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Sappho’s Hymn to Aphrodite

(Translated, paraphrased)

Shimmering-throned immortal Aphrodite,

Daughter of Zeus, Enchantress, I implore thee,

Spare me, O queen, this agony and anguish,

Do not crush my spirit.

Hearken to me, 

To my voice calling to you in the distance,

Leave your father’s golden kingdom,

With your chariot yoked to fleet-winged sparrows,

Fluttering their swift pinions over the sky’s darkness,

Bringing you through the infinite, 

gliding downwards from heaven.

For a new woe had befallen me 

What in my mad heart is my greatest desire?

That if you now spurn gifts, soon shall you offer them

If you know not love, soon shall you feel it.

Come then, I pray, grant me peace from my sorrow,

Drive away my agony, I beseech thee, O goddess

Fulfill for me what I yearn to accomplish,

Be thou my ally and sit with me on my iridescent throne.







AUTHOR’S NOTE:

(Please refer to the glossary at the end of the book for more details, definitions, and language explanations.)
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The mighty raptor wheeled in the dark skies above Kos like a shattered meteorite, trailing rage and despair in his wake.

He was on the brink of breaking apart, drowning in a sea of anguish.

The agony of being wrenched from one soul whom he’d adored and who had helped bring meaning to his purpose was almost too much to bear.

Woe had befallen him; sorrow coursed in streams over him, causing him to tremble, and he shook like a husk in the wind. 

Even the sky had lost its color and vibrancy. Its light had turned to static as if a canopy of wretchedness had descended and cast a shadow over everything. 

His spirit searched for an anchor.

But none was to be found.

So he pushed even higher.

To where the thunderclouds roared with turbulent air, a wild gale, and icy particles.

He unfurled his pinions wider and let the elements pummel him.

Held aloft by the updrafts and pitched down in downdrafts, his winged body was tossed around. He was forced to hold his breath to keep from drowning in the thunderstorm.

The rain and verglas hurt as they hit with the impact of tiny sharpened arrows, the sleeting moisture soaking through his slick plumage. 

He dodged the mortal-sized ice rocks in a deadly dance. His plumes picked up enough electrons from the ionized atmosphere to cause lightning bolts to chase after him, seeking to shred him apart.

The fast-flowing, narrow, meandering jet streams in the high ether buffeted him.

The air thinned even more, and he pulled oxygen from his dwindling rachís stores.

For a wild moment, he wondered what would happen if he let go of his ka and kemí and permitted his anguish to end.

‘Sana’a!’ he roared.

Not a soul answered.

Only the tempest howled back at him.

For HE was the storm.

He laughed, a guttural bellow riled with such pain it stirred up the heavens.

The ache in his chest was picked up and churned in the towering cumulonimbus thunderhead that swirled around him, taking up the entirety of the atmosphere. 

That’s when his hawkstone ripped. 

Its sheer power pushed the typhoon high enough into the stratosphere, spreading outwards and producing a colossal anvil cloud. 

He was so oblivious to the energy generated by his affliction that he lost his course as he sank into the cyclone. His tears mingled with the heavy, fierce descending precipitation.

Far below, on Katánē’s surface, torrential deluge lashed the mountains and gullies. Waves of water rushed through gorges, and ice pellets battered the ground.

Lightning arced through valleys, followed by destructive winds, deafening thunder, and a threatening tornado’s wild finger.

Killen, fokkin’ stop! You’re causing a freakin’ supercell thunderstorm. It’s tracking close to Karth and Kos, and if that tornado you’re stirring up touches down, it’ll rip with devastating bluster. Your squalling is already inciting giant-to-monster hailstones and violent rainfall in the south, and it’s coming straight for us.

Somehow, the grating voice cut through Killen’s elemental hurt and fury.

He sucked in an inhale, and with a heave of his mind control, he calmed his hawkstone.

The squall stilled and whirled to a stop.

The turbulent, murky sky cleared, revealing a soft, deep cyan expanse. The cirrus parted and dissipated, leaving peaceful tranquility in their wake. The destruction and chaos on the ground were now visible, showing the devastation caused by the raging storm.

The once tumultuous and chaotic atmosphere now held an otherworldly stillness. 

His hawkstone muted its wild pulsing, and in the quiet, his ka spoke in utterances his mouth could not form.

I can’t give up on us, khany’s, not even if you walked away from our love. I miss everything you are. But this agony in my soul is killing, shredding, and shattering me. You got my essence raw in my chest. So I’m reaching for the stars, hoping you’ll hear and return to me.
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An uneasy peace fell after the invocation.

The words reverberated beyond Katánē’s upper atmosphere. 

He imagined them streaking through Pegasi, racing beyond astral objects and meteoroids until they found her heart. 

The massive Sābər Hawk half-transmuted, his limbs transforming from Thunder Eagle into human form.

He let himself hover, his body beaten, his core throbbing. His hereafter vision tracked past the firmament’s deep black fabric, dotted with sparkling constellations and meteors embedded in the velvet fabric like crystal barbs.

He cast his still burning eyes over the landscape far below, scanning for any signs of destroyed settlements in the wild lands he’d raged over.

It was deserted; no wounded kemí or ka energy reached him, and he sighed in relief.

With fast sweeps of his rachís, he made his way back to the Desolation.

The sky around him was a dark canvas splashed with vibrant brushstrokes of fading lightning and dissipating overcast, the storm’s remnants leaving a melancholic silence in its wake.

As the early morning sun peeked above the horizon, he soared over the dense, untamed fig and podocarpus forest from the south. 

Heading towards the sprawling encampment, the raw glory of the vast Kainôs army.

With a twist of his lips, he recalled his first sighting of the camp so many moons ago.

He narrowed his eyes at the keiea protection vines that encircled the camp’s boundary.

Even more skoltr of chimeric eagles hang from the protective fencing, giving off black fumes of poisonous kíma miasma that’d destroy one’s plume to the nub with no mercy.

His troops strung them up in the dark despite being banned, hoping to ward off intruders and monsters lurking in the gloaming. ‘Twas also a symbolic hankering to keep out the enemy’s lightning-fast raids, which had been occurring with more frequency these last few months.

Inside the perimeter, warriors above the camp conducted mid-flight drills, their plumes, swords, and koyas glinting like dancing diamonds.

To Killen, the sinewy, soaring, and well-muscled fighters were an almost-too-perfect fighting machine.

The immense krests of the imperial hawk hunters and the golden leonine-like locks of the Krypós elite combatants flowed behind them like banners in the wind as they soared across the sky.

Their sparring, supine, grappling bodies and giant wings caught in interlocked throws, their throats grunting harshly. At the same time, they pinned their opponent’s rachís in fast and furious submission holds and takedowns.

Their aero-dynamics, too, were impressive. Swooping with their sābər koyas stretched before them, they dodged and wove around each other, perfecting their descents and dives. Thrusting and dueling to the barks of their superiors, sweat poured down their backs.

Warriors paused their mid-air wrestling matches as Killen’s pinions cast shadows over the ground. They gazed up in veneration, saluting him as he tracked past, his magnificence unfurled for all to see.

Rousing calls followed him.

They’d been waiting for the mythical hawkstone bearer for so long that, since his reveal a few spans earlier, any sighting of him brought on a myriad of shouts and cheers.

Some adored him because of the lodestone between his eyes. Which gave him insight into his ancestors and lit the way to the kirḗnē they’d all been waiting for.

To the Sābər Hawks and more experienced Kainôs warriors, he was the promise of a life without war after years of running skirmishes, fighting the old guard, the Kɛstrəls. For years, their small rebellion had chipped away at the power brokers in Kos. It was now a full-scale force, ready to face the enemy, win, and take the capital.

At least, that’s what they hoped.

Their desire was reflected in the glint in their eyes as they cheered on the Kíríga, for he was their symbol of the anticipated victory.

Yet, to others, he was the antithesis of his grandfather. Whereas Tempest Light had been a commander far removed from his army, Killen had humbled himself and come in as a kujāa, a cadet. He’d trained alongside them, eaten and drank with them as peers. Even now, he walked among them like one of their own, and they adored him for it.

It broke him thinking they’d soon be laying down their lives for their collective cause.

He gave them what they wanted, pulsing his lodestone gem over them, blessing the lethal speed of their blades and wings.

Little did they know the distress he hid from them.

His face was granite as he landed with a silent leap onto the ground.  

Raising and tucking his rachís behind him, he strode through the camp, walking its broad avenues as one with his warriors.

It was a ritual he’d enjoyed with his woman and continued even in her absence. They’d walked these avenues offering a chin lift, encouragement, or a clutch of his fist to everyone, from sentries to kíndunas and kujāas.

Eyes shone with devotion towards him, and he made time for those who sought his company and advice.

That said, the pressure on him to deliver their hopes was daunting. 

He slipped some klaw into his mouth and chewed on it, fighting off the waves of doubt of the massive impostor syndrome specter that haunted him.

More so since Sana’a’s departure.

Without her, he was emptier, hollowed out, a shell of the purposed Král-In-Waiting he’d once been.

It took all his ever-loving strength to keep putting one foot before the other.

Which sucked when surrounded by soldiers who were watching his every move, needing him to be on his game.

It was with profound relief that he finally spotted his pavilion’s gate.

Carved of the deepest ebony wood from the Obsidian Island of K’ssos off the northern coasts of the Thousand Mile Lands, it was embossed with an expansive gilded eagle-hawk-intertwined insignia.

He dipped his head at the two lean female defenders standing guard, their sinewed muscles and burnished copper wings glistening, their fierce faces unmoving. The shining rachís extended above and behind them, and the sharp edge of their gleaming lances quivered at their sides.

He’d once feared them for their ferocious, silent stance. 

Now, the two legendary Kaxuaraí Lancers were some of his closest companions, guarding over his home in the camp day and night.

They’d grown on him, as had Komi, a curious krested Kärdinálio whom Kaxim had assigned as the Kíríga’s runner and attendant.

The small figure now flitted past Killen with a ready smile on his dusky face, a tray of food from the kitchen káján in his hand.

Killen clapped his trusty helper on the back. He liked the fellow, for he was a vibrant songbird companion with a constant song of joy under his breath.

The Kíríga slowed his roll at the sight of a half-transmuted chimeric-winged creature standing on the pavilion’s first step.

Scowling at him.

Their raptor features, gigantic leonine physique, lethal-looking talons, and dark wings melded away to reveal human limbs.

Tall and imposing, the man who appeared sported the same close-shorn silver hair and a savage face.

Which was screwed up in a glower, his jade eyes stormy with frustration.

Killen jerked his chin at the man, exhaling in an extended show of his annoyance. 

The man lifted a hand to his jaw, rubbing his lean fingers together, another sign of his exasperation.

With a suck of his teeth, Killen drove his long legs forward.

Up the stairs, sweeping past the man, who eyed him as he strode into his royal tent’s reception room, his lips twisted. ‘Damn you, Kíríga.’

‘On some planets, insulting the King would lead to boiling your head in a vat of hot oil,’ Killen grated.

‘Tis sometimes what I want to do myself. To you.’

‘Do you have any more choice words you want to share, Xim? Other than the reaming you’re giving?’ the Kíríga growled, whirling around to face his closest advisor, the one man who gave zero fokks when pulling him in line.

Kaxim, also called by his Sābər hunter moniker of Sky Ash, snarled. ‘You know how dumb an idea it was to foment a million-mile thunderhead?’ 

‘Oh, I’m well aware,’ Killen murmured. 

‘Someone’s still got a death wish?’

The question came from a second Kaɪˈmɪərə Krypós Eagle.

In contrast to the storming Kaxim, the new addition strolled in with a smirk plastered on his face, which only accentuated his almost too-perfect chiseled appearance.

He’d emerged from the war room, the tented nerve center for the army effort, connected by a plexiglass corridor to the King’s official residence in the camp.

The open view to the adjacent tent showed a spacious marquee packed with bodies, wings, and talons. Inside, a mix of half- and fully transmuted Sābər Hawk and Krypós Eagle forms moved with sinuous grace.

‘Kione,’ Kaxim grunted, acknowledging the Kíríga’s Second Armorer before turning his scathing gaze back to Killen. ‘He almost caused an environmental disaster.’

Both towering men stared at the Král-In-Waiting.

His Second Armorer’s handsome Krypós Eagle features softened. ‘Kill, you’re struggling, that’s plain to see.’

‘And you’re prying,’ Killen rasped, unused to having his feelings, which he’d kept under lock and key for weeks now, ripped out of his chest and on the rampage.

The suave, elegant Katánian loped to his side and placed a hand around the Kíríga’s broad shoulders.

‘Your Armorers are not just your closest guards; we’re your friends, and right now, I’m going to set you straight: Be weak, beg her to come back, stalk her, obsess about her, surrender yourself to your emotions, refuse to take control of your life or -’

Killen cocked a brow. ‘Can’t wait to hear this.’

Kione powered on unfazed. ‘Or become the stuff of legends. Embrace the pain, acknowledge its presence, confront it, and tell it that you’re stronger. Overcome it and avoid ruining you and even Katánē, as many Kings have, all for the sake of a woman.’

‘I suppose you’re going to share how. You’ve got that gleam in your eye,’ Killen groused.

Kione laughed, tracking to a sideboard in the reception space where Komi had set out food and beverages on trays.

He poured out three tots of an amber liquid, which he handed to his two friends. ‘The finest Tansinian Scotch possible.’

Killen lifted a brow, glaring, hands crossed over his chest.

‘Live a little, Sable,’ Kione muttered. ‘Go on; it’ll take the sting of your heartbreak away.’

After a beat, Killen relented, stepping forward to nab the offered drink.

‘Kuvu,’ murmured Kaxim, sharing the army’s chant. 

‘Strength to prevail,’ Killen and Kione intoned.

The trio flung back their libations.

The whiskey burnt a path to Killen’s soul, and he sighed as it flamed out some of his pain.

‘More,’ he commanded, slamming the krustallos glass on the sideboard. ‘And please, continue with your ever-insightful counsel.’

Kione obliged, speaking as he poured. ‘Kíríga, I know how intense your suffering is and how much you want it to vanish. However, no magic pill exists that can make it disappear. It’ll be shit for a while. Accept that the relationship has ended, permit yourself to feel and work through the pain, and let her go. It’s time to acknowledge the fact that she won’t be coming back.’

‘You don’t know that,’ Killen growled.

‘Think about it. She was aware that leaving you would cause you agony, despite how much you loved her. But did she stop and consider your feelings? Nada. Why would you allow Sana’a back in your life? To fokk you over again?’

‘Kione,’ Kaxim warned with a grunt. ‘She was a trusted confidant and ally.’

‘Was being the operative word,’ Kione clarified with a lip twist.

‘You’re not happy with her, are you?’ Killen asked, making a quick deduction.

‘She hurt you, my friend. Which makes her my enemy,’ Kione grated with uncharacteristic anger.

Kaxim hissed again in warning.

Kione cocked his head at him, ignored his fellow armorer’s glare, and spoke on, undaunted. ‘She was never the one. Don’t let Katánē’s wild passion dupe you into all this kemí ‘soulmate’ clusterfokknest nonsense. So what if you had a strong connection with her? Many other women exist who are similar to her or even better. You don’t need her in your life to be happy, as you will eventually fall in love with someone else. Your dreams and plans with her aren’t shattered because there are plenty of other possibilities for your future. It’s only who your fated Kwēnə is that has changed.’

‘You don’t say?’ 

Killen mused at his Second Armorer’s passion, even though the words were like a bolt through his chest.

‘I do say. So, focus on your purpose, which is to kick some serious Kɛstrəl ass with your army. When you miss her, go to battle and win. Roar at the top of your lungs if you need to. Unite Katánē. Don’t waste your time dwelling on past affection. Move on and become a legend. Trust me, she will regret leaving you.’

‘Why do I sense you may be speaking from experience, Kione, ay?’ Killen murmured with sudden insight.

The usually affable man turned away, slugging back a third drink, jaw clenching.

Killen’s eyes fell on him with concern.

He knew the handsome armorer secretly cherished one woman, but he thought it was unrequited love.

Perhaps ‘twas why he was behaving so churlish about Killen’s heartbreak.

Kaxim’s timbre rumbled through the Kíríga’s thoughts. ‘Don’t listen to his bushtit crap. Is Sana’a the woman you think you’re meant to be with? Because if she is, go after her. Plain and simple.’

Killen jolted, staring at his stern-faced First Armorer. ‘Didn’t take you for being sentimental.’

‘I’m not,’ growled the taciturn commander. ‘I’m practical. You need your head back in gear, and the clarity she gave you was out of this world.’

‘I can live without her,’ Killen grated. 

‘Yet you almost stirred up a thunderhead storm that all but obliterated the skies overhead.’

Killen sucked his teeth in annoyance. ‘I stand corrected. We are fated. She’s in my hereafter visions and has been for years. I desire reconciliation above all else, and it troubles my mind. Because I cannot see the path to it.’

‘If you’re thinking about winning her back, ' Kaxim growled, ‘my advice is that you don’t rush it. Take this time to start working on your flaws, no one’s perfect, and I bet you did some shit to her too, which made her leave. All that’ll be left then is patience, Kíríga. Live your life, and the universe will make you cross paths again. What’s meant to be will be.’

Killen sliced his silver eyes at his First Armorer, hawkstone flashing.

Then he swiveled his gaze to his Second.

‘Sante. I’ll take your words, both sets, into consideration,’ he rasped before making an abrupt exit.
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Killen stalked away, locking his jaw against the ache in his body as it reeled from the effects of decompression from high altitude. 

He rubbed at the hail-driven welts and bruises he’d sustained from the thunderhead he’d been consumed in.

Tracking into his king’s tent, he pushed through the draped leather curtains on cross beams into the spacious chamber.

A breeze went through the walls, fanning the flames in the sunken hearth at one end of the private quarters.

Killen acknowledged none of it.

He headed to one of the partitions and aimed his hawkstone at it.

The magnificent woven cloth of chrome, metallic, and gold, which glittered with íkan, shimmered again, becoming semi-transparent.

He sat with a heavy slump in a chair before the unfolding view of Mount Karth’s craggy peaks. 

The sun above the Desolation was dim, unable to penetrate the dense fog of despair surrounding him.

Out of the corner of one eye, he spotted a garment.

On his bed.

The same one had been moved from his chamber at the kíota, along with all the other contents from his skyward room that had come with him when he had shifted to camp alongside his warriors. 

The furs were rumpled, as they’d been when she’d departed.

Over them was draped her metsai cape.

She must have left in a hurry, for when he returned the night she had fled, he found it half trailing on their sleeping furs.

Now, he rose to his feet and tracked to the bed.

Sinking to his knees, he reached for the folds of her cloak and buried his face in it like he had every night since she’d fled from him.

Her scent lingered in its creases, a bittersweet reminder of their collective memories.

But now, it only added to his pain, taunting him with its alluring perfume.

He’d never seen it coming.

Their connection had been so luminous, and its absence only left an agony that wrecked his spirit in never-ending waves.

Instead of blading him for his grandfather’s sins, she’d slayed him with her essence. Sana’a had become his past, now, and future.

The one exception to the rule, to everything he thought he perceived.

He recognized that no one would capture his mind, his quintessence, as she had. No one else would ever match her ka, her raw beauty, and his love for her.

‘Fokk!’

The curse dragged out of his raging soul, his voice raw, rough, broken. 

It was a bitter reminder of all the things left unsaid and all the moments that could never be relived.

His mouth was dry as if he had swallowed a mouthful of sand. The acid sharpness of his loss lingered on his tongue, the sour tang a combination of tears and the bile of regret that stung him.

At night, all he had were the stars. As he took to the air every night to escape, a deafening silence enshrouded him, an eerie absence of the laughter and conversations he and his woman used to share.

His soul was heavy and constricted in his chest as if a crushing weight had been placed upon it. He longed for her soft touch and caress again, but all he could do was clench his fists and ache through the emptiness.

The loss was a rusted anchor dragging his heart to the depths, a fire burning his innards to ash, a thousand knives puncturing his every breath.

He was a giant eagle lost without its homing signal. Forever searching the expanse of despair within him for even one shard of light that would guide him back to her. 

The one he loved and longed for with all the fibers of his being.
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Weeks passed, and still, she had not returned.

Killen existed in a perpetual state of somnolence and sorrow, using his hailstone sight to see, devoid of his eyes.

They were closed most of the time as he dug deep into his core.          

His grief became almost inconsolable. 

His training was lackluster, his eyes bleak.

To the point it was driving Kaxim up the wall. ‘Can’t you see we need your head screwed right to lead this army? Get your mind and your heart out of your ass!’

Kaxim’s castigation was to no avail.

Killen’s soul was derelict, vacillating between duty and despair.

Still, the signs that he was the Kíríga that Katánē had been waiting for kept coming.

One morning, Killen and his two armorers were seated outside on the pavilion’s terrace, conferring over breakfast on the day’s mission.

The Král-In-Waiting was knocking back a mug of steaming kahawa when a giant bird with pure white luminescent feathers tore through the íkan shield of his tent and dropped at his feet.

His Kaxuaraí sentries came racing in from the gate, spears on the ready.

The ambusher was unfazed.

It unfurled one immense wing and swiped, throwing the lookouts off their feet.

After scattering the javelin holders, it bowed its nape in reverence.

By now, Killen, Kaxim, and Kione had drawn their weapons and were about to throw themselves at the creature.

‘Wait!’

The First Armorer, who’d released his koya, hesitated after Kione’s gasp. His blade came to a whistling stop at the juncture of the snowy neck.

‘It means the Kíríga no harm.’

True to Kaxim’s words, the graceful leviathan remained prostrate on the ground before Killen. 

Both Armorers approached the white mound and studied it up close.

Its feathers fluttered as a slight wind rushed through the terrace, revealing its pure gold skin underneath.

‘Fokk,’ Kione growled. ‘It’s a Kánto.’

‘Please explain,’ Killen barked, his hand too to fling his weapons at it.

‘The Kánto are a rare breed,’ Kione explained. ‘Only a handful are believed to be alive. They only feed on precious metal or silver and never reveal themselves to anyone. They never transmute, even though we know they hold a human form. This is an emissary sent to confirm their support of your campaign, a symbolic affirmation that the Kánto acknowledge you as the true leader of Katánē.’

Killen grimaced. ‘A messenger from whom?’

‘From Kagṣān himself for the Kánto live on the unseen and highest peaks of Mount Karth,’ Kaxim muttered.

Killen huffed in slight disbelief. ‘An envoy from a thousand-year-old departed mythic eagle?’

Kione turned to Killen. ‘Many believe he is not dead. That he’s simply awaiting the rightful and honorable Kíríga to rise for.’

Still unconvinced, Killen exchanged a bow with the enigmatic bird before it rose. With an almighty shake, it unfurled its giant chalky rachís and soared back into the air, vanishing among the brilliance of a milky sky.
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The encounter with the mysterious Kánto only hyped up Killen’s already mythic reputation in the eyes of his warriors. For days, every káján in the kambí was caught up in whispers about the miraculous sighting.

Yet its appearance did little to lift the Kíríga’s malaise.

One evening, he packed a bag and fled to assuage his brokenness and loneliness. Unable to handle the glances of sympathy that Komi kept sending his way.

But not before bumping into Kaxim at the edge of the vast camp.

The two mighty winged Katánians banked to a stop in front of each other in midair.

‘You’re leaving,’ Kaxim stated with an exasperated sigh.

‘Not for long. I crave freedom, air, and space by myself,’ Killen growled, pausing for a beat, his voice grating and sullen. ‘I have to understand what I’m defending. I must soar the skies and grasp what this battle entails.’

And why was he fokkin’ fighting it without the love of his life by his side?

‘You’ve got an army to command,’ his First Armorer grunted.

‘I know, but like I said, I need my head right for it. My hereafter vision will let me know if I have to return.’

Kaxim sucked his teeth in irritation and anger.

Yet Killen perceived that Kaxim would not fight him.

‘Fine. Don’t stay away too long. Otherwise, I’ll come after you myself.’

Killen jerked his chin at his friend.

Wheeling about in a sky perfect at dusk in hues of orange, he soared away without another word.

Without a clue what he was seeking and if he’d find it at all.
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For years, Killen had tapped into the hidden memories of past Kírígas. 

Including his mother’s long-gone whispers, for she had once worn the hawkstone for a brief time.

For K’Élisa had been its secret bearer for years.

The prescient gem, passed down from her grandfather, had chosen her as its wearer at birth, bypassing Tempest Light, her father, to lodge itself in her temple.

The Old King had tried to subvert the hawkstone’s will, but the ancient precious stone ignored the mortal monarch. For it only and always passed on to the most deserving ruler of the Katánian people.

‘It made the obvious choice not to attach to your grandfather’s brow, meaning it did not deem him the rightful Kíríga,’ Killen recalled his mother telling him.

Enraged by the slight, Tempest Light had threatened to slash his daughter’s maw to gain access to the mighty lode gem.

He’d desired the hawkstone’s potency for himself to justify his position with longevity and guile, not wisdom or sense. 

Yet, he’d lost the lodestone because he ruled by fear and division, abusing the tenets of Katánē’s heritage and poisoning the minds of his citizens with his vile, marauding greed.

In fear for her life, K’Élisa had fled Kos and the planet. For years, she had been hiding from her father’s khōra hunters in the furthest corners of the galaxy.

Until the day the gemstone confirmed Killen as its new keeper.

He’d been just twelve when his mother sensed it, calling for her son while loosening from her forehead.

She’d journeyed with him into the rock-hewn fissures of Devansi, and upon a sand-blasted cliff, he’d received the stone that had dislodged itself from his mother and settled on his brow.

In the arid emptiness surrounding him, unseen by anyone other than K’Élisa, Killen became its carrier, the King on the throne of the broken, disparate Thousand Mile Lands. A realm, a universe away that he’d never stepped foot in, one obscured in feudalism and falling into darkness. 

Now, years later, with K’Élisa’s memories murmuring in his ear and led by the hawkstone, Killen ventured to the lands where his mother had drawn her first inhale.

K’Galo, where his mother was born, was a landscape of rolling hills and patches of wildflowers dotting the fields.

The earth was still imbued with her presence, and the wind breathed her name.

The air was thick with the scent of fresh hay and blooming meadow blossoms.

In the distance, he saw the ruins of a once grand castle, its walls crumbling and overgrown with vines. 

Winging closer, he noticed a small village in the valley, its simple homes made of stone and thatched roofs. 

The sun shone on the scene, casting an inviting glow over everything.

He landed in a nearby field, transforming into his human form.

Shrugging his cowl over his head, he headed toward the hamlet.

As he strolled through the settlement, he picked up hints of wood smoke from crackling fireplaces. The sweet aroma of freshly baked bread and pastries filled his mouth with a longing for a taste. Memories of his mother’s warm, homemade meals flooded his mind.

It was a pilgrimage of the soul, a journey through time and recollections as he walked the streets where his mother once roamed. He traced her footsteps and felt her presence around him, her essence in every corner and crevice of this sacred place.

The locals were friendly, their gaze curious about the stranger’s identity, but still, they welcomed him with smiles. 

‘A visitor to our humble hamlet? From Kos, perhaps?’ asked a food seller from whom Killen had sought a bread bun.

‘Naam, a location close to it, as claustrophobic as the city,’ Killen murmured. ‘Needed some air.’

‘I’ve never laid eyes on the city myself,’ the kind-hearted storekeeper said. The freedom of the wild lands is all I can handle, that and the love of my woman and children.’

A pang of wistfulness hit Killen as the man’s simple contentment. ‘Then you are more blessed than many.’

He wandered away to eat in solitude in a dell beside the hamlet’s river.

As the sun set, he was drawn to an old oak, casting long shadows across the landscape. Its gnarled branches reached out over the water like the arms of an ancient deity.

He sat under its shelter, feeling a profound peace and connection to his mother, the earth, and the universe. The tree seemed to whisper to him, its foliage rustling in the gentle breeze.

He closed his eyes, tipped his head back to rest against the trunk, and used his hawkstone to link to his mother’s presence. 

In time, the chill in his heart thawed, the weight of his heartbreak lifting as if K’Élisa was there with him, guiding him through his pain.

His hawkstone thrummed.

Opening his eyes, he gazed up at the tree, at something glimmering between its leaves.

He narrowed his eyes at what appeared to be a silver, ethereal silhouette of a giant bird of prey perched up high.

He blinked, and it disappeared.

Without warning, the bark cracked midway, and with incredible force, a long branch, heavy with new foliage, pushed out from its trunk.

The great oak swayed in the wind, and a faint murmuring whisper came from its glossy leafage, fluttering as if speaking.

‘It greets you, Kíríga. You who roars like a Thunder Eagle,’ he heard a voice say.

Killen whipped around to see an older man, bent with age, leaning over a cane and standing away from him.

The man was a painting of time itself. 

It was as if a brushstroke was etched onto his skin each year, carrying a lifetime of stories and wisdom. The walking stick, his trusted companion, was just as worn as if it’d borne witness to every step he had trodden on this earth.

His wings were unfurled behind him, muted and austere, with viridescent-hued plumes and ash undertones. Given the elder’s seniority, they had taken on a glaucous sheen on their surface, a foggy, pale gray-blue frosty hue resembling the powdery coating on plums and grapes.

A flash of momentary awareness pulsed through his hawkstone, but Killen paid it no mind, caught up in the stranger’s unexpected appearance.

‘What did you say?’ Killen rasped.

The older man leaned forward on his cane, his body a creaking and weathered vessel. His glittering eyes locked with Killen’s wondering gaze.

‘I said, ‘tis you. 

The churn of the river.

The cumulus cloud, which rains from an overcast sky. 

The crags of the massive mountain.

The aether eagle of Karth.

The spoor that disappears in rivers.

The hawk that strikes with its hooves and damages the stones. 

The destroyer of destroyers.

He whose path is winding like that of ants.

He who is of the lance, big enough to overshadow the sky

Yet so small he can sit on a koya’s edge.

He whose majesty is like that of Khiron.

He who is the one and only Kíríga.’

As the older man’s voice trailed away, he gave Killen a self-satisfied smile.

The Král-In-Waiting jolted. ‘Who in Devansi hell are you?’

‘I am an old friend of your family. The Djan kəst, I believe. Your mother is K’Élisa. I see her eyes in you.’

Killen cocked a brow and twisted his lips. ‘What of it?’

The stranger lifted his hand and swept it across the vista. ‘Killen Sable, welcome home.’

‘So you know my name,’ the silver-eyed man growled. ‘What’s yours?’

‘Pfft,’ the newcomer smiled. ‘Old souls don’t need a title, for they’ve forgotten what youth was.’

Killen huffed, crossing his hands over his massive chest. His eyes raked over the sprightly man’s face, his twinkling eyes and sharp regard lurking further back. ‘Somehow, I don’t believe forgetting anything is in your wheelhouse. That said, your poem doesn’t make sense.’

The older man pointed to the tree that had just sprouted. ‘It does when it points to who you are. That is not just an oak; it’s a kándzelo, sacred to Katánē. It only spontaneously releases a full branch in the presence of true royalty. It signifies your rightfulness to the throne and the coming glory you will bring.’

Killen stared at the older man. ‘Not sure I trust you,’ he rasped.

Yet the words resonated within him like a long-forgotten melody that had returned to haunt him.

His new companion ignored his uncertainty, speaking in a deep, weathered voice, ‘This tree has been here since the dawn of Katánē. It has seen the rise and fall of countless kings and queens. The most recent time it released a branch in this manner was right before your great-grandfather’s birth. That Kíríga was a true ruler, a just and compassionate leader who brought peace and prosperity to the land. And now, it speaks to me of you, Killen. You are the king and must find the strength to claim your rightful place.’

‘I don’t want the throne,’ the Kíríga snarled, both from the shock of the revelation and the pain still weighing down his heart. ‘For I am doomed.’

Twas the older man’s turn to rake his eyes over Killen. ‘Nada, all you are is a hurting, heartbroken consort. A lost love, perhaps?’

Killen scoffed. ‘An ill-fated romance for a cursed monarch.’

Again, the older man studied Killen. His smile was warm, his eyes filled with a wisdom that only came with age.

‘The lover you await will return. Your link to her ka is clear to see and strong as synth steel. She will come back to you.’

The Kíríga narrowed his eyes, again disbelieving. ‘Are you some kind of seer or prophet?’

The older man shrugged. ‘’Tis a convoluted title I eschew. That said, this is about you, not me, Killen, son of K’Élisa Djan and Riv Sable.’

The Král-In-Waiting jolted. ‘You’re acquainted with my father, too?’

The older man’s eyes twinkled. ‘Personally, nada. But your calling was foreseen, Kíríga, the rightful King of the Katánē, the Titan of Raptors. The wearer of the hawkstone, the reincarnation of the Thunder Eagle, and the Kaɪˈmɪərə Sābər Hunter, Storm Pale. The throne that most expect you to sit on is not the one you seek but the one you will find when you least predict it. Your heart and the SHärds of truth will lead her and you to where you both need to go, and the kándzelo’s blessing confirms that truth. Trust in yourself, and all shall be revealed in time.’

A wild derecho wind blew through the dale, and as if out of thin air, a succession of royal figures in full regalia appeared in place of the stranger. 

Killen stared as their faces shifted and merged, a shift and blur of features that spoke of power and authority. Each one seamlessly melded into the next, creating the impression of multiple sovereigns sharing one body.

On the forehead of each one was the one hawkstone, shining ever bright through the ages.

As they blended and transformed, the silhouettes emitted a primal growl, their combined voices rumbling like distant thunder.

It was as if a ghostly parade of ancient monarchs had been conjured up within the older man. Their faces morphed and shifted in an unspoken conversation between past and present, a testament to the power and legacy of their lineage.

A terrific fluttering sounded in the tree, and Killen jolted, his eyes swinging up at the boughs.

The stranger and his cavalcade of rulers had disappeared when he turned back.

Killen took a deep breath. The revelations of the older man’s words and the hawkstone bearers who had gone before him had shaken him to his core, stirring up a whirlwind of emotions.

He sank onto both his knees, eyes up to the branches, and stared at them for a while. 

Until the moon was as high in the heavens, and the flutter of glow moths and calls from distant bush creatures roused him.

Finally, feeling lighter after releasing the intense emotional storm that had raged through him, Killen ascended into the sky, this time slower, riding the draft currents and letting the wind flow over the last vestiges of his troubled heart until the ache eased somewhat.

The strange man’s utterances had been a balm, as had the freakish unexpected blessing of the kándzelo tree. Perhaps there was some fate at work.

Dawn rose like a new promise, casting a warm glow on the terrain below as his wings tracked back toward Kos.

His soul still ached for Sana’a, but he felt some measure of peace, clinging to the words of his prescient visitor.

Maybe after the coming battle was over, he’d seek her in the wilds of the universe.
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Flying back to the training grounds, Killen noticed a dark mass looming across the skyline from end to end.

Twas a khaboob, a wild and potent dust storm wreaking havoc on the land.

He stopped, studying it as it swirled at massive speeds towards him.

The sky turned a deep, murky hue as the squall approached, an extensive wall of cyclonic debris engulfing everything in its path. The once unmistakable skyline was now completely hidden by the thick, churning cloud.

Brown and black curtains of spinning particles blotted the horizon, blocking the sun’s light.

‘Damn Karth and its Spells of Kaos, and fokk its heated sandstorms, floods, and snow,’ Killen cursed, dreading to fight through it.

As the winds grew stronger and dirt encircled him, he prepared for impact.

He summoned his face shield and concentrated on staying upright in the air. 

A heavy object collided with his back, throwing him off balance. Whirling around, he drew his koya, ready to defend himself.

He saw a chaotic whirlwind of small boulders. Amid it all, he noticed a massive entity hurtling towards him with alarming speed and a roar that sent a chill down his spine.

The wild sand and black obsidian rocks formed a giant face before him, and his heart lurched as he recognized the visage of his dead grandfather.

The king he had cut down on Devansi.

Tempest Light.

Its storm face opened its maw, and a screeched cry emanated above the raging gale.

It spoke in a voice that boomed like thunder, echoing through Killen’s mind. You cannot escape your fate, Kíríga. You have stood in the way of kízakan for too long.

Killen’s grip on his koya tightened, his knuckles turning white as he faced the monstrous countenance. The memories of that fateful day when he had taken his grandfather’s life came flooding back, churning with the howling winds of the khaboob.

Even though he knew this was not the spirit of his dead progeny but the personification of the darkness threatening Katánē, it still filled him with sorrow.

He tried to speak, to defend himself, but the words caught in his throat as the sand and debris whipped around him, blurring his vision.

‘Leave me and my people alone,’ Killen finally growled, his voice barely audible over the roaring storm. ‘You are the shadow behind me as I lead my people towards the sun!’

The tempest-faced apparition sneered, its eyes burning with an otherworldly fire. ‘I am the endless night that will drive you into it to die!’

He closed his eyes, plumbing the depths of his hawkstone, recalling the prophecy spoken over him.

At that moment, an uncommon calm came over him.

He reared his head with a roar that shook the surroundings with force.

And freed his lodestone.

It flashed, burned, scorched, and bathed the atmosphere with an unrestrained energy wave.

Its unbridled power illuminated the upper airspace.

In seconds, he’d drawn all the íkan in the skies above. He let it rip, flaying the wind, pulverizing the rocks that the face of kízakan had lobbed at him.

He opened his eyes.

The apparition was gone.

The storm gave way to driving rain as powdered boulders fell to the surface below.

Thick mud fell on his wings, coating them in viscous sludge from head to tail.

He tried to flap his giant rachís to shake it off, but it only worsened as more ooze clung to him.

Killen managed to limp through the rest of the rainstorm as it dissipated.

Visibility was shit, but he succeeded in using his hawkstone to navigate towards the Desolation. He landed on the edge of the kambí, rolling on the ground, covered in mire from head to toe.

He collapsed onto a patch of rocky grass, prone limbs outstretched for a beat to gather his strength. 

‘Fokkin’ tarred feathers. It looks like you had quite an adventure out there,’ a familiar voice grated behind him.

Killen rose on one elbow to see Kaxim standing on the rise of a hill, looking on with a smirk.

Above them, the sky was parting after the deluge.

‘How did you know I was on my way?’ Killen groused.

‘I sensed you in the storm, Kíríga. Don’t forget that, as well as your First Armorer and army Commander, I’m an imperial Kaldean magus with an excellent aptitude for intuition and foresight.’

‘Well, damn you and your freaky sixth sense. You should have known how to fight the elements with me.’

‘Didn’t care to get fokked over by khaboob sludge,’ Kaxim smirked.

‘Don’t ride me,’ Killen grunted as he attempted to brush the dirt off his rachís. ‘I’ve already been messed up by nature.’

Kaxim chuckled and strode down the small crag toward his Kíríga. ‘Why would you take away such pleasure from me? And what’s with you and stirring up freakin’ tempests?’ he went on, ignoring Killen’s narrowed warning gaze.

‘They don’t call me the Thunder Eagle for naught,’ Killen clapped back. ‘I’m just leaning into my name.’

Kaxim scoffed. ‘Cept you’re doing a piss ass job of it. I’ve never seen a sābər hawk get stuck in a khaboob, for we know better, let alone a King.’

‘Not funny,’ Killen growled as he shook off some thick, cloying mud from his wings.

‘Let me,’ Kaxim grunted.

His First Armorer stepped in to help him clean off what they could before gesturing for Killen to follow him. ‘Come. You’ll need a proper wash-off.’

They approached a nearby creek that wound past the camp’s perimeter, where Kaxim showed Killen how to preen out any remaining debris from his pinions. 

‘Got one of these?’ the First Armorer said, producing an ivory brush with soft bristles from his cloak. ‘No self-respecting Katánian soars around without one. Use it to scrub out the dirt and the needle edge to lift and get under them so you don’t split apart any feather barbs or cause damage. One more dip in the river to rinse off any dirt. Your wings will shine from the natural oils on them and restore them to their original state.’

When his rachís were as good as new, Killen transmuted to his humaniform and bathed the rest of his muscled body in the early morning light.

‘You’re back now?’ Kaxim grunted, his eyes intense as he crouched at the water’s edge, a river reed rolling between his lips. ‘For good? No more bailing on us and your warriors?’

Killen jerked his chin, his eyes flashing. ‘I am back, for I realize I cannot calm the storm. Instead, I have to calm myself, and the tempest will pass. I also cannot abandon my calling.’

‘About fokkin’ time,’ Kaxim growled.

Killen stuck a finger in his friend’s face and sloshed through the water, gathering his cloak and swinging it over his frame.

Nabbing his pack, he set off in a hover beside Kaxim back to the kambí.

Around them, Sābər Hawks emerged from their shelters, some stretching their wings, others yawning while beginning their morning routine.

The rising sun illuminated the camp, casting shadows of the tents and soldiers across the Desolation’s expanse. 

Fires were lit, meals were made and doled out, and koyas were sharpened. 

The flags and banners of each kínduna fluttered in the breeze as the warriors continued waiting in vigilance at the edges of the vast encampment.

‘What of Sana’a?’ Kaxim pushed.

Killen gave a dry, self-deprecating laugh. ‘Without her snark and hardass to drive me, it feels like I’m down one wing. Is that weak to admit?’

Kaxim huffed. ‘When I was younger, I thought so. Now that I’m older, I long for a woman by my side. But I’m perhaps too stoic, too jaded to believe there is one for me who can handle my gruffness. However, because you gifted her a lodestone, you two are forever welded to each other through your hawkstone. We believe in Katánē that we become one once our souls are joined to our truest love. That union allows us to soar to the greatest of heights, to where the gods tread, but only if they soar next to you. The question is, do you want the same, to fly with the celestial and divine?’

Killen felt the burn in his heart spread, and he winced, rubbing his chest with no relief. ‘For one, she’ll never leave her people and is working to find them a home again. She also wants the promise of killing Kalila, which I can’t give her. Yet.’

Kaxim cocked his head. ‘You’ve mislaid all hope?’

‘I’ve lost the zephyr beneath my wings, my friend. That said, the kándzelo tree’s blessing may have shown me a path I never expected, but I will face it head-on. I have no plans to let you or Katánē down.’

Kaxim nodded, a hint of approval in his gaze. ‘Good. We all have our demons. The key is fighting them off for the greater good. Because we need you now more than ever. The threat of war looms on the horizon, and your ascendancy is crucial in these uncertain times.’

Killen took a deep breath, steeling himself. ‘Noted. Let’s do this for Katánē and all who call it home.’

They landed at the gates of Killen’s pavilion, sweeping past its sentries and tracking fast up the staircase leading inside.

‘Clean up, Kíríga,’ Kaxim urged. ‘We have a battle strategy session planned with the kíndunas you lead.’

Killen scowled.

Since being presented to the Kainôs army, he’d made numerous excuses to shun the jarring reality of meeting the commanders he would ask to fight in his name.

‘Can’t avoid them anymore, ay?’ he rumbled.

Kaxim shook his head. ‘I’ve held them off for too long. They need confidence in you as their Kíríga and hawkstone wearer. Make them believe you are a winged shelter of silver, chrome, and bronze that can re-energize them with your kemí. They need to trust that you are their fortress, stronghold, and deliverer, their shield in whom they take refuge.’
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Somewhere over Falasia, Sana’a’s HUD vibrated.

She flicked a command to her helmet and took the call, listening to the bottom feeder on the other end of the line, who was begging for her help. 

When the kinai’s plea was final and the price to her liking, Sana’a whispered, ‘It will be done.’ 

She moved to her ship and powered to Rhesia without sleep, chow, or rest.

To rid the universe of a shit-stain warlord who’d run afoul of his lenders.

A few days later, with her shikari contract completed, she landed on Eden II amid an intense meteor storm.

The night sky was lit by streaks of fiery shooting stars, each leaving a trail of glowing debris in its wake. It was a fireworks display on a grand scale, blazing across the darkness.

The incandescent bursts of light burned bright, some even outshining the twin suns of Alphetraz.

Her new priority pass from The Sable Group’s quantum intelligence, Mirage, got her past security quickly. Soon, she was headed for the eastern districts of the bustling city. 

Sana’a paused her stride at one point, glancing up at the flaming mayhem beyond the city’s plexiglass dome where a celestial dance of destruction played out, with stars falling from the sky like fiery tears.

It was a symphony of chaos and beauty, each fireball a reminder of her smallness in the vastness of the universe.

Within Eden II’s dome, the skyline was a vibrant exhibition of towering buildings and flashing lights.

Its teeming streets were full of people and fly cabs moving in a chaotic yet organized pattern, a stark contrast to the bleak and deserts of Katánē and the winged avifauna that dominated its skies.

The city’s frenetic energy and perpetual movement seemed to swallow her whole. 

The noise and chaos of the Edenite capital only reminded her of what she had left behind: a place of solitude and harsh beauty.

A pang hit her as she longed for the empty stillness of the desert, the endless stretches of sand that whispered secrets to her soul, the fierce sun that beat down on the obsidian city of Kos. 

And the one man who made it all make sense.

Amid it all, she stood, consumed by her inner turmoil as the meteor storm raged on.

With a twist of her lips, she made her way to an address Mirage had provided.

Soon, she was at her destination, a nondescript building adjacent to Eden II’s Eastern leading healthcare and clinics district.

The discreet location furnished accommodation for people traveling to the rock for medical recovery or treatment.

Here, the Sable Group had offered three luxury suites to the Shotelai Queen Mother and her daughters.

Sana’a swung past the Ccyth guard at the door and presented her updated Sys-ID to him.

The taciturn sentry let her pass, and she tracked towards a door.

She was confronted by two fierce-looking warriors armed with long-bladed, short-shafted stabbing assegais, best primed to fight at close quarters.

Like her, they had flowing dark hair, silver-flecked eyes, and the chiseled features characteristic of her people. They stood tall and intimidating, their muscular frames adorned with intricate tattoos.

Their calloused hands spoke of years of training and fighting, their bodies clad in metsai suits honed for battle.

The sentries carried themselves with a sense of controlled power, their muscles taut and poised for any incursion. 

The sharp edges of their weapons hinted at their skill and deadly precision. Gleaming with a dangerous sheen, she knew they’d be ready to strike in an instant to protect the Queen Mother at all costs.

When they set eyes on Sana’a, both guards’ ferocious expressions dropped. Their surprise was sudden, and grins broke out on their faces.

They quickly muted their genuine, unadulterated pleasure at seeing her, but she’d tagged it regardless.

They both bowed.

‘Sazana Sana’a,’ the first sentinel called out using the shikari’s official Shotelai royal princess title.

‘Suni and Sakawi, you pair of lickspittles and toad eaters. Still ass-kissing my mother?’ she jested, coming to a stop before them.

The first guard snorted, crossing her arms over her chest. ‘We’re guarding our Sovereign. What would you have us do, Sazana? Abandon our posts and frolic in the streets of Eden II?’ she retorted, her voice tinged with gentle mockery.

‘I happen to know you still spoil her rotten with candies and sweet
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