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More than Drákons




We don’t ride drákons.

We are more than drákons.

We are the Kaɪˈmɪərə Sābər Hawks of Katánē

Our wings and plumes rule the skies

Under the very first stars

Of the very first galaxies

We are the Titans of Raptors,

The Ancient of Eagles

The Kaɪˈmɪərə of the skies

Our koya sābərs slash through sinew

Our brass talons rip at the necks

Our gold beaks pull the flesh from your bones.

Our greatness comes from the days of old,

From the wings of the great Khiron

He who created the warriors of Katánē,

Grandchildren of Kirithz and Kanoa

Our wars are destructive,

Our might is unstoppable.

The mighty warriors are mighty hawks

Any war we fight is to the death

For we know how to fight,

and never know how to retreat

We are the Kaɪˈmɪərə Sābər Hawks of Katánē.







AUTHOR’S NOTE:

(Please refer to the Glossary at the end of the book for more detail, definitions and language explanations.)
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The battle cry was thunderous, not unlike the howling, screeching, and stampeding of nether devils rising from the underworld through the fissures of the lithosphere.

Three figures led the charge, one of them a woman.

Her long, dark hair whipped through the air with power, her aura lit up by the light of the mist-covered twin suns.

She soared in her metsai armor, tracking at high speed across the sky.

To her right was the flaming Drákon Queen, and to her left was her fiancé.

His eye caught hers, and he smiled through sharpened teeth.

She shivered.

Their engagement was to be made public after this expected victory.

Not that they’d be one, she thought.

The horns blew.

The Drákon army of Isato roared and flew forth into the fray.

Their enemy, the Sphinx army of Cygnus, met them with force.

A bank of gloomy, ominous clouds rolled over the scene, churning with the rage of a wild banshee.

The clashing multitude whipped through the devastating derecho, which ripped snow and rocks from the surface of the white world below.

Keeping pace with her consort and his mother, the lean woman with flashing diamond-flecked eyes summoned her blades.

They shimmered from their hidden sheaths on the spine of her armored suit.

Their unseen profiles whirled through the air, and when she lifted her hands, their diaphanous, translucent forms materialized in her grasp.

She gripped their familiar hilts.

She’d sharpened and polished the whetted edges with such care. If she were to unleash them to the visible eye, their brilliance would summon the sun from behind the clouds.

For they were made of SHärd ether, folded, hammered, fired, quenched, and cooled five times over. In the pearl-like waters of The Seven Wonders of Shotel’s high mountain lakes.

The process urged them into their rarefied fifth-element form. 

One believed to permeate all space, including the interstices between the particles of matter and light.

The SHärd short swords were also sentient, each with its unique essence to wield. One had anesthetic properties to heal, and the other had solvent attributes to annihilate.

She ran her forefinger along the inset signature groove in both hands. It bore her name and a pledge beneath it - in Shotelai symbols. She hissed as the piercing edges slid through her skin.

The pain reassured her they’d complete her mission with the SHärd-like precision she’d refined all these years.

Wiping off the tiny spots of blood from the sharp edge onto her suit, she took in a hitched breath.

One oath, two blades, three tragedies, four slays, five fates.

Her whispered wish was less reverent than when she’d first uttered it many moons ago. Now, it was more a matter of resignation to fate and exhaustion.

After a span of anguish, this was the moment.

As the baying of warfare ratcheted, she lifted her arms and flung her weapons, steadfast and sure.

With all eyes fixed on their leviathan foes, none spotted her furtive move.

The daggers arced through the air, lighting up with an ethereal illumination as they raced towards their twin marks.

She held her breath, then felt the jolt as they hit, sinking into past scales and sinews, severing tendons, slicing arteries.

The SHärd psions flooded the wounds, delivering the final blow, cutting off all oxygen throughout the circuitry systems.

The Drákon Monarch of Isato fell, and she twisted midair, confused, unaware she’d been struck.

The Prince, too, mouth slack in shock but clinging on to consciousness.

Isaya’s panicked eyes darted around and met the Shotelai’s cool gaze, probing, asking a question even as terror overtook him.

She did not answer; there was no response, only ice in her cold, frigid eyes.

He jolted in realization just as his wings withered and fell away. 

His panicked, clawing form wheeled through the air in the wake of the Queen. Both Drákons scrabbled as their life force faded.

Seconds later, the titian bodies of Queen and Son exploded in a cloud of burnt sienna scales over the white boulders far below. 

A roar of confusion rose from the ranks, for the formation floundered without the monarch at the helm.

The shikari closed off her heart from the pain of betrayal threatening to blade her soul in two.

Instead, she let herself nosedive away towards the mountains looming below.

Still, she kept her head cocked as she caught sight of the Drákon sub-commander, who darted his eyes around, seeking the assassin.

His crimson-lined gaze widened. 

He pointed to her falling form. 

At his screeched howl, a surge of forces leapt after her.

The woman maintained her calculated plummet through the air.

The sound of her ragged breaths filled her metsai helmet, drowning out the distant roars of the enraged army.

Somewhere deep within her, a silent scream echoed, the cry of a shattered soul, even as she fell with great speed to the surface.

Her eyes were drawn to the gold-drenched rays of the twin suns shining in between the rainfall of falling bodies and mist.

She held out her arms as her blades returned to her grip, still dripping with the ornate maroon blood of the Queen and her Son.

At her neural command, a waiting pinnace shot out from its hiding place among the crags of the snowed-in peaks.

She aimed towards it and dropped into the tiny cockpit with a thud.

Seconds later, the glass plex slid closed over her, and the flyer raced away.

Swiveling her head in retreat, she raised a brow as the sub-commander’s maddened red eyes glared at her. His mouth worked in a fury, his snarls snatched away by the derecho.

With a press of her lips, she faced forward.

Just as she twisted her head, she sensed the ethereal presence at her shoulder.

She gazed at the figure floating before her, a translucent form that flickered and wavered in the dim light.

It was the spectral visage of a once mighty king.

He was draped in ice-white robes and crowned with an aether-encrusted crown. His features misshapen in despair, a wraith-like holdover of the past.

She closed her eyes, and he was gone when she flung them open again.

Taking a shaky breath, she reminded herself of her promise, the same one tattooed on her heart, soul, mind, and skin of both arms. 

‘One oath, two blades, three tragedies, four slays, five fates.’
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A sleek ship darted from behind a far-off mountain rise and sliced through the atmosphere, burning hard out of Isato’s orbit.

Inside its bridge, the woman stripped off her armor.

She removed her vital metsai undersuit and laid down her two still-pulsing swords on the surface of the wrap-around panel.

‘How did it go, Sana’a of Shotelai?’ 

The quiet, steady voice emanated from the racing gunship’s console.

‘Well enough.’

The woman could not hide the weariness and devastation in her voice.

Nor the spasms in her swollen joints, and she took a sharp breath, willing more tikό to siphon through her metsai covering.

It flooded in, and she sighed in relief, almost slumping over the bridge’s smooth surface.

‘Success?’

‘Always. Took much longer than the planned six months, however.’

‘It’s what was needed to earn their trust.’

Sana’a huffed. ‘Can’t wait to be done with this oath-life. Still, the funeral horns for Gudit and Isaya ring all over Isato, and the Drákon army is floundering. Nothing they didn’t all deserve.’

‘How do you feel?’ the intelligence ventured.

The shikari shrugged. ‘That I’ve slain two more of my father’s plotters? Nada.’

‘How do you feel?’

As if her heart had been plunged into an icy abyss, her very essence shattered into millions of crystal slivers floating in a bleak void.

‘Let it go, Sika, I’m fokkin’ drained and exhausted.’

Aside from the fact that her body still trembled with the weight of guilt, her shoulders slumped from her soul’s invisible burden.

The heaviness threatened to swamp her.

Her hands crept to her chest as if trying to hold onto the last remnants of her lover’s presence.

Isaya had been kind to her, even a good lover at times.

For a fleeting moment, she longed to touch the hand that would never stroke hers again and feel his embrace once more.

The thought slipped between the million jagged pieces of her shattered, grieving ka.

It flowed not with sorrow for her prince but for a notion, once living and breathing, now long gone.

After a beat, she spoke again, her tone softening. ‘Apologies, Sika. I shouldn’t be so sharp with you. But it’s been a hellish long span of planning, waiting, and watching.’

Her companion clucked. ‘I understand. Have faith, your purpose will not be thwarted.’

Sana’a sighed, disbelieving, as she slid her blades onto a flat tray on the console. ‘Please sterilize these for me, then polish them.’

‘Of course.’

With a smooth hum, a hatch opened, and the unusual weapons disappeared into the machinery.

Sika chirped. ‘I have news on our next target. Care to hear more, or do you prefer to take some rest?’

The shikari fell into a crash couch behind the captain’s chair. Her hands rubbed at her joints, still tensed from hours of continued aching. ‘I’m all ears. The sooner we wrap up this cursed oath, the better.’

‘There’s chatter coming from Eden II. Of a rare visit by a small band of Katánian warriors.’

The woman knifed up from her seat. ‘Pray to tell.’

‘Even more interesting is the presence of the Kogun War Eagle on the rock. The King of Katánē’s personal warship.’

Sana’a unfurled her lithe legs and strode to the pilot controls. ‘Do we have vision?’

‘Naam,’ the intelligence said. ‘Pulling it up now.’

A holo flickered to life above the console. On-screen, a massive avian-shaped vessel resembling a predator bird was parked just off Eden II.

Sleek and bristling with steel, rail guns, and power, it dwarfed the extensive port.

‘It’s freakin huge,’ Sana’a breathed.

‘I can confirm it’s one of the largest warships in all Pegasi. They’re readying for a long flight, most likely back to Katánopolis. I also happen to know that there are rumors of a formidable trio of Hawk Hunters strutting the city.’

‘What are they doing there?’

‘A wedding, as I understand it. They’re guests of the Sable Riders.’

The woman cursed under her breath. ‘Fokk, the Riders. Are you confident the royal is on board? Is he among them? Can we make certain lest I make a mistake?’

Sika responded after a beat. ‘I’m not sure I can get you that level of intel. Not until we land. For now, I’ve accessed data that shows numerous confirmations, including a copy of the wedding invitation. The only Katánians on Eden II on the list and allowed off the ship are a trio of Imperial Hawkers from the royal craft. One of them has to be their Consort. No one else can command or travel in the Kogun.’

‘Hunt down anything you can find on where the heck those three are spending their time.’

‘They’re probably wandering the bars and pleasure halls of the rock.’

The shikari grimaced. ‘This could be the break we’ve been waiting for. We can’t chance missing it.’

‘Do you want me to burn for -’

‘Please. And hurry. They won’t be on Eden II for too long.’
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The lithe woman nodded to the Edenite guard checking her Sys-ID at Eden II’s expansive entry port.

She kept her head down, and her diamond-flecked eyes averted, trying to avoid his scrutiny.

‘Ay! Eyes up!’ he grunted.

With reluctance, she glanced into his face, which was lined with languor, mottled with scars, and pitted with acne.

He flicked his eyes over her plain, ordinary features, her chiseled chin, and her dark, severe ponytail. ‘Don’t I know you? Like, know you, know you?’

She pushed back her hood and gave a wry, conceding nod. ‘Tugen, good to see you.’

He reared his head in shock. Then rushed around his mobile droid to embrace her. ‘Damn! Sana’a? Is it you for real? Where did you get to after the L’yiki skirmish? You just disappeared off the face of Pegasi.’

‘Had places to go and people to see.’

His long-lashed eyes, the single beguiling feature on his face, sparkled with memories. ‘Damn, remember when we flushed a dozen Falasian rats out of their cave? Caught them with pants down, sitting on a weapons haul large enough to nuke an entire planet?’

‘I do recall,’ Sana’a drawled. ‘Only too well. Heck, we iced them.’ 

Which just managed to slow the all-out genocide of her people.

He grinned at her and waved her past the checkpoint. ‘Get in there, and come by for a drink when you’re done with your business.’

‘Sante. Thank you.’ 

She gave him a mini salute and a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes, walking on.

As soon as she was round the corner, her metsai cloak changed color, and she pulled its shroud close over her head.

Her cape shifted shape and hue a few more times as she boarded a maglev train for Eden Central.

She had no intention of running into any more of the mercs she’d served alongside in various insurgencies throughout Pegasi.

It didn’t help that most racketeers and outlaws in the galaxy had either faced her blades or had a hankering to hire her for their lethal touch.

Neither did she want attention from officials who’d amassed a pile of bounties in her name.

She pushed out of the transport and into a crowded avenue, packed with workers scurrying home and revelers getting ready to paint the cityscape red.

None of the surrounding gleaming scapes that made Eden II such a draw card for visitors caught her fancy.

In the distance gleamed Old Town’s temples and ancient monasteries, where tourists thronged to the Paladian sites.

To stare at statues of age-old gods and hundreds of artifacts, their imaginations captured by legends of the long-gone deities, of which Sana’a had zero time for.

She stepped onto the pavement, crossed the busy avenue, and headed towards a neon sign above the entrance to a venue.

It flickered and hummed, casting a golden glow over the street.

The BirdKage.

The infamous bar was one of many establishments run by the notorious Sable Riders.

She sucked her teeth at the inevitable. She’d need to watch her step while within its confines.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed on the door.

She walked into an expansive lobby and paused, sending a neural command to her metsai cloak and suit.

It changed form, molding onto her into a contouring metallic dress that caressed her curves and stopped just below her mid-thigh. It outlined her full breasts yet concealed a wealth of folds to hide her blades.

She hoped it would be enough to entice her quarry.

Her crushers transformed into knee-high leather boots with pointed toes and slanted heels, adding a chic touch.

They also acted as a hidden holster for her sleek phaser.

Last, she ran her metsai glove over her face. 

It deposited the right amount of colored layers to highlight her contours. Transforming her face from a make-up free, forgettable visage into a high-cheekboned, glossy-lipped beauty.

Satisfied with her reflection in the floor-to-ceiling mirror that dominated the lobby, she tucked her stealth kit into a purse and marched to the escalator.

It rose two levels to where the music swell hit her with force.

The vast venue was packed, the air thick with synth smoke, ‘hol essence, the scent of delicious bites, and the headiness of perfume.

She sensed none of it, pushing past the laughing patrons who indulged in the refinement and sophistication wrapped around the nested, birdcage-inspired setup.

Where were they last spotted?

Sika replied, speaking into Sana’a’s neural node. In the rooftop gardens, just through the large open sliding doors.

The intelligence was tapping into Sana’a’s vision, and digitized markers glowed in her sight as Sika led her to her mark.

The Shotelai threaded through plush furnishings and intimate booths.

Above her swung gold bird enclosures overflowing with shrubs, plants, and flowers.

The effect was a calm oasis that was an escape from the heat and chaos of Eden II’s bustling metro just outside its doors.

Beyond the front of the house was an open kitchen swarming with sous chefs from where heavenly aromas wafted.

The restaurant opened to a deck area with sweeping views of the city.

The long-haired woman paused at the arched entryway, her eyes darting around the bar, where busy mixologists dreamed up wild-hued cocktails complete with flames and fireworks.

Patrons packed the tables and couches under bobbing fairy lights, and servers danced through the crowd with platters overflowing with enticing fare.

Sana’a ignored it all, searching the vast space for her prey.

Behind you.

She turned and was hit with gales of raucous laughter.

It emanated from a group of people gathered together at the far corner of the rooftop garden, half-hidden behind a large pot of trailing plants.

Many women, some men, crowding around a trio of oversized beings.

Sika chirped. Those are the so-called Katánians. I have never seen anything quite like them.

Sana’a huffed in surprise. Neither have I.

For they were giants, towering over the assembled punters like outsized demigods.

Two had craggy faces, handsome and chiseled yet with an eagle-like menace. They each sported short or half-shaven silver hair with shorn sides and an unusual glowing jewel at the center of their foreheads.

Their bodies were extensive, with ropey muscled limbs under their tight, dark suits that fit them like a glove.

Their posture was alert, their eyes darting in lethal sweeps across the rooftop terrace, their relaxed postures affected. 

She sensed they’d leap to action at a moment’s notice. Their vigilance told her they were in high shielding mode.

Protecting whom?

That soon became clear when her eyes wandered over the third man alongside them, who was now easing into a lounge chair, stepping away from the adoring crowd.

He was the polar opposite of the other two in style and stance.

He took casual to a new level, from the flowing cloak, thrown like a shawl across the expanse of his broad shoulders, to his rough-shorn beard.

Is that him?

I can’t access any of their Sys-IDs, so you have to work out which of the three is our mark.

Sana’a’s eyes raked over his form, and she narrowed her eyes at him.

He was all primal, gargantuan in size, menacing in vibe, sculpted in face, dead-bored in stance.

He wore a half-open shirt under the cape, revealing a muscled chest covered in shifting, inked markings.

It was tucked into loose trews that clung to the sinew of his immense thighs.

His elongated legs were crossed at the ankle and ended in a pair of flat, knee-high boots.

She had to give it to him. He’d toiled long and hard to keep his muscles corded, lean, and whipped.

She raked her eyes back up.

He sported a thick, dark brow, a proud, aquiline nose, lush lips, a jutting chin, and a chiseled jaw. His hair, shaven on the sides and shaggy to his shoulders, gave him a distinctive vibe. 

A hackneyed convention of a predictably alpha male, complete with an overworked, brooding, lofty, and unfathomable mystique.

She twisted her mouth, not impressed in the least.

She’d seen many of his kind. 

Sana’a stopped shy of rolling her eyes.

She leaned in for a close assessment. 

Despite her disdain, his presence exuded a silent charisma, dominating the space without a word.

Yet somehow, he was removed from it all, aloof, as if not quite in communion with the carousing around him.

With zero warning, he glanced up. 

At her.

Their eyes met, clashed, and heated with a lightning-fast smolder.

She jolted, a fever running over her skin. In waves, as if she were being scanned.

Or was it stroked?

How was that even possible?

Pushing back on the arced heat, she challenged him, narrowing her gaze.

He sat back, savoring their eye lock.

He stretched his long arms to either side of the couch he lounged on, the movement stretching his rippling chest against his thin shirt.

His tongue teased out from between sinuous lips as he worked his mouth around a slight bulge in his cheek.

He was chewing something, but what the contents were, she could not tell.

His cheeks and jaw worked from the pressure, adding to his nonchalant air of sensual insolence.

Even from a distance, she caught sight of thick lashes from which his meta eyes glowed silver and penetrating.

A radiant gem was embedded into his temple, and Sana’a’s brow rose as it pulsed.

She deflected the unexpected charge aimed at her.

His mouth twitched as if sensing her rejection.

He smirked, his gaze piercing, needling the creases of her close-held secrets.

For a moment, she thought she glimpsed someone else flitting in front of his features; the essence of a sage, much older, wise man spilled out from behind the shadowed, chiseled planes of the stranger’s face.

While his broody spirit had done nothing for her, the flashing lurch of another lurking soul hit her with such power that she almost swayed.

She pushed back against the surge and gritted her teeth.

I think I’ve found him.

It was all she could manage to comm out to Sika.

The SHärd blade sheathed in her backside fluttered on her skin.

It sensed something, and she waited for one of the instinctive thoughts it usually sent, but there was only silence.

She focused her attention back on him.

Caught in the pull of his old soul eyes, Sana’a took a few steps forward.

Disinterested, oblivious to her and the gaggle of women at a nearby table who were swooning at him, his gaze slid off her and to the far horizon beyond the roof.

The slice away of his eyes delivered an unexpected stab of loss that shook her to the core.

Still, her boots kept moving.
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Sana’a’s entire body thrummed, every neuron firing as she moved towards her mark, the anticipation, the clarity of her mission taking her over.

So focused was she on him that she almost fell, bouncing against a boulder-like physique.

She levered her head up into a pair of dark, glittering eyes. 

One of the oversized companions of the silver-haired Katánian was blocking her passage. 

He was the more polished falcon of the two. Suave, distinguished, even elegant, eyes warm and twinkling.

His sidekick, however, was the more formidable of the pair. He had a sinister, eagle-like alertness that radiated intense gryphon energy.

He smoldered at her from a few feet away where he stood, arms crossed over his massive chest, keeping a silent vigil.

‘May I help you, beautiful?’ the sleek sentinel’s deep rasp cut through her dreamlike reverie.

Clenching her jaw, she pulled herself together. ‘Just wondered if you want some company?’ 

It wasn’t a hardship to keep her voice husky and sensual; she’d used it often with solid results.

His lips twitched as he stared down at her, his eyes aglimmer. ‘What kind?’

She turned her eyes toward her mark. ‘The kind he needs.’

The sleek guard cocked his head. ‘Fokk, why do women prefer the lone drifter types? Pick me, name’s Kione.’

Sana’a gazed up at the striking, fair-haired giant with his chiseled jawline, shaven hair, and a pulsing jewel on his temple. 

These Katánians were something else, she conceded; up close, they gave off significant celestial deity energy.

‘Fine, you can have him,’ Kione rumbled, faking his hurt at her lack of attention. He leaned in with a grin, turning him into an even more handsome devil. ‘But I’m just warning you. He’s intense. The man prefers his privacy and loses himself in his rich inner world. If two people are talking, and one looks bored, he’s the other. That said, let’s see if he takes to you.’

Kione took a fluid step to the side, jerking his chin at the long-haired Leviathan.

Her mark stared into the distance, studying the far-off expanse of stars and celestial bodies. 

‘Kill, want some company?’ 

The silver giant moved his head slowly toward them.

When his eyes met hers, they cast over her in a wash of unimpressed aloofness.

He lowered his mountain mist and icy lake gaze, raking it with leisure over Sana’a’s body. ‘What makes her deserving of my intimacy?’

She bristled at his bass rumble. 

Arrogant dickprick, she thought with some savagery, angered by his foppishness and equal measure of derision. 

Was this the man who’d conspired to bring down a Shotelai King? Was he truly capable of looking beyond his navel-gazing disdain long enough to plan the downfall of an entire race?

Still, she shivered at his deep, reverberating timbre, which was more suited to a grand orator or mystical griot.

His companion caught the fleeting annoyance on her face. ‘Excuse our friend. He’d rather not be here.’

Then why is he?

‘Am I being annoying?’ the silver giant drawled, his tongue still playing with the wad in his mouth. ‘Because, like Kione said, I’d prefer not to be here.’

Sana’a served him with a saccharine, sweet smile. ‘I think you’re a fount of pleasure. I can’t wait to love you, long time.’

He ran his eyes over her once more, lips twitching. ‘I like her. Sassy. Not like the other witless ones. Let her through.’

With a chin jerk, he slid his oversized frame along the couch. He patted the empty spot he left behind as his leonine sentinel allowed her passage. ‘Sit with me. Help me forget my tedious obligations and endless mind spin.’

Keeping a close eye on him, she stepped in and sat beside him. 

A sharp, earthy aroma wafted through the air around him, tinged with a hint of mint and a subtle smokiness.

She realized it came from what he was chewing, his jaw moving in a slow, steady rhythm. 

He waved a lean, long-fingered hand at the table packed with bottles, glasses, and vintages. ‘May I offer you a drink?’ he rasped, lifting a tankard from the surface. ‘Perhaps, this fine brew?’

Sana’a focused on the brand name stamped on the plexiglass. ‘That’s Falasian hogswill. It’s piss poor ‘hol. Anyone who drinks it hasn’t gone out much.’

His eyes flared for a second, then returned to their former coolness. ‘I’m busted. You’ve outed me as a bumbling brute from the back and beyond of Pegasi who knows nothing about refined sophistication.’

Despite his crude words, Sana’a picked up the smarts lurking behind his limpid silver eyes.

Damn. She was meant to seduce him, not insult him. 

Her tendency to speak her mind was letting her down and could set her mission back. 

She changed tack. ‘I didn’t mean to insult you, sire. I have no filter and tend to state the opposite of what I need to say when drawn to one’s aura.’

‘So you should be,’ Kione, the more jovial of the Katánian trio but still a devastatingly dangerous behemoth, quipped from a few feet away. ‘It’s pulsing off him in waves that can be seen from space. He’s just off a battlefield where he felled a great old warrior.’

‘Hush now, Kione.’ The rasped command came from the enigmatic man by her side.

Sana’a ignored her seat-mate’s play at humility. ‘Is he indeed? He seems so sanguine.’

‘Kill has the look of a dove, but he fights like a predatory eagle with zero fokks to give,’ Kione added with a smirk.

‘Kill?’

The silver colossus smirked. ‘Tis my kína, what people call me.’

‘How apt.’ Because I’m about to slay you.

Again, he sliced his gaze toward her and narrowed those eyes as if connecting to her soul and reading her mind. 

Seconds later, the keen focus fell away, replaced once more by frigid distance. 

She slow-blinked at him, wondering if she’d imagined the moment.

His eyes flicked over her as if unmoved by the effort she’d put into her outfit. ‘Your name?’

‘Sana’a.’ There was no need to conceal her ID, given he’d soon be floating with the ghouls of Pegasi.

‘One wistful enough to make a man sing songs and write endless reams of poetry. Where are you from, fair Sana’a?’ the giant rumbled on.

She gave him a beguiling smile. ‘Here and there. You?’

‘My home is neither here nor there, ’ he rasped. ‘Because home is not where we live -’

Sana’a interjected without thinking. ‘It is where we belong.’

She finished the sentence for him, and he raised a brow. ‘You know the old proverbs,’ he said.

‘I often draw from their deeper meaning.’

Their eyes met in another clash of heat, and more profoundly still, a shared understanding. Once again, she sensed his energy shift and the hint of a rare sapient spirit leak out.

It unnerved her. She bit her lip, desperate to keep any feelings out of anything she had to do that evening.

He eyed her over his massive tankard, that keen gaze settling on her. ‘You’re a curious one, Sana’a.’

‘Don’t study me. I’m not quantifiable,’ she threw back.

She swore the glowing jewel on his forehead flashed when she shot him a saucy smile.

His guards turned away from them. 

The sterner-faced one crossed his large hands over his chest and continued his avid perusal for unseen ghouls and specters. 

At the same time, Kione, the more affable of the two, entertained the gaggle of laughing women still hovering nearby.

Which left Sana’a’s quarry all to herself.

Launching into a witty and cheerful monologue, she tapped into all her wiles to ease him. 

She told him about her inane and fictitious life in Rhesia.

Her cover was that of a broker’s representative, and she claimed she was attending a large conference of merchants on Eden II.

She turned her body towards him and sat with legs crossed, chest out, accentuating her tits and her backside. 

With a smirk, she leaned in, tilting her head to share prolonged, intense eye contact.

She blushed throughout the conversation and spoke in soft, sultry tones. 

She drew the line at giggling but instead caressed the border of her lips with her index finger while speaking. 

‘Did you slay a great warrior in battle?’

‘Ay,’ he admitted, his eyes clouding into a storm. ‘It was regrettable, but that is how it needed to be.’

She tilted her head. ‘I’ve been about your kind. Aren’t you ruthless marauders who steal, kill, and destroy with no mercy?’

Again, his unusual silver eyes pulsed. ‘Remember not the former things, nor consider the concepts of old. Behold, I am doing a new thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it? I will make a way in the wilderness and rivers in the desert.’

He then shrugged. ‘Not my words but from someone more prescient than myself. Yet the idea remains. A fresh vision awaits Katánē.’

‘And you’re the man to deliver it?’

He gave her an enigmatic glance. ‘Tis my mantle and burden to bear.’

His words struck a chord. 

Doubt crowded her mind for a moment. 

He didn’t sound like the maniacal despotic King who’d plotted her people’s demise.

She shook her head to clear her thoughts, focusing on the task at hand. 

She could not fail. 

She’d never failed.

He flicked his eyes over her. ‘Why so serious, beautiful? Come, forget my earlier rudeness. Let’s have a drink and wash away our troubles for today.’

‘As you wish, handsome,’ she smiled.

It was evident from the smirk on his face that he cared nothing for the endearment.

He raised a hand, and a server rushed toward them with more overflowing tankards and glassware.

They drank as their conversation turned to culture and a lengthy debate on the most seminal poem ever written.

Despite his on-and-off aloofness, the man she was about to slay revealed his mind. It was sharper than she’d thought.

He spoke with eloquence and outstanding insight. 

He lost the foppish air she’d assigned to him earlier, and she glimpsed flashes of intelligent wit, free from pretension or calculation.

His humor was subtle, hidden in the shadows. When it shone through, it was like a sudden shaft of sun dappling a dark forest.

She liked it. 

She didn’t fokkin’ want to.

Yet again, Sana’a began to doubt her mission, but she tamped back her hesitancy and wove her web of seduction once more. 

In between their conversation, she gave Kill a few light touches on his shoulder, arm, or hand.

It worked, relaxing him as he unwound from the tightness she’d sensed in him earlier.

His guards, too, eased their alertness, bantering with the admiring punters crowding them and indulging in the rounds of drinks that kept coming.

The music shifted to a slow number, and as couples around them rose to their feet, so did the giant.

‘Dance with me.’ His voice was a lush invitation.

She allowed him to tag her flush to his hard length. 

‘Don’t you fight it, Sana’a,’ he breathed into her ear. ‘Just move; heed your body when it tells you it wants me to pull you close.’

She tamped back a curse at his audacity. ‘You’re cocky.’

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ he smirked. ‘Just let the moment play, woman.’

He trailed his fingers over her back and side with a light touch.

Her hidden SHärd daggers vibrated against her skin, sending a shiver down her spine.

His hands lingered over her single blade secreted against her spine, but she was confident, given its composite kinetic nature, that he couldn’t sense it. Nor the one in the folds of her dress.

With just a command from her, they’d transform from alloyed, mirrored swords that lengthened at will to disappearing into a vapor-synth state, their current guise. 

She looked into his eyes to gauge whether he’d sensed them. All she got was his essence, limpid and silver bright shining back down at her. 

Heating her. Igniting her. 

Fokk.

She looked away as his touch brushed her waist, and he led her with ease, swaying with her in the small sectioned-off space.

The crowd noise and surrounding sounds faded. 

Until all that remained was him, staring down at her with those unusual eyes while the jewel on his forehead flashed.

‘Woman, isn’t this righteous, how it’s supposed to be?’ he rasped, lowering his head to speak into her ear, his heated breath sending jolts through her. ‘It’s uncanny how nothing else matters when we’re slow dancing.’

‘It’s something.’

They undulated together for a few moments as she fought off the electric arching between them, refusing to give in to its delicious pull. 

Because up close, Kill was even more entrancing. 

His scent was intoxicating, dark and mysterious while also refreshing and clean.

The tendrils of silver falling from his up-swept hair swept his brow.

Under his flowing, half-open shirt, his muscles were strong and ropey. 

His chest rumbled when he spoke. 

For some uncanny reason, she wanted to shut her eyes and nuzzle into his strength until the ache of her present reality lifted.

When the song faded, he settled back into the lounge chair, his gaze again distant and walled off.

‘Woman, I’m beat. Let me rest my eyes for a moment.’

She shrugged and smiled. ‘Relax, enjoy the peace.’

When she glanced at his face, his head was thrown back against the cushions, eyes closed, and body limber. He was breathing deeply, and she wondered whether he’d fallen asleep. 

It was almost too easy.

This is it.

Take your time, Sika stated in Sana’a’s inner ear.

I intend to.
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Sana’a inched closer to Kill until they finally touched from hip to shoulder. 

He stretched an arm over her, pulling her close, enveloping her with his delicious musk. 

He opened his eyes for a second, startling her.

She caught a flash of silver irises with gold flecks that were almost too alluring when framed by those dark, long lashes. 

He shut them once more and sighed, leaning back into his seat.

She waited for his breathing to even out.

Nestling in, she reached into the folds of her hideously expensive gown. 

Her fingers gripped her diaphanous shortsword.

She was about to slide it out under the cover of their shadowed embrace when she felt a steel-banded fist close over hers.

His lips found her ear, and he nibbled its edges, speaking in a low rasp, one meant for a lover. ‘While I might be indisposed and perhaps a tad distracted, I’m not blind, and my mind’s eye perceives more than you know. So lift your hand away from that blade and rethink your choices. Including any wild ideas to reach for that phaser in your boot or the second dagger sheathed to your back.’

Her body locked. 

A frisson of terror went through her.

Her heart rate ratcheted and iced over at the hoarse words. 

Still, the man by her side kept his hand banded over her waist, embracing her like a lover.

‘How did you know?’ 

She tipped her head and hissed into his ear, fighting the urge to rip it off with her teeth.

‘It was no hardship,’ he rumbled in amusement. ‘I sensed you even before you walked into The BirdKage.’

‘Yet you let me -.’

He nuzzled her lobe. ‘Sit close, tell me inane stories, flirt with piss-poor effort? Naam.’

She jerked against him, a cold sweat forming under her armpits. ‘Why?’

‘Why not? You did say you desired some fun. I wanted to indulge all your fantasies. In your wildest dreams, you thought that your wiles would have me salivating and half in love with you in seconds, nada? So that I’d drop my guard so your blade could slice through my yearning heart, ay?’ 

She bristled, eyes flashing, body heating with awkwardness. 

A jolt went through her when her blades contracted and iced over against her skin, their intent sliding into her mind. 

The oath will not be fulfilled by dispatching him.

Sana’a’s breath hitched. 

The SHärd blades inflexibility was in utter dissonance with what she knew, what she desired, and what she’d worked so hard for these past few years. 

Her jaw hardened. She was so close!

‘Let it go, Sana’a.’ His grating whisper snaked down her spine, and she shivered.

Seconds passed with his tight fist pulsing hot over hers, his chest rising and falling in a hypnotic rhythm against her cheek while her heart pounded. 

In time, his resolve translated, and her hand relaxed, her fingers releasing the hilt of her dagger-shaped switchblade. 

It fell back into its hidden scabbard.

He released her, and she twisted from him in a flash.

He smirked and leaned back, his narrowed eyes on her as he chugged back the remaining contents of his beer jug.

Scrabbling away from him, she stared at him as her face suffused with heated distress. 

Failure had never occurred to her.

‘Got to admit, your fiery attempt almost lit this place up. Love your ballsiness ‘cause you are the shit to have tried what you did.’

His rasped words ignited an unrighteous blaze within her, which was dampened just as fast when he nailed her with an impassive gaze that froze her to the couch.

She slow-blinked while she vacillated between embarrassment and refusing to accept defeat.

He raised his aquiline nose, lush lips, jutting chin, and chiseled jaw, covered with a barely-there beard he’d let roughen.

Walk away, Sika whispered into her inner ear. There’ll always be another day.

Sana’a rose to her feet with a sharp pull of air through her nostrils.

He tracked her flow with his enigmatic eyes. ‘Leaving so soon?’

She smoothed her dress over her thighs, and his gaze followed her hands. ‘I think I’m done. For now.’

He smirked. ‘One question. Why Switchblade? You who carry blades fashioned by the pure essence that the gods breathed and filled the sky in which they flew.’

She clenched her teeth.

‘Are you willing to share?’

Her diamond prism eyes flashed. ‘Nada.’

He shrugged. ‘De nada. The thing is, I’m not who you think I am. The soul you seek to blade for your oath creed is long gone.’

The SHärd weapons on her back rippled, sending tendrils of sensation down her spine, confirming they trusted his words.

Her eyes widened further. ‘How -!?’

He twisted his lips and narrowed his gaze on her. She felt a ripple of palpable energy cascade from him and wash over her. 

‘I have my ways,’ he rasped.

She gave him an enigmatic look. ‘Are you an aether magus?’ 

For how else would he have sensed her blades?

His eyes hardened into cold flints. ‘Who I am is not important. But like I said, I’m not who you think. Since your mission has nothing to do with me, you must leave.’

He spoke as if insulted by her small, irrelevant attempt on his life. 

Most times, she wouldn’t care what her mark thought, but somehow, this man’s disdain cut differently. 

She clenched her jaw, unwilling to leave.

Sensing her reluctance, he leaned in and growled, jerking his chin towards his companions. ‘My friends here are none the wiser to your actions. However, if they were to discover, or if any of what you’d planned would have played out, your tiny finger bones would be the largest ever found of you.’

She stepped back, glaring at him. Wanting so badly to slash at him, but even her blades were rebelling, freezing against the skin on her back and her shin, in mutiny. 

You’re failing me now? she accused them in a silent scream.

She’d downed a Drákon Queen and her son, slayed a destroyer and half his army, and avenged her family two-fold. 

She was the scourge of a hundred moons. Her name alone was held in high regard among the most infamous shikari of Pegasi.

Yet here she was, toothless before an unarmed, wretched liege. 

Who’d turned out not to be as ineffectual as she’d thought. Instead, he’d infected her and her blades with haplessness. Crappin’ snowcock! 

He twisted his lips like he’d heard her loud and clear, his intense gaze cutting through her.

‘You may have slain drákons, Switchblade. But never forget, we’re not drákons. We’re more than drákons. We are the Kaɪˈmɪərə Sābər Hawks of Katánē. We have the predestined sight of Kagṣān, so our enemy’s steps are foreseen.’

He looked away into the distant starlit night. ‘Pity, for we only sense the xkénos and are blind to the rulers, authorities, and cosmic powers over Katánē’s present darkness.’

Her forehead furrowed, and she tilted her head, studying his chiseled profile in reverie.

He swung his large head back to her, serving her with a slow smile that was seductive yet menacing. ‘Leave now, fair Sana’a. It’ll be the wisest thing you do all evening.’

She took a step back with care at his low rasp, clenching her fists, alert for any sign of a counterattack. ‘I won’t give up. If not now, later.’

He lifted a brow. ‘Have at it, beautiful.’

Sana’a narrowed her eyes. ‘Underestimate me. That’ll be interesting.’

She turned to stride away past the tall, lean Kione, who’d disengaged himself from the woman hanging onto him.

He stepped into her path, and she stopped short, giving him a cool glare.

He ignored her ice, his keen eyes flicking over her stiff posture and straight back. ‘Is Kill sucking the life out of your evening? He can be rough-faced and fervent.’

Her breath hitched, vexed but powerless to do anything about it. ‘He’s not designed for fun.’

‘I’m too much of a blood-siphoning várkolák for her,’ the man she’d just failed to blade added with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. ‘I killed off her chances with me.’

She sliced her eyes to his, flashing with anger. ‘Which only proves that no matter how far I lower my standards, some always find a way to dip further.’

‘I could say the same,’ Kill clipped, his silver eyes glittering as if piercing between truth and falsehood.

Kione swept his head curiously from one to the other, his mouth smirking at the tension crackling in the air.

Exasperated, Sanaa stepped away, picking her way to the edge of their section.

Still caught in disbelief, she glanced back at her quarry.

His gaze was averted from her, and she bristled at the sight of Kione’s female companions now pouring onto the lounge seat she’d just vacated.

Kill welcomed them with a glacial smile, accentuating his defined jawline and cheekbones. 

Just as she was about to swivel away, he sliced his eyes at her and winked, those dark, thick silver lashes falling on his chiseled cheek.

She snarled. 

Forcing a frosty glare into her eyes, she gave him a tiny salute and turned, bristling as her boots led her away.
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Sana’a strode through the BirdKage, giving herself a good talking-to. 

How had she let him best her so? 

She was so lost in self-flagellation that she jolted when her blades spoke to her. You weren’t to know until we were in his presence. Only then did we perceive that he is not who we seek.

Caught up in her silent conversation, she missed a different keen gaze tracking her across the sumptuous restaurant.

Switchblade. A word.

The new voice flooded her mind, and she froze, her head twisting in all directions. 

Sika?

She was met with silence.

Sika? she repeated.

The stranger interrupted her panic. Your companion is taking a short nap. I’ll revive her in a few moments when our discussion is over.

Sana’a jolted. 

Hades pyrrhuloxia. Her neural node had been hacked. 

Once again, her heart rate ratcheted, spooked by her earlier mishap. 

Who is this? she ventured.

A friend of a friend. I mean you no harm; I want to talk. Please make your way to the rear of the establishment, where I’ll be waiting.

Sana’a’s gaze darted all around until she paused at a table towards the back of the venue, hidden behind an elevated, cocooned, and private booth. 

I’ll wave so you can see me.

She saw a hand extend up from a tall stand and beckon at her.

With an exasperated breath, Sana’a surged toward it, charged with indignation.

The sight of a dark-skinned synthetic creature with a luminous white smile greeted her. 

The figure, in a diamond-encrusted jumpsuit, sat alone. 

Their features blended masculine and feminine, with a short, shorn pixie cut and high, chiseled cheekbones. Bright energy streams shimmered beneath its ebony skin, and its jade-green eyes shone with life and vitality.

Entrancing, beguiling and fokkin’ gnarly, Sana’a thought. 

While impressed with her new acquaintance, she was unnerved and jumpy, ready to blade someone at the slightest provocation. 

‘Greetings, Sana’a of the Shotelai.’

The long-haired woman sucked her teeth as she drew up to the table. ‘Is anonymity and privacy an absolute no-no on Eden II?’

‘Only when we have a plethora of dignitaries on the rock, followed by the ghosting in of a shikari SHärd-blader and dagger woman. We have a few enemies, so we tend to over-monitor events such as these per our security protocols.’

Sana’a cocked her head with a sigh. ‘Who are you, and what do you want?’

‘Sit,’ her new companion urged. ‘This might take a while.’

The Shotelai woman shut her eyes for a moment to compose her thoughts. 

‘If you’re after any reassurance, I’m Mirage Sable, and I have a close affiliation with Zane Sable.’

Sana’a bucked at the name, remembering the sapphire-eyed meta she’d tangled with under the surface of this very same moon.

‘He sent you?’

The creature parted her mouth to reveal perfect android teeth. ‘He and another of the Riders.’

The shikari groaned and pulled herself into the velvet-lined bench across the ebony-skinned beauty. ‘What do they want? Because I dare not refuse the Sable Group.’

‘Perhaps it’s more of a case of how can we help each other.’ 

‘How’s that?’

Mirage raised a finger, and a server brought a steaming pot and two exquisite cups. ‘I’ve always loved a cup of tea. So soothing.’

When Sana’a began to protest as the beverage was poured, Mirage pointed another digit at her. ‘You need it to cleanse your system of all the ‘hol you’ve imbibed tonight. It will give you a clearer mind to contemplate what I am about to request of you. You’ll thank me later.’

The beguiling creature placed a tiny teacup full of dark liquid in front of Sana’a. ‘Enjoy.’

The Shotelai woman grimaced. ‘You’re used to being obeyed.’

‘More like listened to. Now drink.’

Sana’a drank. 

Mirage did, too, then sat back, smoking a skinny synth cheroot with a slight smile on her exquisite face. 

The brew was refreshing, and the Shotelai woman found herself gulping it. 

As Mirage had promised, it helped to calm Sana’a after her massive miscarriage with the Katánian. 

After a beat, she flicked her eyes up at her booth mate. ‘What do you want from me?’

‘I’m guessing you discovered that your mark today was not who you thought they were.’

Sana’a flung up a hand in exasperation. ‘Damn, I’m not used to working this way.’

‘Apologies, but we run a tight ship on Eden II. We see everything.’

‘Never a truer maxim, as I’m coming to find out.’

Mirage gave a small, self-satisfied smile. ‘Thing is, Sana’a, I happen to know whom you seek. The people who conspired in the plot that led to your family’s tragedy. They included the recently deceased Kíríga of Katánē. However, they did not comprise the man you tried to kill today.’

Three tragedies indeed. The loss of a father, the demise of a Queen, and the destruction of a kingdom’s future and fortune.

Sana’a blinked, and then her breath hitched as she fought back an unexpected rush of tears. 

She shut her eyes tight, only flinging them open when she’d composed herself. 

She found Mirage’s gaze on her, compassion warming its jade depths.

‘I’ve an oath to complete,’ Sana’a whispered, leaning in, her silver eyes flashing. ‘My cause gives me most of my meaning and reason for existence. I would never make a mistake.’

‘But you did.’

The Shotelai woman gritted her teeth. ‘It was him. The King.’

‘Nada, the monarch you seek is long dead. The man you tangled with tonight is the current Katánian Král-In-Waiting. The Consort.’

Sana’a blanched in shock. ‘If it’s not that arrogant royal outside on the terrace, then who was it?’

Mirage flicked a finger toward Sana’a’s wrist tab, which turned on its shimmering screen.

Sana’a shook her head at the blatant hack and chose to ignore it. ‘What am I looking at?’

‘That is the woman you’re after, the co-conspirator of the dearly departed King of Katánē.’

Sana’a stared at the holo, which depicted a sharp-faced, birdlike woman with cold, dark, and small eyes and the slash of a lip set within a pale face. Above her bare skull was an impressive krest of feathers.

Mirage leaned back, blowing a puff of smoke. ‘Her name is Kalila Khensu. She is a noblewoman, a hawk mother of the most influential eyrie in Katánē. She is the sister of the Kíríga, the now-dead king who plotted the betrayal of the Shotelai. Along with the Drákons of Isato and Tsu Zatan, the monarch of the Zatan Moon Kingdom, whom we believe you’ve taken care of already. She is also the great-aunt of the man you just tried to murder. Who, as I said, had nothing to do with your family’s or planet’s demise.’

Sana’a fell against the seat, awareness hitting home, further cementing her SHärd blades’ perception. ‘You’re saying I had the wrong mark.’

‘You did. It was a close call. Had you even attempted your plan, you wouldn’t have survived. ‘Specially if your blade had nicked even a sliver of blood from his body.’

‘You don’t know how fast my swords can move. I’d have gotten away.’

‘Yet he unhanded you with his words alone,’ Mirage shrugged. ‘And it’s not him who’d have torn you to pieces; it’s his guards, the zero fokks-giving pair of Imperial Klós eagles he has shadowing him. Even so, you’d still have dealt with the Sable Riders’ collective wrath.’

Sana’a’s eyes flared with emotion. ‘Why so? What do they have to do with the Katánian?’

Mirage smiled wryly and leaned in, dropping her voice. ‘Not many are aware of this, but Killen, the Král-In-Waiting, is the son of Riv Sable. As you’re well aware, The Sable Group takes no prisoners when it comes to protecting their own.’

Sana’a lost her breath as if someone had punched her guts. ‘I’d no idea.’

‘There’s much you don’t seem to be across. Perhaps your rage for justice is clouding your judgment. Or could it be because your mother is ailing, and you feel the need to rush your revenge so she witnesses it before she worsens?’

Sana’a bucked once more. Leaning over the table, she hissed, ‘How do you know all this? Is this an attempt at blackmail?’

Mirage shook her head. ‘It is not my intention to cause you angst. However, the Sable Group needs you, in what we hope will be a win-win situation for everyone.’

‘Fokk, fokk, fokk!’ Sana’a cursed. 

‘Temper, temper.’

‘I’m nae cursing you,’ the Shotelai woman clarified, huffing her breath
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