of rubble to his right cheek, torn flesh and blood gracing his face in desecration. He held his pistol tight between his fingers, interlocking them with pressure to steady his aim.

The trigger was special, reacting to a pull at just the right amount of pressure. With too much pressure, it would skip firing, too little and the trigger would budge a centimeter at most. A handy little security feature to keep the tunists from using Hidden Assembly technology in the middle of a fight should a less-than-desirable situation surface.

He pulled the trigger, aiming the barrel at the calamitous beauty's heart, or where her heart would be if she were human, anyway. A concave hole burst into form from the blast of the bullet, which spun to searing temperatures as the blessed water exited the shell.

Her blazing eyes trailed upward as she screamed the scream of many widows caught on a battlefront. The screech was worse than disruptive; it was the amalgamation of every wicked soul from the center circles of the abode of the dead, the cry of sailors that had gotten too close as they damned themselves to the abyss.

“My name is Kascadica,” she said between struggling breaths. She hopped upward, using her fins to keep bouncing from wall to wall until each wall seeped with water.

Cracks formed around the cavern, following branches of broken stone toward the top of the cave. The far wall burst open, sending an enormous tsunami-like torrent of violent water into the space. Splashes with the force of a herd of elephants knocked the columns of stone into nothing, pushing Konner full force into another tidepool.

Konner felt the sting of the assault in his back and shoulders, rubbing his upper back and breathing in. His lungs shot forth a piercing cut of pure pain. The attack had punctured one of his lungs, and he heaved on the ground as if to vomit. “Not … bad … at … all,” Konner said, closing his eyes and putting palms together in silent focus. He tapped his leg against the pool, in a pattern of six, then seven taps for good measure.

Father Yahweh, my enemy is a remnant of the Old Age empire of Atlantis. I ask that you heal my lungs—my broken bones, too—and grant me the strength to win. In the name of the Son, heal me.

Tendons and bone within Konner's body and out of it weaved into each other, while a spark of white glory emanated from his mouth. He lit up the room with the power of God, highlighting root star patterns on the jagged roof, and shredded star symbols on the walls with cracks in between each apex point. Feeling his lungs inflate once more, he stood up, taking aim at Kascadica as the light on his back sealed new and sturdy bone into place. He spun Ensem Galatine in front of himself before grasping the hilt. The diamond blade from a place without time gave a glint of its power, the rapier pointing toward the siren with a thirst for the blood of the dead. Its winged hilt felt perfect in Konner's hand, as if the angels had forged it specifically for him.

The alluring beauty stood with powerful presence under a large spire of limestone coming down from the ceiling, giving Konner an idea.

While the bullets in his gun could not down the stalagmite, he remembered his training under the angel Shemiel, his personal guardian angel that had visited him often during his last great task in Silva Isle, Colorado, the small mountain town surrounded by rivers on all sides that made it stand out from the oceanic forest like an island.

"I grow tired of this, man of dust," Kascadica said, inflating her muscles to expand her wings. "You have not capitulated to my beauty, and we've been at this for a while now. Have I not charmed you? I am a nymph when it comes to the pleasures of men. Why not intoxicate yourself with my essence?"

"You'd have to be hot first, cause I'm not interested in raw fish," Konner said as he pushed all his strength into his feet. "Besides, the only drink you've bought me cost me my lung."

“Well played, man of dust,” Kascadica said, raising her claws to her chest. "Your wit amuses me. You're the only man not to fall under my sway. The burning stars above witness that you are strong."

"I appreciate the compliment." Konner leaped upward, forcing Ensem Galatine into the stalagmite layer, then flipped down onto his feet once more, cowboy boots forcing themselves an inch into the ground from the impact. Brown leather into chalky white.

Kascadica had now been pinned by multiple spears of rock, water splashing over the sides of her frame from the weight. Was she composed of water? Her skin flickered between white and a mellow gold, wings now tattered from the impact. Her eyes became a slippery shade of black, a darkness that might be found somewhere out in the cosmos accumulating fiery matter. A bright flash of light enveloped the cavern until only the light of a few remaining root stars and the sun poking through the holes in the ceiling remained. Shreds of atomic decimation exploded with power.

“Fun times, if I'm being dishonest. Now where the hell is the trumpet?” Konner fished around the rubble, moving rocks, and sweeping dust out of the way, searching every corner of the cavern. His eyes met back with the place the siren used to inhabit, noting a blue gemstone in the center he had not recognized when the alluring lady came to life. He pressed on the gemstone, but nothing happened.

Stumped, he sat down on the wet ground, placing his palms on his knees, and thinking for a moment. Onesimus’ knowledge of the ancient world was limited as his own, only able to tell him the location of Ariel’s Trumpet, not how to retrieve it. He studied the sapphire piece, a gorgeous gem still raw and unrefined. Cones of light outlined every line of the gem, with small slivers of limestone dust caking it and giving it a dull finish, as well as a siren's watery blood. So the sirens of ancient Atlantis were one with the ocean in a way that was almost unnerving to think about.

The sun moved overhead, poking through the cavern’s roof, and rays of light landed on the gem. It glowed, a lustrous shine piercing Konner's eyes with how focused it was.

“They used silver tuning in a dark place to prevent anyone from accessing this even if they passed the siren. But divine providence means I win again.” Konner touched the gemstone, warm and smooth. The wall recessed into the roof of the cave like a garage door made of stone, revealing a pedestal in the shape of a tetrahedron where a four-foot-long, red spiral horn rested. At last, Ariel’s Trumpet. He stepped into the hidden room, slow and calculated, not wishing for a fourth level of security to deal with. Walking into the room stride by stride, he breathed out when he found himself directly in front of the trumpet, salty water slathering his shoes as limestone flaked off his boots as though he had been through a rough rodeo. His jeans were covered in watery blood now, and his dress shirt and denim jacket had been desecrated by semi-erotic fixations shattering into millions of motes of salted water. How did any sailor ever fall for those women? Not much of a singing voice, and she was half fish. How would that even work?

Good, no more obstacles. Mission complete.

A voice rang out from within the stone walls, sneering in tone—devious and unhinged.

"Stranger, stranger, stop there if you would. Bid me your time and I swear I’ll be good."

The wall behind Ariel’s Trumpet moved apart, both sections retreating into the sides of the room, revealing a carved fairy's face. The look on the fairy's face was ancient and wise, though it had a mischievous smile to stress its millennia of knowledge. Its ears were pointed, then curved inward like crescent-moon hooks. A single fang exited its mouth with aureate prominence; the whole fairy carving dimmed black like the depths of the sea. A clever smile opened, more astute than the sharpest pupil under the banner of their master.

The fairy's eyes lit up with azure light, piercing Konner's own eyes as he noticed his side being pierced by a stretch of stone before blacking out.

"Bid me your time, and you'll be just fine,

Lest your body be stained with pure wine.

Answer my riddle, tell me my tale,

Or I shall revel in men impaled."








  
  
My Cybeline, 

I must have roused your attention with my last letter. But I swear to you, the Darcis truly are after me. Yes, the legendary Darcis exists. Timothy shall henceforth relay all my writings to you through the cemetery at evening’s light.

I never intended to use the Candle of Elixas on my frail body, but seeing as you are far younger than I, with the skin of a goddess, and with decades left before you match my current age, it seemed the right thing to do. My meetings with a man named Hermes have proven useful, granting me a youthful appearance more in line with yours. Not that I was ever insecure about our age gap, but I hope when we meet again you will relish it as a pleasant surprise. Ah, but I’ve given away the racket! So, perhaps not a surprise. Hermes wasn’t too keen on teaching me something these tunist people call extension boons, rushing me along toward the Candle instead. I can now live for 1,000 years if I wish, but I would love to share my newfound eons with you. Elixas tuning, as Hermes called it, is a different sort of science than our world is used to, but I hear there are six other Candles of Elixas in existence, hidden away in ancient constructs from time immemorial.

There's a shuffling of footsteps outside the Coffin. I must go.

Until I write to you again,

Your Loving Calnus Matchkeep

P.S. Feed Lowell for me.









  
  

Part the Second


[image: image-placeholder]

A Proper Lady Pursues a Man





Musings of Hermes Trismegistus


Excerpt from Lecture #23


The greatest power of a tunist is finding the resonant qualities of which of the two paths to walk. The Hidden Eye walk of silver tuning offers the secret of Ra, echoes of the daytime. Gold tuning is the Illuminated Eye walk of the root stars, with a master over the northern set required if one is to even think of attempting to mix the Southern Hemisphere star set. Neither walk is without its fruit. But I have a partiality for the golden tunists who learn to see the sun at midnight.





The water overtook Euthalia Chrysant’s body in a cascade of raw power, and she rushed lower into the ocean depths at speeds unseen even in the most sophisticated military aircraft as she dropped from the sky. Her syre's beating wings, tarnished and black, had helped her fly on the search she had been on for four years. The Washington-side Pacific Ocean was not as cold as she had thought it to be, even for September weather. She held her breath, sinking to the bottom while pushing past the layers of pressure crackling against her skin with ripples of supersonic entry and vibration. She pushed up, cutting her flesh against the immense water pressure, releasing a stream of luminous apostherium, and she shot forward, upward like a torpedo, escaping the surface as she used a mixture of Deneb Algedi and Regulus to dampen the sonic booms. Droplets of water bounced around the air pressure fissure, and she took to the skies as Kokabiel, her servant, caught her in his arms. 
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