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Arm yourself, a storm is coming

So are you gonna die today or make it out alive?

You gotta conquer the monster in your head, and then you’ll fly

Fly, phoenix, fly

It’s time for a new empire

Go bury your demons, then tear down the ceiling

Phoenix, fly.




(Lyrics by Song by Cailin Russo and Chrissy Costanza)
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Welcome to Katánē, Ilkan, and the Thousand Mile Lands.

An arcane world ruled by soaring wings and mired in rules, scandals, secrets, and mysteries.




‘Saber Phoenix’ is Book 3 in the seductive Hawkstone Realm series. 

It is a fantasy romance packed with enemies-to-lovers passion and steam, snarky fantasy, slow-burn romance, shifter romance, supernatural romance, fated soul mates, swords, and sorcery!




You can get the rest of the Hawkstone Realm Books here:




Saber Blade - Book 1 - Click Here




Saber Throne - Book 2 - Click Here




Please refer to the glossary at the end of the book for more details, definitions, and language explanations.
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A breathtaking crimson being flitted in the untamed skies of the southern K’rakian archipelago. 

Its vibrant hue was a stark contrast to the surrounding wilderness.

It soared over the rugged, remote terrain, a vast expanse of glaciers and tundra, where the elements waged an eternal battle, shaping the land into a harsh, unforgiving beauty. 

Below lay the most rugged, deserted, remote, harsh, and far-beyond corners of the planet where one felt at the edge of the universe with little sign of civilization, where only the wild roamed free.

It was a place of ethereal beauty, where time seemed to flow in all directions at once, and the air thrummed with ancient power.

Strange flora and fauna dotted the snow-covered landscape, glowing with an inner light that spoke of magic long forgotten.

Where luminous seals, star whales, and winged foxes roamed among the ice boulders and floes.

The gaze of great and small critters followed its course with wonder.

The mythical entity was the first to be seen in centuries on Katánē.

Escaping the relentless speculations and unending curiosity of the bustling cities in the South, it had embarked on a solitary migration north, seeking seclusion, isolation, and tranquility.

With its piercing ruby eyes and majestic wings, the kríffin had been a guardian of these skies for months, watching over all living fauna below.

Gliding into a barrel roll, it flung the stunning scarlet krest on its head back and let out a cry of freedom and joy.

One so haunting and evocative that it carried over the sea, oceans, and the Thousand Mile Lands.

Moments later, it touched down on a windswept, ice-banked beach and transmuted.

Into a young woman.

A dark cinnabar mantle settled around her nape, shielding her from the driving cold.

Her magenta and scarlet tresses cascaded over her shoulders like flames dancing in the wind. Her eyes, a mirror of the copper skies above, held wisdom far beyond her years.

Her lean, lithe legs moved as she withdrew a small fishing kit from the folds of her cloak.

She knelt at the water’s edge, her motions practiced and sure as she cast her line into the frigid depths.

Her gaze was focused, piercing eyes scanning the rippling surface for any signs of movement while the silence of the glacial landscape enveloped her like a comforting blanket. 

Broken only by the soft lapping of the waves against the shore and the distant cry of a seabird. 

The woman stilled, her senses attuned to the subtlest movements in the water.

Minutes stretched into an hour as she waited, her breath forming misty clouds in the cold. Moments passed until there was a sharp tug on the line. With a deft hand, she began reeling it in.

The fish broke the surface, its scales shimmering.

She reeled it in and let it dangle in the air, admiring its iridescent covering in the fading light of the day. With a swift movement, she removed the hook from its mouth and cradled it gently in her hands, murmuring words of gratitude to the sea for providing her sustenance.

With care, she gutted and cleaned her bounty, lit a fire with an energy stick, and, in minutes, enjoyed her windswept repast.

But only for a short time.

The draft changed direction, swirling with whispers, murmurs, and echoes of ancient tales. 

Beyond the distant skyline, the brine sang its haunting melody, adding an ethereal touch to the ambiance.

The crashing of waves grew louder in response to the shifting wind.

A new sound joined in nature’s symphony.

This time, a jarring cacophony of roars and shouts disturbed her peace. 

She inclined her ear to the melee, then sighed.

Cursing, she rose, standing barefoot on the icy shore, her gaze fixed on a distant point as if she could see beyond the physical realm. 

Her lips twisted as the gusts carried the unnatural sounds towards her.

Hotdamnhellandfeathers, she thought. 

For if something irked Liana, it was her quiet being interrupted.

She clenched her fists, knowing she wouldn’t let the intrusion slide this time.




[image: Image]




Kaxim wheeled through the skies, showcasing his shirking skills in a thrilling, supersonic spectacle.

Close behind him, in hot pursuit, raced Kaadin, his kízínduna in training. 

Kaxim’s midnight feathers glistened in the sunlight as he soared through the sky. His agile movements, twists, and turns showed off his winged mastery.

The two hawks swooped in a mesmerizing display of grace and skill as Kaxim evaded every attempt by Kaadin to catch him.

Kaxim whipped his head back to catch sight of his protege.

With a grin, he saw his apprentice slow. 

‘Light-headed, you snowcock?’

Kaadin snarled at the gibe, but his eyes were dilated. The massive Gs that Kaxim was pushing were most likely leading to a graying-out sensation as his blood flowed from his brain into his lower rachís and extremities.

‘Take a breath, hold it in, bank and roll,’ the experienced commander growled. ‘It’ll get the blood flowing once more.’

In no time, Kaadin’s driven pursuit resumed.

The crisp scent of fresh air and the earthy aroma of the surrounding forest filled Kaxim’s nostrils as he raced through the vault. 

Fokk! This was the best of highs, Kaxim thought to himself.

As he darted and weaved, he caught the occasional brush of Kaadin’s claws.

‘Good,’ he shouted out. ‘I need you to be more driven and aggressive. Attack while still processing the battle space around you, making tactical decisions, and maintaining formation.’

Still, Kaadin was no match for Kaxim’s streamlined, power-jacked body and rachís. The kínduna was the very embodiment of freedom and agility in flight.

He flexed with each twist and turn, his whipped frame responding to the air currents.

Below them, whooping and cheering on the kízínduna was an aerie of trainee Sābər Hawks, in training to certify as Klós K’lia, the elite wings of the Katánian army.

Kaxim grinned.

There’d soon be less laughter and more groaning at the Sābər Hawk Survival camp this evening.

He was proud of his initiative, a four-week schedule of unhindered, realistic, and challenging warfighting skills training.

His instruction trained the body to get used to the heat, sun, gusting winds, and dryness. There was also a focus on Katánē’s desert hazards, from giant rattlesnakes and vipers to scorpions and specters that went boo in the night.

So far, they’d camped on Mount Karth, working on technical flying and survival in snow-topped mountainous environments.

Now, he’d tracked with the Klós cadets south to the Korcha River, which formed the border of the Thousand Mile Lands and the southern Ilki Sovereignty.

They’d set up camp in its wilderness, where they could prepare unseen and unrestricted.

Here, Kaxim was focused on air elusion and speed flying, and soon, he’d be doubling down on endurance, resistance, and escape skills, the core competencies required in a combat zone when evading the enemy.

It all ended with seven nights on the edge of the River Korcha, during which the kujāas survived on their own. With nothing but their koyas, water sacs, and wings on their backs. Slogging through the muddy and tangled terrain to avoid being caught by an aerie of experienced Imperial Sābər Hawk Kaɪˈmɪərə hunters.

Captured kujāas were placed into an improvised POW camp, and the instructors interrogated them to test their ‘resistance’ skills.

Those who graduated, less than one out of ten, were awarded a pure gold Sābər Hawk engraved koya signed by the Kíríga himself and were inducted into the prestigious Klós legion.

Kaxim’s pinions sliced through the sky with precision and fluidity, while Kaadin’s unceasing chase added a thrilling element of danger to the performance.

The Klós cadets were going wild by this stage, roaring at the top of their voices. Caught up in the breathtaking sights, the embodiment of freedom and mastery over the elements, a reminder of the beauty and strength in their world.
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The marauders were at it again.

She angled her head high and narrowed her eyes, searching for the source of the racket in the skies.

She situated the noise makers soaring at incredible altitudes in the firmament and slowed her approach, eyes narrowing on them.

Two silhouettes wheeled in the air while an aerie of Sābər hawks hovered close, shrieking and roaring, urging them on in their aerial race. 

She’d recognized their forms - the elite warriors of Katánē weren’t hard to mistake.

They glided on chromed wings, showcasing their enormous, muscled bodies, and soared through the heavens with fantastic speed and agility.

Their temporary kájáns had appeared on the other side of the river a couple of weeks ago.

There were not many, just a handful of bivouacs clustered around a central káján that she’d worked out was their mess tent for dining and gathering.

They’d also set up obstacles throughout the clearing, which they used for physical conditioning.

The kinais had woken her several mornings with their caterwauling.

This also disturbed the local fauna, scaring away the fish she ate in the river.

She feared the activity might have drawn the attention of others in the South. 

Those she did not care to know of her secret hideaway.

She’d scented the approach of her hunters a few days ago, and she feared they’d find her at any second.

In part because of these reckless, noisy-as-fokk drongos who’d invaded her peace.

Several cohorts of combatants have passed through the place over the past few spans.

She’d observed them in secret as their trainers put them through their paces.

One of them in particular freakin’ bothered her.

She wasn’t sure why.

Now, she narrowed her eyes to the sky again, picking him out.

She saw him spin through the headwinds and give a mighty roar that thundered through the atmosphere.

This freakin’ disturbance to her blessed peace had to stop now! 

It made her head ache and caused the small creatures rustling in the grasses by the river’s edge to scurry underground in fear.

She cursed. ‘Damn!’ 

Still cursing, she unfurled her plumage, transmuted with a whirl of flames and smoke, and lifted into the air, her crimson form cutting through the ether with grace.

It was as if a ruby had sprouted wings and taken flight, a flash of red and radiance against the sky’s pale blue.

Her talons curled into her fist, and she squeezed them to stop her from screeching out in frustration.

She propelled herself faster with a cry, for there was no time to waste, her crimson feathers bristling, her krest shaking with indignation.
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With no warning, the Klós cadets ceased their cheering.

It took a beat for Kaxim to notice. 

Mid-air leap, his lodestone pulsed an alarm, 

He reacted, banking hard and rolling. 

Kaadin was so focused on the chase that catching on took longer.

He was still caught in the thrill, not maneuvering for a sudden stop during flight. 

Kaxim growled a curse and reacted. Rolling upside down and pulling as hard as he could on his rachís was the only thing that kept the two Sābər hawks from colliding.

The kínduna wheeled to a halt, as did his protege, who’d finally gotten the message.

The Klós commander locked eyes on his warriors hovering in the skies just below him.

Their eyes were fixed behind him, dilated with shock.

His heart lurched even as he wheeled around.

What in Hotdamnhellandfeathers was this?

The sight that greeted him delivered a kick to his gut.

A vermilion phoenix hovered mid-air, its vast coquelicot feathers in a vibrant red-orange and gold hue shifting and shimmering in the sun.

The wind whipped through its bright crimson plumes, giving off runes of ancient energy and unspoken magic.

The kríffin was a living tapestry of fiery splendor, a being of sublime beauty and power. Its feathers glinted like jewels, and its wings were ablaze with the colors of a blazing sunset. At that moment, it appeared to embody all of nature’s awe-inspiring magnificence, a creature beyond imagination or comprehension.

Also, unmistakably female, from the gentle curves along its sleek body.

He growled.

His rumble of caution was picked up in an instant by his kujāas. Their pinions unfurled, and in seconds, they swarmed the intruder.

They circled her so fast she was trapped in a flurry and flutter of slicing feathers and foreboding claws.

But the kríffin lifted their head, undaunted.

She raised her wings, and they shot bolts of flames, her potent embers keeping her attackers at bay. 

‘Marauders, you need to leave. Get away from here.’ 

The voice was a throaty whisper that sent an instant jolt and lurch through the commander.

The bolt that ran through him was so potent he shivered in its wake.

Fokk, if he never heard that husky utterance again, he’d go through severe withdrawals.

‘No one tells the elite Sābər Hawks of Katánē, the most superior of the Katánian soldiers, what to do.’ 

The defiant statement came from Kaadin, whose feathers ruffled as he positioned himself next to his mentor, a growl rumbling in his throat. 

In response to his challenge, the crimson creature’s form shifted and elongated, its claws extending into razor-sharp talons that gleamed in the sunlight.

‘Damn, simmer down, Kaadin,’ Kaxim cursed under his breath, bracing. ‘We don’t need bloodshed right now.’
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The grated, hoarse rasp came from the chimeric winged creature, with chiseled eagle edges and the build of a gigantic lion.

‘You are a Krypós Gyrfalcon,’ she breathed, for he was even more magnificent up close.

His lethal-looking claws and feathers undulated as he half-transmuted.

To reveal the features she’d become familiar with now.

Immense, menacing, dark.

He was jacked up, his impressive muscles rippling with immense power.

Even though he was hovering mid-air, she could tell he was a giant and as thick as a tree. His chest and shoulders snaked above his trews, broad and unmistakably ripped. 

Under his lined skin, which bore the marks of experience, combat, and war, he sported high cheekbones, a sculpted square jaw, and a prominent brow. 

His nose was broken, his full lips lush and sensual. 

His face also bore witness to a long-gone battle, with a talon scrape down his right cheek, adding to the menace coming off him in waves. 

The picture he painted was that of a wild, unruly warrior, sinister to the core.

Except for his eyes, which were deep emerald, enigmatic jade orbs. 

Freakin’ beautiful, when framed by his extended, inky lashes, standing out in his scarred face with breathtaking clarity. 

He put them to good use, glaring at her. The scorching gaze sent a chill down her spine, freezing her limbs.

His frontal shot of sable and silver locks fell over his temple, and his glowing lodestone contrasted with his shorn-shaven sides.

His koyas, five of them, extended from the nape of his neck to his thumping chest. 

She clenched her fists as a wild urge came upon her to stroke them, him.

He angled his rachís forward, and her breath hitched. 

His thick, hefty body rippled with power under his tight, dark half-suit. ‘My name is Kaxim, and my hunter moniker is Sky Ash. I’m the kínduna Commander of the elite Kaɪˈmɪərə Sābər Hawk Hunters of the Kainôs Katánē Army. Speak to me, and I’ll address your complaint.’

His sinister raptor-like alertness gave off intense gryphon energy.

He smoldered at her, arms crossed over his massive chest, waiting for her response.

He was a giant, towering over her like an outsized demigod. His craggy face was handsome and chiseled, yet possessed an eagle-like menace. 

She couldn’t take her eyes off him and the unusual lodestone with jade brilliance that pulsed at the center of his forehead.

He jerked his chin at her, prodding her.

‘You need to leave,’ she repeated once more 

He raised a brow. ‘Whatever the hell for?’

She took in an inhale and braced herself. ‘You’re noisy, loud, your freakin’ warriors whoop day and night, howling in the bivouacs into the early hours of the morning. Dancing, drinking, singing lewd songs that carry across the water to my home.’

As she said each word, the lead warrior’s superciliary arch rose with increasing incredulity.

‘Is that right? We’d no idea there was anyone else out here in bumfokknowhere,’ he grated.
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The crimson creature, its eyes ablaze with fiery intensity, stared at Kaxim with an unyielding gaze. 

‘Ignorance is not an excuse for your intrusion,’ it whispered, its voice an alluring melody that sent shivers down Kaxim’s spine. ‘This land is not yours to desecrate with your reckless revelry and warfare training.’

She bristled as she spoke, causing her feathers to spark and hinting at her spirited nature.

Kaxim tracked the flaming-out scintilla with a raised brow.

‘A true kríffin phoenix, one who wields the power of destruction in their wings. Rare as fokk, too. None of you has been seen alive for centuries. Except for the one who tried to kill the Kíríga on Mount Karth. That you?’

The Klós cadets below had fallen silent, their brows cocked in wonder and curiosity at the unexpected visitor and the heated snark between her and their commander.

The kríffin tossed its scarlet krest. ‘I’m not going to get pulled into a debate about the accusations you level at me when you are the ones who’ve invaded my space.’

‘Care to show your face as we deliberate?’ Kaxim growled, hinting at no compromise.

For a beat, the stunning being slowly blinked.

Then its coquelicot wings stretched out, each feather glowing with a vibrant vermilion, orange, and gold hue that shifted and shimmered in the sun.

With one final crackle of a fireball and a flick of her wing, flames shot out from the end of her rachís. Engulfing her kríffin form in a blaze.

Its feathers melted away into a swirling inferno that danced around its silhouette like ribbons. 

Revealing a vision that got his heart lurching into overdrive. 

Hell. She was a beauty. 

Her hair was an intense shade of crimson, cascading down her back in wild waves. 

Her wings had transmuted into a delicate translucence that shimmered with threads of light. Her íkan wove around her in tendrils of gold that swirled in intricate patterns on her skin with an otherworldly glow.

His entire body bucked as he stared into her eyes, flashing with an amber glint, deep copper tones, and gold highlights that seemed to hold the wisdom of ages. 

Lowering his timbre, he adjusted a rachís to cover up his tumescent reaction to her. ‘We are in training as protectors of the realm.’

‘We mean no harm,’ he rasped, even as his gaze traced her beauty. Still mesmerized.

He fokkin’ hoped he wasn’t staring at her like a fresh-faced drongo. 

Her ruby eyes blazed with a fiery intensity as she spoke, resonating with power that sent shivers down Kaxim’s spine. ‘Let’s be clear: your territory is over that side of the river. The Ilki territory is here. Ignorance is not an excuse for disrupting the peace,’ she murmured. ‘You have trespassed upon our land, and now I ask you to return to where you came from.’

A sense of unease crept over Kaxim, a primal instinct warning him of an uncertain danger. The Klós cadets below were silent, their earlier exuberance replaced by the same tense anticipation he felt.

‘Leave now.’

‘What if we keep the clamor down?’ he offered.

‘It won’t be enough -’

Her words were snatched away

By a thrumming roar. A screeching, howling, raging storm of chaos. 

It approached him in a khaboob of a whistling cyclone, spinning sediment and boulders flung into a tempest.

His heart pounded in his chest as the impossible unfurled before his eyes. 

Creatures, unlike anything he had ever seen, emerged from the swirling mess. A flock of them covered in iridescent jewel colors that reflected all available light. 

Out of instinct, he put out a hand and held the woman back.

Their attackers had elaborate flank plumes, six flag-tipped, long, lustrous barbs projecting back from their heads, and glowing head streamers with an enameled appearance. 

Although glossy, their forms were immense, with beaks and talons chromed with menace and eyes that parsed with radiance. They were a macabre fusion of beauty and feral intensity.

They were chasing after the woman. 

His breath hitched.

With a gasp and a terrified look, the woman veered away.

And fled.

She took off, wheeling as her pursuers dived for her. 

Reaching her nape, she tugged out a pair of crimson koyas. Each elongated into lean and shaped into sleek arrows, shimmering with ancient runes that danced and shifted like living embers.

She launched them at her attackers, but they missed them, falling to the planet’s surface.

The air around the woman, and indeed up into the prismatic sky, was charged with energy. With gold and sable cinders and end trails of flames, the latter swallowed by the former in a beautiful war of elements and light. 

The flock of wild-colored creatures, led by a single ebony-winged creature, roared, drowning out the wind and charging at the woman. 

With a roar, Kaxim leaped forth as he soared towards the colossal avifauna, sparring with driven intensity. It was a desperate move, but he had no other choice. 

Her life and safety depended on it.

He turned back and snarled at his kízínduna kujāas. ‘Get in the fokkin’ fray!’

A burst of energy arced from her pursuers’ rainbow-hued koyas and landed over her.

It was like she’d been hit with a series of shocks.

Without warning, the woman’s body shook with violence, and feathers distended in a dazzling array of colors, the air around her crackling with lightning. 

He reached out with a roar, but it was too late.

She erupted in a brilliant flare of light and color.

Streams of golden rays shot out from her, engulfing her as she exploded into hundreds of iridescent feathers and a thousand SHärds that scattered and drifted away in the evening breeze.

He reeled midair, his heart pounding in his chest. 

She was gone, vanished back into the skies like a fleeting dream.

The strange creatures that had been giving chase wheeled to stop, staring at him.

He snarled at them, then turned to his Sābər Hawk kujāas. ‘After them, warriors.’

It was all they needed to hear.

With roars and shrieks, his soldiers transmuted into their chromed avifauna forms and charged.

The enemy screeched and hissed before they high-tailed it, zipping through the air so fast they seemed to flit through the interstices of space itself.

Far off in the distance, his Sābər Hawks cadets were giving chase to the wild-hued attackers. He stared at them, then at the skies around him, his mind unable to grapple with what he’d witnessed.

He was so lost in wonder that he almost missed the crackle of energy through the sky.

All of a sudden, a lightning bolt arced out of nowhere, splitting through the firmament close by him.

He darted away, his wings beating as more electrified strikes hit the spot he’d just hovered over.

Then another and another.

Strands of íkan formed in the erupting atmosphere in a string of tiny, building explosions.

Kaxim’s mind just about blew as the elemental kätu formed the tender rebirth of a crimson-tinged feather.

In seconds, it was joined by another plume and more until they formed wing by wing.

Vibrant scarlet, copper, and gold feathers materialized, glowing with an electric potency. Each quill emerged with a crackle of mesmerizing thunderbolts.

The form of the kríffin phoenix began to come together, its coquelicot wings growing in size and radiance as if infused with new life. A faint smell of ozone filled the ambiance, a remnant of the energy sparking its resurrection.

More crimson rachís formed, each with a flash of vivid, deep red glory.

Utter disbelief swept over him as Kaxim witnessed the woman’s rebirth, re-emerging in all her glorious kríffin resplendence.

When she finally floated before him, relief hit so hard that his knees weakened.

Her hands crossed her chest, and her eyes closed in supplication.

Raking his hungry gaze over her resurrected shape, he huffed.

He tracked to her and stared down at her bristling. ‘Damn, woman, I thought your kemí was up,’ he rasped, blood pounding in his ears even as his admiration for her grew at her complete mastery over fire, even using it to shapeshift.

Her eyes flew open and locked with his.

She lifted a hand and placed it on his arm, staying within the circle of his wings. Her gaze tilted up at him, her lips soft, and her mouth half parted.

He was hit with a surge of desire, muscles locking, cock hardening to diamond rigidity.

Time contracted, senses surged, and awareness heightened.

A wild, unbidden thought went through him as he stared down at her. 

Damn, it was like his entire existence was distilled to this moment, to her, like she was his past, present, and future. 

‘What the fokk? Where did you go?’ he growled at her, heart still pounding at her flaming loss.

‘Where my enemies sent me.’ Her voice was more raw and husky.

A gust of wind whipped through the air, stirring their hair. 

The tension crackled like lightning in the charged aura, their eyes locked in a transcendent connection. 

She tilted her head, a ghost of a smile playing on her lips as if she could read his every thought. 

A rush of desire mingled with a primal instinct to protect her at all costs.

The moment stretched on, each heartbeat echoing in the space between them. 

And then, without warning, she broke the spell. With a swift movement, she touched his cheek, her fingers cool against his skin. A jolt of electricity shot through him at her touch, sending shivers down his spine.

‘You thought you’d seen the last of me,’ she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘But I always rise from the ashes.’

‘Always?’

‘And forever.’

The world seemed to narrow to just the two of them, caught in a surreal and inevitable moment.

‘Your name?’ he demanded in a rough growl.

A flicker of an unreadable emotion crossed her face. ‘Ke’Liana. Most call me Liana.’

The appellation settled in his soul like warm liquid honey.

As they stood there, locked in a silent exchange, a faint smile tugged at the corner of the kríffin’s lips. Her gaze held a depth that spoke of experiences far beyond his imagination. There was a wisdom in her eyes, a knowledge that seemed to transcend time.

Kaxim found himself drawn to her, his eyes searching hers for answers he didn’t even know he was seeking. 

In that fleeting moment, everything else faded into the background, the kujāas, the camp, and even the looming threat of danger from their surroundings.

She cleared her throat, breaking through the spellbinding silence and snapping Kaxim back to reality. ‘That’s the other reason you need to leave,’ she murmured with a small smile. You’re going to get me killed over and over again.’

His brow lifted. He tilted his head and huffed, his lips curled and upturned. ‘Does this mean I’ll get to see you over and over again?’

When her eyes dilated, he chuckled, a deep bellow that surprised him.

Kaxim was not a laughing man but a battle-hardened warrior who’d found women in his past a hindrance to his badass bachelor lifestyle. 

He’d also led a rebel army for years, planning skirmishes in the Badlands of Pegasi.

There had been no time for romance. 

But, hell, the woman in front of him was dragging him and his heart into territory he’d never fathomed before, in the space of a few minutes.

Sobering up, he gazed at her, staring into her soul through her amber eyes.

Wading, falling, tumbling into the crimson-tinged crevices of the unknown.

Without warning, her vibrant scarlet and gold wings began to beat on her back, the coquelicot glowing with a mystical íkan radiance. 

‘I must go where they can’t find me.’ 

She locked eyes with him; her lips curved up in a sad smile. 

Then, she vanished with a sudden crack of thunder and a flash of bright lightning.

Leaving behind a single scarlet and copper-burnished quill.

He reached for it, snatched it from the sky, and pulled it on instinct to his face.

He breathed in her ka’s essence, a perfume of ozone, flames, and the sweet, unexpected scent of blossoms.

Kaxim turned around slowly, eyes alert, looking for any sign of Liana.

He hovered midair, lost in shock and the sense of massive loss.

What the fokk? Where was she?

Was she caught up in an otherworldly realm or locked in a terrible nightmare?

No answers were forthcoming.

Instead, all that was left was the lingering fragrance of her lifeblood and searing energy. 

Her haunting melodic voice and the heat and light of her potency. 

Which washed over him in a breathtaking display of pure energy and exquisite magnificence, igniting him and leaving an aching chasm behind.

At that moment, he understood he would never breathe the same.

He growled, hating the sensation, the weakness that flooded him, how it wormed under his rugged and unyielding spirit.

Fokk!
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Kaxim jolted awake, his heart pounding in his chest, the remnants of the dream clinging to his mind like the morning mist. 

The scent of jasmine lingered in the air, a hint of her perfume. 

Liana. 

The Katánian King’s First Armorer, the brooding Sky Ash, the legendary Krypós Gyrfalcon warrior, had never encountered a creature of such magnificence, a being so untamed and wild.

His jaw clenched, and he sat up, pushing a hand over his shorn silver hair. 

Since meeting her, his world had upended itself.

The dreams were driving him insane. 

They began weeks ago, always taking the same form. 

He’d find her soaring the skies, her amber glint, deep copper and gold eyes filled with that knowing look, piercing straight into his soul. 

He dove his wings toward her in the vision, but before he reached her, she’d vanish, leaving him needing, keening, longing.

Worse still, they always left him with a pulsating cock, his entire body humming, wanting to consummate the growing lust for a woman he’d met for a fleeting moment.

Kaxim threw himself out of his furs and bed with a growl of frustration.

He charged to the wash area, behind a tent flap of his kälajan, and hurled a waiting pail of ice-cold water over his sinewed body.

He hissed as its frigid temperature sluiced over him. He gazed down at his throbbing member, choking it to stop it from erupting.

The silver chain hanging from his neck swayed as he did, and his eyes lit up at the unusual pendant. 

A single scarlet and copper-burnished quill.

He ran his fingers across the silky feather, which was dry to the touch. Neither water nor dust took hold; it all streamed off.

On occasion, it flared, heating against his skin, in a wild reminder of her.

He cursed, for it did little to cool down his ardor; his erection remained, which only amped up his wrath.

Throwing on his armor, he nabbed his sābər sword, thrust it into his side scabbard, and pushed out of his tent into the light.

The camp was alive with the sound of metal clashing and orders being shouted, but Kaxim took no notice.

His mind was elsewhere, tangled up in the thoughts of the one woman who plagued him, fokkin’ strung up with need and exasperation.

Kaxim strode through the garrison with long, purposeful steps, his heavy boots kicking up dirt clouds.

His face was set in a deep scowl, his dark eyes brooding under the shadow of his brow, lodestone pulsing. Soldiers around him gave a safe berth, sensing the tension that radiated from their commander. 

His broad shoulders hunched as if carrying the weight of the entire planet on them, and his cloak billowed behind him, snapping in the cold morning wind.

Fists flexed at his sides, itching for something to grip, fight, and channel the storm inside him. 

The aroma of roasted meat and baked bread filled the air as he approached the kitchen tent, but it did nothing to ease his foul mood.

Within, the servers were bustling, dishing out food to the soldiers lined up for breakfast. 

As Kaxim entered, the chatter in the marquee died down, a ripple of nervousness spreading among the attendants. 

He had a reputation for a hot temper, especially when he hadn’t eaten. 

The culinarian, a stout man with a greasy apron, glanced up from behind a cauldron of stew.

‘Commander,’ the cook greeted, his voice strained, ‘morning meal is ready.’

‘Sante,’ Kaxim growled, overcome with impatience. 

The server ladled a portion of grain porridge into a wooden bowl. He added a plate of thick-cut bread and a selection of meats, eyes flicking to the General with concern. 

Kaxim took the proffered tray without a word, scowling at the food as though it had offended him.

He moved to the farthest corner of the tent and sat down at a rough-hewn table, slamming the vessel onto the surface. 

His every movement was sharp and abrupt, as if he were restraining himself from lashing out. 

Grabbing a spoon, he stirred the oats absently, glaring at the bowl with the same intensity he reserved for his enemies. His mind, however, wasn’t on the meal; it was still on the kríffin.

He couldn’t get her out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. Each time he closed his eyes, he recalled her face and voice. 

This wild bond he sensed never left him, a constant reminder of their connection, like a chain he couldn’t break. 

He cursed under his breath, his grip tightening on the spoon until his knuckles turned white.

Kaxim rubbed a hand over his face, trying to rein in the storm of emotions swirling inside him. He wasn’t used to this, feeling so out of control, so tangled in thoughts of someone else.

The flavor did not register as he shoveled a mouthful of porridge into his mouth.

He had no appetite. Eating was routine, keeping his hands busy and his energy from flagging while his mind churned. 

‘Damned khamana íkan,’ he muttered under his breath, stabbing at the bowl with unnecessary force, cursing.

For some days, he’d wondered why he couldn’t shake her off and realized that his Kaldean magus-powered kätu essence had somehow fused to the Crimson Phoenix’s own. 

An unknown element of spellbinding enchantment was intertwining his and Liana’s souls with a potency that would make it impossible to unravel.

There was only one such name for the powerful, indescribable tethering magic. 

Khamana.

That which could not be broken, for eternity.

In the rare circumstances in which it occurred, the soul link was meant to be a gift from the sky gods, but to Kaxim, it was a curse.

The thought darkened his mood even more, and his appetite vanished. He sat there, brooding over his unfinished breakfast, a heavy weight pressing on his chest.

He knew he needed to compose his fokkin’ ass and focus on the training schedules and mentoring his kízíndunas.  As well as his responsibilities as Commander. Still, her presence loomed over him like a shadow he couldn’t escape. 

He growled under his breath, pushing the bowl aside.

The khamana soul bond is going to be my death, Kaxim thought. It had tied them together in a way that defied reason and was maddening. He didn’t want this. 

He didn’t want to want her. 

At least, that’s what he kept telling himself, repeating the phrase as he rose to stomp through the drill grounds, still brooding.

His soldiers were already exercising in the camp’s central practice area, their swords clashing against each other in the crisp morning air. 

Kaxim joined them, his moves jerky and out of rhythm, trying to immerse himself in the fight’s cadence. 

But every time his blade clashed with another, he couldn’t stop imagining her face, how she’d looked at him when they’d first met, with wildfire in her eyes.

One that ignited him to the core, setting him ablaze, all the way to his perfidious cock.

His thoughts strayed, and he cursed when his trainee lunged and tapped his chest, whooping at his win against the Commander.

Kaxim jerked his chin and bowed out to his Klós cadet in concession.

‘Freakin’ sluggish this morning, Sky Ash!’ a gravelly voice called out behind him. 

He turned to see a rugged, lean form swaggering toward him with an eagle-like menace. 

He sported short silver hair with shorn sides and an unusual glowing jewel at the center of his forehead. His body was a warrior’s, with ropey muscled limbs under his tight, dark attire that fit him like a glove. 

The gathered cadets parted, some bowing in acknowledgment as the King’s Second Armorer and Kaxim’s best friend and fellow commander strode over with a smirk. ‘You’re off your game, what gives?’

Kaxim narrowed his eyes. ‘I’m fine, dickcissel,’ he grunted, wiping the sweat from his brow. 

He didn’t have time for Kione’s teasing, not today.

Kione, however, was not one to let things go so easily. 

He leaned against the nearest post, crossing his arms. ‘You’ve been off for days now. And judging by those bags under your eyes, you’re not sleeping well. So, what’s wrong with you? It’s not like you to lose slumber over anything.’

Kaxim stiffened, glaring at his friend. ‘Drop it, man. It’s none of your concern.’

‘Come on, I know you too well.’ Kione raised an eyebrow and jerked his chin, his eyes glittering. ‘I’d bet good coin there’s a woman involved.’

Kaxim’s muscles tensed even further. 

He turned with an abrupt curse, sheathing his sword with more force than necessary. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Kione snorted, amused. ‘Oh, but I do. I’ve seen that look before, brother. When we were in the wilds of Kisum, fighting off a massive nether demon. Who is she? And why’s she keeping you up at night?’

Kaxim’s temper flared. ‘I said drop it,’ he growled, stepping closer to Kione, his eyes blazing with irritation. He couldn’t admit the truth, not even to Kione or anyone else. 

Kione raised his hands in mock surrender, but his grin widened. ‘Fine, fokker. But the more you try to ignore your heartbreak, the worse it’ll get.’

Kaxim clenched his fists. ‘Hell and damnation, I’m not heartbroken.’

His eyes met his friend’s gaze and caught the concern behind the teasing.

Kaxim simmered down. ‘It’s something else altogether, but it freakin’ won’t go away.’ 

‘Aha, so tis a woman for sure.’

Kaxim cursed under his breath.

‘She must be quite out of this world if she’s beneath the legendary Commander’s skin. Tell me, who is she?’

Kaxim growled under his breath. 

He wasn’t about to tell Kione anything, nor that he’d already tried everything, from meditation to distractions to eliminate Liana from his mind. 

He’d even gone so far as to perform an ancient Kaldean íkan rite in private, hoping to sever the bond. 

But the ritual had failed in spectacular fashion. 

The magic had only intensified the freakin’ connection, deepening the attachment rather than breaking it.

The memory of that encounter made him bristle. 

He’d stood in the forest’s heart, chanting the old words, the flames of the ceremonial fire casting eerie shadows around him. He’d drawn symbols in the dirt, emblems of severance and release, his growl echoing in the darkness. 

But as the final utterance left his lips, a surge of power rushed through him, more potent than anything he’d anticipated. 

His tie to Liana had flared to life at that moment, burning bright and undeniable. Kaxim had fallen to his knees in agony, realizing that he couldn’t escape it.

Kione’s voice broke through his pensive thoughts. ‘So, tell me about her.’

‘Nada,’ growled the First.

Kione gave him a long look. ‘I’ll find out soon enough. The thing is, what are you going to do about it? You can’t just keep brooding and losing your game in front of your cadets. You either need to release her or fokk her senseless. What’s it going to be?’ 

Kaxim snorted, shaking his head. ‘Kinai, aren’t you depriving a kíjí somewhere of its idiot? Get freakin’ lost. Even if I wanted to let her go -.’ 

He stopped short, unwilling to confess his connection with Liana was inescapable.

Kione clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Then don’t let her go. Run after her, show her you want her, you imbecile. You don’t always have to use words. Do something. Be bold.’

Kaxim glared at him. ‘Easy for you to say.’

Kione laughed and, with a teasing wink, said, ‘Whoever she is, you’re twisted tighter than a bustard’s butthole for her. You’re falling for her. Admit it, soldier.’

Kaxim didn’t respond. 

Still, the truth was, Kione had a point. 

There was something wild and interminable between him and Liana, and it terrified him. 

Before Kione could say more, Kaxim unfurled his gyrfalcon wings, leaped into the skies, and escaped his vexing friend.

He hovered, beckoning to a distant kujāa and shifting back into his training stance. 

He needed to swing at a target to release his frustration.

‘Fine,’ the Second Armorer chuckled, backing away. ‘But when you’re ready to stop pretending, you know where to find me. I’ll be waiting to hear how this plays out.’

With a sharp nod, the King’s Second Armorer strode off.

Kaxim resumed his Sābər session with his Klós cadets, yet his thoughts swirled with rage and confusion.

Later that night, Kaxim paced in his tent.

The soul bond still pulsed between them, ever-present, like a tether he couldn’t break.

It was alive, humming under his skin, pulsing in his blood, pulling him toward her with a force that unsettled him.

Even from a distance, she was a soft aura at the edge of his consciousness. 

He had to admit that her spirit essence had a quiet beauty, something luminous and warm that he couldn’t quite describe. 

It wasn’t just her physical presence, though that alone was sufficient to make his heart pound. It was her spirit, fiery yet compassionate, and it thrummed through the bond they shared.

Kaxim clenched his jaw, his hands tightening into fists. 

His mind wandered, unbidden, to the last time he had seen her face’s soft curve, her gleaming amber, copper, gold eyes, and sensual mouth. 

She had smiled at him, just a tiny, quiet upturn of her lips, and it had been enough to jolt him. 

Damn, he was fokked, drawn to her in ways that defied logic. 

He sensed the heat of her spirit, the vigor in her soul, and every time, his chest tightened with something too close to longing. 

It was maddening.

He couldn’t allow himself to fall for her, not like this. 

He was a commander, a warrior. 

His life was built on control, discipline, and strength. This bond with Liana threatened to undo all of that. She was a distraction, a beautiful, impossible allurement.

Yet even now, as he tried to push her from his thoughts, the connection stirred again, a soft hum deep in his spirit. 

Frustration twisted through him. 

He was losing his shit, bit by bit, and it terrified him. 

But what frightened him most was the growing, shocking cognizance that, no matter how hard he endeavored to fight it, he was, in part, forever bound to her.
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Witching hour was when the veil between worlds and spirit realms was thinnest.

It was as though the fabric of the night had been torn, allowing an unseen malevolence to seep through.

Liana flew through the night, her crimson wings beating against the dead air, willing a current so she’d rest for a moment and glide.

Fokk, she was tired.

She’d been in flight for a span, evading the sense that an elusive phantom was hunting her.

The unceasing impression had haunted her for weeks now.

Apart from a few furtive hours in a cave, sleep had evaded her.

For nourishment, she’d licked sap from the sweet nectar khailis tree for days, having fallen in love with its tang.

She missed meat, fish, and fresh fruit, but there was no returning to her tent by the River Korcha, convinced it was under surveillance, monitored by the same spirit lurking in the shadows of her perception.

Liana banked midair and squinted against the moon’s full illumination, her crimson hair whipping across her face. She caught a glimpse of a distant turret between two mountains. 

The legendary city of Ilkana was a glittering, jeweled oasis rising from the desert sands. 

Minarets and domes of gold leaf sparkled in the weak light. It was a sight of breathtaking beauty, yet she felt uncomfortable. 

What lay within those high fortifications?

Whatever it was, it didn’t bode well.

For it was where her attackers had come from over the last few spans.

She veered away, sensing an ill wind over it.

All she knew was that the plumed assailants were desperate to capture her. For what purpose, she did not know.

Her wings beat in power-driven flaps as they soared over the undulating dunes. 

The searing night heat pressed down like a physical weight, but Liana was blind to it all. Focused only on finding somewhere to lay her head down. 

Still, the stars danced overhead, and the night sky unveiled its glory. She wished she were free to get lost in its beauty.

She drew an inhale when, all of a sudden, her nape feathers stiffened. 

Something was off, a ripple in the air that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.

She dove, twisting and turning, scouring the horizon until her glance fell on a disturbance, a swirl of darkness just over the desert below.

The wind howled through the endless dunes, sweeping grains into swirling eddies that danced and dissipated into the shimmering edge of the planet. 

She narrowed her eyes at the distance where a mighty dusty khamsin stretched across the skyline.

She flinched, worried.

There was something ill-intentioned in that gale.

She swiveled her head to gaze at the city behind her.

It was no sanctuary.

So she steeled herself and winged towards the storm, hoping to make her way through it.

Minutes later, she was cursing. ‘Why the hell did I try to beat a khaboob?’ 

Liana’s crimson wings battled against the howling winds, her rachís straining as it sought to break free from the maelstrom’s grasp. 

Sand and debris swirled around her, pummeling her feathers and obscuring her vision. 

‘By the gods, this is no ordinary tempest!’ Liana cried, her melodic voice almost lost in the tempest’s roar. 

Arcane energies crackled through the churning clouds, thrumming with malevolent power. 

Her mind raced. 

This was sorcery most foul, a dark magic conjured to ensnare her. 

But who would dare assault an immortal being of fire and light? What twisted purpose drove this attack?

The cyclone intensified, assaulting the kríffin from all sides with unrelenting wrath. 

It took every ounce of Liana’s strength and grace to navigate the chaotic vortex. One misstep, one falter, and she would be dashed upon the ground.

Summoning inner reserves of courage and fortitude, she pushed, her resolve hot and bright as the living flame that composed her essence. 

‘Fokk!’ she cried out, her frustration building. 

Without warning, the whirlwind coalesced into a writhing mass of animated foliage. 

Gnarled trees and thorny branches, ripped from the earth by the storm’s fury, hurtled through the air at her, wrapping around her limbs and wings and immobilizing her.

Even more horrific were the diabolical heads at the end of the vines, snapping and tearing at her, pulling at her rachís, threatening to tear her apart 

The kríffin had only a heartbeat to react before the first projectile struck.

Reaching her nape, Liana
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