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        House of the Dragon meets Bride in this arranged marriage fantasy romance.

      

        

      
        My husband is many things—a lethal fae warrior, a wyvern rider, and just a little stab-happy when it comes to ending my enemies—but I never thought he'd betray me.

      

        

      
        Varidian thought banishing me to Morysen would keep me safe, but the capital’s gilded beauty is just a cover for its festering secrets. With every day I spend in the city, training in combat and wyvern flight, danger breathes down my neck. The king is not what he seems, more cities fall to the dark legions every week, and everyone in the empire wants my husband dead.

      

        

      
        If I don't find a way to halt the spread of violence, it won’t just be our lives, marriage, and wyvern at stake. All of Ithanys will fall to a dark fae that has bided her time for a thousand years—and plans to rule with cruelty and blood.

      

        

      
        🗡️ All the yearning

        🔥 Spicy dreams

        🗡️ Morally grey vs evil

        🔥 Wyvern bonds

        🗡️ Touch him and die

        🔥 Fae royals
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      A-lalla—princess

      Baba—father

      Ummi—mother

      Clergy—powerful members of the church

      Dhuhr—afternoon prayer

      Gentry—noble fae, ranked as gentry or high gentry to denote a higher rank

      Hadjuj—a stringed instrument

      Hammam—bathhouse, often called Turkish baths

      Riad—a villa, typically square with gardens at the heart of it

      Takchita—a white wedding dress which symbolises purity
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      Pronounce things whichever way seems best and natural to you while reading, there are no rules, but here’s the pronunciation I used while writing the book.

      

      PEOPLE

      Ameirah Saber—uh. MARE. ah.

      Varidian Saber—vuh. RID. ee. an.

      Aliah—ah. LEE. uh.

      Shula—SHOOL. la

      Nabil—na. BEEL.

      Zaarib—ZAH. rib.

      Fahad—fah. HAD.

      Mihrunnisa—meh. hrun. NEE. sa

      Kamaal—kuh. MAHL

      Khalid—KAH. lid

      Amr—UHM. r

      Kanuri—kuh. NOO. ree

      Emmahin—EM. mah. in

      Amuq’ran—ah. MUK. ran

      Mingyue—MING. yu

      Hsuiying—SHOO. ying

      Liwei—LEE. way.

      

      WYVERNS

      Makrukh—mah. ROOK.

      Raheema—ra. HEE. ma.

      Dahab—DUH. hab.

      Saif—sa. EEF.

      Habiba—hah. BEE. bah

      Buchra—BUSH. rah

      Layla—LAY. la

      Raya/Thurayya—RAY. ah/thu. RAY. ah.
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        Total darkness can be broken by a single light…
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      Heir of Wyvara is a spicy fantasy romance series for adults with themes of arranged marriage, good vs evil, battles and war, and forbidden magic. It includes violence, death, scenes of public execution, copious amounts of swearing, and snarky wyverns.
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      AMEIRAH

      I woke up fighting, ready to slay whoever had put chains around my body and sunk me to the bottom of a river. But it was the tightly pinned sheets of a bed that held me, not chains, and rather than jailors, a pretty, gold-eyed woman leaned over me.

      “Oh, you’re beautiful,” she said with a smile a moment before I ripped my hands out of the sheets which bound them and wrapped both around her throat. “I’m—Mihrunnisa,” she choked out, water lining her bright eyes. “Varidian’s sister. Your sister.” She gave me a winning smile even as I choked her.

      With a sigh, I released her.

      “I could have killed you,” I muttered, frowning at the embroidered silver gloves on my hands, beadwork encircling where the fabric ended at my elbow. “Whoever put these gloves on me saved your life.”

      “Oh, that was me.” Her smile didn’t waver; she went as far as to pat my knee over the covers. “I made sure my hands were gloved first, obviously. I didn’t want to die before I could officially meet you. I wanted to be at your marriage celebration, but…” Her smile faded for the first time. “Well, I needed to stay here in the capital.”

      I closed my eyes, pain unfurling behind my breastbone along with a healthy dose of anger. Varidian really did it. He knocked me out then shipped me off to Morysen. That stubborn, arrogant bastard. When I opened my eyes again, I was glaring. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “Varidian?” Mihrunnisa asked with a laugh, scooting off the bed when I exploded from the covers, my hands shaking with fury. “Yeah, I’d be irritated if he dumped me here without a goodbye. Why was it so important that you come to Morysen, anyway?”

      “Because my husband is a bastard,” I snarled, storming over to the curtained archway that led onto a balcony, scanning the city beyond. A clang went through my heart at how unfamiliar the landscape was.

      Angular buildings fashioned from sandstone and silver brick sprawled out around what must be the palace, light gleaming through their windows, so similar to the flat-roofed buildings of the Red Star but without the vibrant colour. I could make out the canvas roofs of market stalls through a gap between a gold-domed mosque and a tall, spired minaret. Trees thrust up wherever there was space, verdant and lush, making the city smell of turmeric, cumin, and waxy leaves. Not home, but beautiful.

      The sky beyond the city walls was a deep sapphire, casting the rolling desert hills in shades of cobalt and violet. It was past sunset; Varidian would be long gone. I gnashed my teeth, arms crossed over my chest. I was being rude to Mihrunnisa, but I was too hurt to care.

      “So,” she said, dragging out the word as she came to stand beside me, gazing out at her city. “You and Varidian…”

      I gave her a sidelong glance that would have shut up an ordinary person. But Mihrunnisa clearly possessed the same stubbornness as my husband because she just raised her groomed eyebrows and held eye contact. Her gold eyes were ringed with a dark line of kohl, her lashes a dark, pretty sweep against her cheekbones. She reminded me a little of Aliah, and despite hardly knowing the Legion of Fyrevein, I wished they were here. I wished I wasn’t alone in a city of strangers and unknown threats.

      Were those so-called-clergy who threatened Wyfell here, hidden among the city ready to sow misinformation and drum up panic, to turn the world against the lightning soul? I sighed, which Mihrunnisa wrongly interpreted and gave me a wince. The lightning soul was inside my husband, and I didn’t know how to get her to bond to a different person. I hardly knew anything about lightning souls at all, just that they were extremely deadly, and their presence led to deaths in the hundred thousands. They were so dangerous, it was widely accepted they needed to be wiped out; death was the only way to deal with them, and they should never be welcomed.

      The old stories did make me wonder, though, if there’d been a similar smear campaign in the past. Had robed men stood upon a platform hundreds of years ago and shouted the dangers of accepting the lightning soul? Knowing what I did of history being retold, legends twisted, how much truth was in each story?

      “Varidian and I are fine,” I said to Mihrunnisa, turning to her and surprised to find I was taller than her. “He’s just an idiot.”

      She gave me a sympathetic look, patting my arm and jolting me with the casual touch. “Did he fall out another window?”

      Laughter barked from me. “Another?”

      She gave me a conspiratorial look, grazing her shoulder against mine. “He’ll tell you he got the scar on his left shoulder by falling off Mak, but he was sitting on the balcony with Zaarib singing ‘The Ballad of Anwar’ and he rolled off.”

      I snorted, the visual so clear I could see it. My smile faded a moment later when I remembered my darling husband had abandoned me. Decided he knew what was best for me and abandoned me.

      “Good,” I said fiercely. “I almost wish he had fallen off another balcony.” At Mihrunnisa’s less than subtle look, I told her, “I didn’t exactly agree to come here. He decided I was safer in Morysen.”

      She winced. “My fool brother. It comes from a protective place, so try not to be too hard on him. The lightning soul has everyone scared, so I understand why he’d act so cautiously.”

      I waited for her to add something about the attack on the Red Star, but she didn’t. My frown deepened. Did the people in the capital not know about the wyverns who attacked Red Manniston?

      Mihrunnisa clasped my arm. “I heard a rumour that lightning was spotted at the coast west of Wenton, setting the whole ocean ablaze with lightning.”

      “I doubt that,” I muttered. “People lie, Mihrunnisa.”

      She drew her hand back, standing stiffly. “I’m not naïve, no matter what you might think.”

      That hadn’t crossed my mind for a second. “I wasn’t insulting your intelligence—”

      “I’ll let you get settled in. There’s a cold supper on the table for you, and I’ll see you at dawn. My room is down the hall from yours if you need anything desperately.”

      “Mihrunnisa,” I said when she opened the door and breezed through in a cloud of gold-embroidered fabric. “Thank you.”

      She gave me a faint smile and closed the door, leaving me in an unfamiliar room with no one but myself for company. I hardly even knew how I offended her, and I found myself hoping she’d return.

      I’d grown up feeling abandoned and unwanted, but after the warmth of Varidian and the Red star, even the surly camaraderie of the fortress and the legion, being left here made me cold deep in my heart. I’d never felt so alone.
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        * * *

      

      I’d determined to leave Morysen behind. I had it all planned out: I’d borrow a wyvern or stow away on a cart bound for the south, use my bare hands if I needed to defend myself against ruffians, and no matter how long it took, I would return to my idiot husband and the Red Star.

      I’d spent most of the night putting a plan together, but every single intention turned to smoke when I entered the castle’s mosque with Mihrunnisa on my right and the silent, foreboding queen on my left, and found instead of an imam leading the service clad in ordinary regalia, clothes as black as ink embroidered with silver.

      The dark clergy who executed the innocent farmer in Wyfell were here.

      I folded my hands into fists within the secrecy of my djellaba, folds of soft, purple fabric hiding my rage as the clergyman impressed the dangers of the unknown upon the gathered worshippers. New, foreign, peculiar—these things were bad. These things spelled danger and the downfall of the world we loved. Like the speech in Wyfell, there was no hope, no inspiration or reassurance in the clergy’s message. Only doom. Only fearmongering.

      I kept my face blank and neutral but inside I seethed. How dare this man come into a holy place and taint it with his hatred, with his propaganda? Whether the lightning soul was a threat remained to be determined, but the looks I saw exchanged around me? Those were a far more immediate danger.

      None had turned my way—yet—but there was a woman in a djellaba the colour of freshly tilled earth to our left who seemed to be the subject of whispers and speculation. I barely got a glimpse of her face, couldn’t tell if she had physical anomalies like my eyes, my hair, or if her otherness formed in different ways. An analytical mind, a too-loud voice, an interest in taking things apart to see how they worked, adeptness at medicine and healing, a reluctance to marry. I’d seen all these things in Strava earn whispers, as ridiculous as they were.

      How long before there was another execution to ‘keep us safe?’ How long before the word sympathiser was thrown around, a neat and bloodless weapon to be turned on anyone you disliked?

      I lowered my head and prayed that I was wrong. But some prayers are never meant to be answered.
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        * * *

      

      “Surely you have better things to be doing,” I said hopefully, my stomach flipping when Kamaal approached the rack against the side of the open training arena in the heart of the Morysen palace.

      Palace of the Great and Noble Saber was its true name, and that prestige was reflected even here—arabesque designs covered every golden wall of the training space, painstakingly carved by master craftsmen. Each flowing mark spoke of scripture, stories, and history, the designs breaking only for narrow windows that looked out on the grove of olive trees at the back of the palace where the queen entertained people over the fragrant scents of qahwa and jasmine. I got the sense she kept glancing through the windows as her son, Kamaal Saber, Crown Prince and eldest son of King Bakshi Saber and Queen Majida Saber, contemplated how he could most efficiently torment me today.

      In my opinion, a better title would be Crown Prick. It suited his delightfully sunny disposition and the radiant scowl on his face. He was the abject opposite to Mihrunnisa in every way, and I struggled to accept they were related.

      “Of course I don’t have better things to do than train my sister,” he replied, his tone about as gruff and flat as he could possibly produce. I sighed. Heavily. We’d been doing this for enough mornings now that I felt comfortable expressing my annoyance; the Saber family had swept me into them as if I’d always been a member, treating me with kindness and acceptance. I didn’t trust it. But Varidian told me his siblings would protect me, so I trusted them at least. Even if Kamaal took a single staff from the rack of potential weapons. None for me today, then.

      “Must we?” I asked, my body already aching from yesterday’s session. The injuries I sustained in the attack on the Red Star had been gone for days, swept away by the palace’s healers as if the gash on my leg had never existed. Kamaal seemed determined to make up for that by giving me a hundred new bruises.

      If I ever expected Kamaal to treat me lightly because I was a woman or his sister, that impression was soundly beaten out of me the first time he knocked me on my ass. Then the second, and the third, and the fourth. And that was just the first ten minutes.

      Kamaal smiled, a slow thing that hooked a scar deeper into his cheek. He looked like a sadist, but I was informed he had a good heart deep down. Really deep down, I assumed. That or he’d replaced it with muscle as part of his exercise regime.

      “Yes,” he said. “We must.”

      After every session, I told myself it was the last one, and I never had to face Kamaal’s miserable, scowling face again. All it took was an hour in the library reading every passage and poem and tome about lightning souls I could find to remind me why I needed to be strong. As far as anyone knew, I’d been moved by the dark clergy’s message and was doing my duties as a good princess of Ithanys by trying to find ways to rid us of the lightning soul. No one knew I desperately scoured for ways to save my husband.

      The fact I was back in the training hall for another masochistic fighting session ought to tell you how much luck I’d had with the books.

      Any other instructor might have chided me for being distracted. Kamaal just swept the wooden staff into my calves and took me down to the ground without a single hair leaving the punishingly tight knot his dark hair was locked into.

      “Ouch,” I muttered, glaring at him like an accusation.

      “On your feet,” he commanded, not cruel or harsh but completely unyielding.

      With a sigh, I pushed off the cold stone floor and rubbed my tailbone. It was far from the first bruise Kamaal had given me, but he was one of the best ground warriors in the empire. Not the biggest or strongest, but the fastest and most skilled. That’s what I needed to be to keep Varidian safe when everyone discovered the lightning soul was inside him.

      My gaze drifted to the ring on my finger, soft morning light catching the purples in the dragon opals and making them sparkle. I dropped my hands and fixed my attention on Kamaal as the warrior assessed me. He was likely five steps ahead of me, and already knew the first move I’d make, but it didn’t stop me adjusting my body the way Aliah and he taught me, tracking every minute shift of his arms for the next swing.

      I saw it coming and jumped, leaping aside with enough time to thrust the flat of my palm towards his body, planning to finally land a hit on Varidian’s stone-faced older brother.

      The staff knocked my legs from beneath me before my hand could connect. I clenched my teeth against the dull throb of another bruise forming, splayed on the sandstone floor.

      Kamaal peered down at me and said, “On your feet.”

      So I got up. And I kept training.
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        * * *

      

      “Hardass,” I muttered under my breath as I left the training room, heading through the bright, golden hallways of the palace, the scent of orange blossom drifting from the pots overflowing with flowers that lined the open windows. I limped slightly, thanks to the hard knock I took to my hip before Kamaal dismissed me with a frown that could be concern or simple disappointment. “Smug, stern faced—”

      A piercing whistle made me ground to a halt in the middle of the hall, so loud and sudden that it hurt.

      I threw my hands over my ears, teeth grinding as the shrill noise burrowed like a screw into my brain. An alarmed look around the hallway showed the only other person here was a woman with a basket full of clean clothing, her demure gaze pinned to the floor as she passed. None of the staff looked me in the eyes, I’d noticed, but not because they feared my mismatched eyes or my touch; they didn’t meet Mihrunnisa’s eyes either.

      “Can you hear that noise?” I called to the woman, startling her enough that she nearly dropped her basket. “What is it?”

      She flicked a glance at me and then away. Her fear made my stomach tighten, the feeling familiar, but I told myself it wasn’t a personal insult. As far as I could tell, no one in the capital knew what my dark power was capable of.

      “All I can hear are the birds, a-lalla,” she breathed, bowed, and hurried away.

      But the ringing in my ears didn’t stop for another three minutes, and when it was gone, the impression of it remained in my head all the way across the palace and up three floors to my new room.

      Had the woman lied, or could I hear something she didn’t? And if the latter… what was the damned thing?
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      VARIDIAN

      Lightning crackled in my veins as Makrukh’s ivory wings caught a rush of wind and sailed out of the shadow of the Undaur Mountains. I commanded the crackling flare of magic to cool, to calm, but it was harder to keep in check with Ameirah gone. I had no one to blame for that but myself, though sending Ameirah to Morysen was the safest choice. If my bastard father, the King of Ithanys, was behind the gathering darkness, the dark-robed zealots, and the wyverns who attacked my home, the capital was the only place Ameirah would be safe. He wouldn’t loose those fiends upon his own home, his shining, glorious city. It was the right thing to do.

      I just wished it hurt less. I’d expected Ameirah’s absence to gnaw at me like a broken tooth, but instead it was a deep stab wound to a vital area, steadily leaking blood and vital fluid. She’d call me dramatic if I ever said the words to her, but it truly felt like I’d die without her.

      Mak whipped his head around, a low sound in the back of his huge, scaled throat. I couldn’t understand him word for word, but our link meant his meaning came across. If you don’t focus, we’re both riding to our deaths.

      Even if he was right, I rolled my eyes. “I miss my wife. Sue me.”

      I waited for him to roll his eyes right back, or give me a sassy growl, but instead it was a low keen of sympathy. He missed Ameirah, too. I reached forward to pat the warm scales of his neck, but I had no reassuring words. I didn’t know when it would be safe for her to come home.

      When the darkness was gone, when the dark robed bastards were eradicated from our cities, was the obvious answer, but how long would that take? I couldn’t weather that kind of separation from Ameirah. I’d be lucky to last another week. It had been seven days since Mak and I flew her to the rolling hills several miles west of Morysen, sheltering in the dense desert trees that covered them as I handed my unconscious (but still recognisably furious) wife to Kamaal with a promise of slow, unbearable death if anything happened to her.

      My brother would keep her safe. Mihrunnisa would keep an eye on her, too. Even so, I didn’t like how close she’d be to my father. He wouldn’t kill her, wouldn’t hurt her, unless he tried to use her magic like he did to me. Unless, like me, she resisted.

      It was too fucking late for those worries. Kamaal would keep her safe. He was lethal in a fight, and his heart was forged in fae steel—hard and unbending but good, right to his core.

      I snapped out of the gnawing worry when Aliah’s sleek burgundy wyvern came close alongside Mak, bloodlust shining in her jade green eyes and the spikes at the tip of her tail a clear threat to her enemies.

      Too close, Mak rumbled at her.

      She snapped her teeth. I’ll show you too close.

      “Habiba,” Aliah yelled over the wind, and I physically saw the wyvern’s body move with a sigh as she put her teeth away. “There’s nothing out of place around the city, but I’m worried about the hills on the other side,” Aliah shouted to me, pointing beyond the grassy hills that protected the nests of Daurith, where deeper shadows hid among taller hills.

      This close to the coast, rough winds battered the grasses, whistling through gaps between the aviary towers that stood above the short stone houses where the fae of Daurith lived. Those famous towers were known for their solid turmeric-yellow stone, with arched landings where wyverns would launch their flight, and flat, perilous bridges that soared from tower to tower, cutting through the sky, just barely wide enough for a wyvern to walk.

      “There could be a legion hiding in the hills,” Aliah shouted. “Or a force of ground warriors.”

      “How close can you get?” I asked over the wind, assessing the hunched curves of the hills for a glimmer of movement. I tried to ignore the wind that kicked up, the skies that darkened overhead.

      Control yourself.

      Barked, steely words. The first words the lightning soul had spoken to me all day. I didn’t know her name, didn’t have anything to call her except lightning soul.

      I’m in control.

      You’re emotional and volatile. Get a hold of yourself unless you want lightning to strike those wyvernlings’ towers.

      I hissed a breath through my teeth, but she was right. Any one of those yellow towers could act as a lightning rod, and the result would be disastrous. We’d come to protect the young, not kill them ourselves.

      Breathe, she ordered me. And think of that wicked mate of yours.

      I knew she meant think of the threat Ameirah made that she’d kill me if anything happened to you, but thinking of my wife grounded me. I wished she were here at my side, even if I would have been terrified for her to ride into danger. And it was danger, no matter how pastoral and quiet the scene laid in front of us. We’d taken turns watching the sacred city in the week since the attack on Red Manniston, along with the small home guard in Daurith, but all we’d seen were glimpses of shadows that might be nothing at all—until this morning, when Nabil and the Daurith watchman spotted a dark-winged wyvern flying above the clouds.

      “Tight formation, Mak,” I shouted over the wind, and he relayed the order to the mounts of my legion, everyone falling into place, forming an arrowhead we’d used to break apart Kaldic threats for years. It was still surreal, unnatural, that our enemies were wyverns. What the hell happened, for our own creatures to turn against us? Kalder could still be behind this. They might have stolen and trained the wyvern, found a fae who could wield control like I could. But deep in my gut, it didn’t feel true. It felt bigger.

      “What the fuck is that?” Nabil yelled, Buchra echoing him with a low rumble where his green wyvern flew at the tail of our formation.

      It took me a moment to find what had caught his attention and then my stomach sank. I’d never once seen one in person, but it was familiar enough from the textbooks I studied in the academy. Far, far bigger than I’d expected, its wooden arm as tall as the hill it had sheltered behind.

      “A trebuchet,” Zaarib yelled from my right, his panic making my own heart kick up even as the lightning soul warned me to stay calm. “Anyone remember how to take one of these down?”

      “Burn the shit out of it?” Shula suggested, her and Saif wearing matching brutal expressions.

      “Take out the arm,” I agreed. “Shula, Nabil, warn the house guard. Get Chakir Kissami on the guard tower now.”

      They peeled off immediately to follow the order, rousing Zaarib’s uncle and his battle-hardened wyvern to block the main road into Daurith.

      “Tight arrow formation,” I yelled as the wind picked up, responding to my emotions. Aliah and Zaarib pulled close; I angled my chin towards that mighty wooden trebuchet with the power to destroy the entire city of Daurith. We’d planned for wyverns, for soldiers, but not this. “Wyvern, call your fire.”

      Mak responded with an eager rumble, his ivory wings beating the air as the air heated around us, the scent of hot iron and bubbling blood surrounding us. Fire hot enough to burn bone.

      We flew as fast as lightning over the hatching grounds, the turmeric towers, the streets paved in yellow stone, the city square where bonding ceremonies were held three times a year. Where a single glance down showed fae younglings walking with their parents, older siblings, and trainers, trailed by wyvernlings no bigger than horses.

      “Faster!” Zaarib shouted as he spotted them too, the wind stealing the power from his words until I barely heard them. When he dropped low over Dahab, I followed suit with Aliah.

      You’re not flying fast enough, the lightning soul said in her crisp, ageless voice. Look. Look at the sling; it already moves. It already carries fire.

      I sucked in a sharp breath, tasting the electric charge of lightning in the air as I saw she was right. A dark, crimson glow already gathered at the base of the trebuchet’s arm.

      “It’s moving!” Aliah cried. “Can we cut it off before it fires?”

      Not at this speed.

      A weight pressed on my shoulders as I realised what she meant. We couldn’t do it together, but I could. With her magic, with the strength it suffused my veins with, I could do it.

      Overhead, clouds churned, blocking out the sun, and I glanced at them once before I made my decision.

      “Faster, Mak,” I urged, my heart clattering against my ribs as the electric, ozone scent grew, the air crackling against my leathers and his scales. He didn’t flinch, but I sensed his worry. One misstep and everyone would know who lived within me. One misstep and I’d be hunted, executed.

      Don’t fight the pain, the lightning soul advised. Let it flow through you even as it hurts as all great power hurts. Will you pay the price?

      Would I allow her mark on my body to grow? To save the wyverns and younglings of Daurith? I might be damning myself, but I would. Children were sacred, innocent. I’d seen enough innocents killed that the thought of them suffering while I could help was unbearable. I wouldn’t have Ameirah be ashamed of me. I would make her proud, always. Even if she was furious that I sent her away.

      It started in my fingertips, then my palms. Crackling, intense power that was so cold it burned, or so hot it froze my skin, my muscles, my bones within them. I hissed through my teeth at the foretold pain, but I curled my hands into fists, using my thighs to keep my seat on Mak, and endured the bite of the power as it flowed up my arms and into my chest, carving its silver patterns into my skin. The sky turned as dark as ink over us, flickers of lightning now visible within the clouds.

      “A storm!” Aliah warned. “Will it put out the fire?”

      “Wishful thinking,” Zaarib yelled back, his chest flat to Dahab’s golden scales, his eyes fixed on the trebuchet as the arm pulled back, the sling sailing through the air, fire poised to hit the sacred city.

      A bolt of lightning drove from a dark cloud and speared the wood. It blackened, charring in an instant, and relief spiked my chest when the arm crumbled from the trebuchet.

      Too late, the lightning soul said with a heavy weight in her voice.

      What? No. I hit the trebuchet, I stopped it.

      “The north tower!” Aliah yelled, breaking out of formation and shooting towards the city, Habiba a burgundy streak in the rain. I should have reprimanded her for it, but when I saw why she’d acted, I exchanged a swift glance with Zaarib, and we followed.

      I’d burned the trebuchet, but the arm had already done its job, and deep crimson fire rained down on the sacred city. The north tower’s crenelated rooftop had crumbled, turned to ash and rubble in an instant. My gut cramped at the sight, at the tower’s innards exposed. People fled down rubble-strewn staircases, screams of alarm and panic replacing the city sounds of mere minutes ago.

      Dahab swung his head around, silver gleaming on his gilded scales from the lightning as he communicated something with urgency to Mak.

      Soldiers, in the hills, Mak’s furious growl told me. Wearing our colours, Ithanysian colours. Exactly like the ground warriors Ameirah and I spotted in the mountains around Red Manniston. Was this the king’s doing, or more Kaldic trickery?

      “Shit,” I snarled, staring at the smoking tower, half of it burned to ruins in a single minute. The foot soldiers were bad enough, but if there were more of those trebuchets hidden in the hills…

      The sky flared with light at the same moment the lightning soul hissed at me to control myself. I saw the clouds split in slow motion, and my stomach twisted into a knot. I tried to stop it, reached out with all my magic—control and lightning both—but it was too late to stop the bolt that speared from the clouds and struck a two-storey building at the edge of the city.

      “Varidian!” Zaarib yelled, and I was so certain that he knew, that he’d swing Dahab around to take on Mak, that he’d try to knock me from the sky so I couldn’t harm anyone else. But what he said was, “Wyvern!”

      Wings took to the sky over Daurith, the house guard finally reacting to the warning Shula and Nabil flew to give them, but that wasn’t what Zaarib warned of. Other wings, midnight blue and black and deep wine red rose from the shadows of the hills outside the city, cutting through the storm clouds as one. Flying as if part of the same body the way the wyverns flew at the Red Star.

      I threw my right hand out, clenching my fingers into a fist and spiking razor-sharp control magic into the minds of the five wyverns at the front of the formation, the ten behind them, the… God, how many were there?

      “I can’t control them,” I shouted, trying to mask my panic.

      Zaarib’s smile was a vicious slash in his brown face. “The old-fashioned way then.”

      “Whitbar manoeuvre?” I yelled. Back then, rogue tigers had crossed the Wall of Hydaran close to the southern coast and only Zaarib and I had been there to stop them. With Aliah hauling wing and scale into the city, it was only the two of us now.

      “I hate you, but fine,” Zaarib shouted, pulling off the thick leather gloves that protected his scarred hands.

      Like the other wyverns we encountered, these had no riders, either, but there were fae on the ground I could control. And whoever pulled the threads to control the wyverns had to be here somewhere. If I could find them, I could end this before any more of Daurith was damaged. Before anyone else was hurt. I didn’t want to think about who might have been caught up in the first tower blast, or the lightning strike.

      Zaarib and Dahab caught a current and soared, flying directly above us. I didn’t let any nerves form, even if my control magic had been essential to this when we did it in Whitbar. The storm would help, and cover any lightning strikes I made.

      And if it didn’t… I had to hope my oldest friend didn’t disown me.

      I waited until the wyverns were close enough that we could see the reflection of lightning in their full-black eyes, waited until Zaarib snapped out a hand and seized hold of the front five beasts with his magic, using telekinesis to fling them into the second line. My heart thundered a rapid drum against my ribs. In a messy rush, I speared magic into those ranks of soldiers marching through the hills, and relief made my stomach ripple when my magic sank into their weak minds. Suspiciously weak, not a single glimmer of will in any of them.

      Command the wyverns to pull back, I ordered every soldier whose mind I ransacked. But there was no flicker of recognition, not a single gleam of thought at all. As if they were empty, just shells with no brain.

      Zaarib grabbed four wyverns in the second line of the formation, throwing them into the others to scatter their tight formation.

      “Mak,” I shouted over the whipping wind; he rumbled a reply, the air scorching hot a moment later as fire gathered in his throat, perfuming the air with hot blood and seething iron. “Wait until they can’t escape.”

      I know what I’m doing, was his grumbled reply. His wings carried us closer, closer with leathery booms that made my blood pump faster, hairs standing on end. I felt helpless without my magic, useless.

      You are never without magic, the lightning soul reminded me. Call upon the clouds. But try to avoid hitting the city you flew all this way to defend.

      Great advice, thanks, I sniped, eyeing the shadows wyverns cast over the mindless soldiers on the ground, the dark clouds above as light rippled through their fluffy underbellies. I reached inward for the crackling core that had burned since the moment she saved me from the storm and hissed when ice burned cold flame from my fingertips up my arms into my chest. Pain, as was the price for great magic.

      Aim it, she barked. Don’t waste the bolt. Drag it down from the sky into the legion.

      Drag it down, sure. That seemed easy.

      Control it with your mind the way you would control anything else.

      That I could do.

      “Mak, now!” I yelled, plunging my command into the lightning magic at the same time Mak’s jaws parted and he roared fire upon our enemies. Scales turned red as they burned, eyes burned to ash, and the screams of the wyverns as they burned was horrific. The sound of injured allies, not of our enemy.

      They’re Kaldic, I told myself even if it tasted untrue. It was what I had to tell myself to get through it, to wrap a lightning bolt in ironclad control and drive it into the heart of the legion.

      It could have been my legion. They looked no different on the outside, except for lacking riders, but I pushed that thought aside. Mak’s fire, the lightning, and Zaarib’s unfaltering magic scattered the wyverns into groups of twos and threes. Mak’s wings caught a swell as he surged after a single wyvern, sinking violent teeth into its throat and ripping it out within a minute. Beneath us, Dahab caught the beasts that flew to its defence.

      That action made me pause, made my mind whir at frantic speed. The fact they flew to defend the injured wyvern suggested they were intelligent, unlike the mindless soldiers below. Or were they following the commands of their puppet master?

      “Mak, the ruby,” I roared when a deep red wyvern darted towards his left flank, fire pouring from its parted jaws. I dropped my stomach to Mak’s back, the air scorching hot as it blasted over my back, heating my leathers, tugging strands of hair from the knot on my head.

      Too fucking close. Another metre and I’d be burned to a husk.

      Oops, Mak replied with a wince down our link. I kept close to his back as he angled himself around to face the ruby, blasting it with fire so hot it made my skin tingle. Are you hurt?

      “By sheer fluke, no.”

      Dahab surged up and carved the sharp talon at the tip of his golden wing across the belly of the ruby, making it falter mid-air. At the same time, Zaarib threw out a hand, a battering ram that shoved back the other wyverns. We were outnumbered by twenty to two even now, but if I took out the fae controlling them, would they simply fall from the sky?

      I spiked their minds with the sharp slice of control magic that made me a villain to so many and again found those threads of someone else’s power.

      Follow them, the lightning soul instructed, as if I hadn’t thought of that.

      I didn’t argue, didn’t have the time. This battle was fast and messy and deadly if I slipped even once. I sent my power zipping down the threads of command, surprised when they led deep into the mountains we’d come from, rather than the foot soldiers below. And further. And further.

      Too far for me to reach, disappearing deep into central Ithanys.

      To command wyverns from that distance… they were far more powerful than I was. A chill made me shudder.

      Worry about that later, the lightning soul. Keep following them. We need to know where they’re hiding.

      Wyfell was the obvious answer, but the threads went through sand and long grass and over hills… to Morysen. Where I’d sent my wife.

      A shrill wyvern cry came behind us, and I exhaled a hard breath. Nabil and Buchra had returned, along with members of Daurith’s guard. I made sure to avoid their path as lightning burned an icy path through me and a dark cloud split, thunder rocking the ground moments before it struck three wyverns, splitting into deadly branches.

      “It’s too precise,” Zaarib yelled as Dahab raced past us to intercept a black-eyed wyvern. “That’s no ordinary storm.”

      “The lightning soul,” Nabil shouted when he reached us; I flinched in my seat atop Mak. “It’s helping us. Why?”

      “Who cares?” Zaarib flattened himself to Dahab’s back when a dark navy wyvern flew above him, its barbed tail missing him by a hair. “Just avoid—”

      Fire erupted from the mouth of the navy wyvern, the same crimson fire that had been loaded into the trebuchet, but something about it was wrong in a way that made me shrink back. Its core was pure, void black. Unnatural fire.

      “Nabil!” I roared, throwing my weight on Mak to angle us across the sky, and he responded to my panic with fearsome wingbeats and a cry of warning.

      Two of Daurith’s guard sped to reach him, closer than Zaarib and me. As we soared across the sky, I had just enough time to exhale a hard gust of air when the stalwart, aging grey wyvern knocked Buchra out of the path of fire, just enough time for a second of relief—and then that unnatural crimson fire hit the old grey wyvern and its fierce-scowled female rider.

      It should have warped and mangled skin, should have melted muscle, leaving scars the wyvern would have to carry for its long life.

      The black core hit scale and wing and horns and—the Daurith rider was incinerated where she sat. Her wyvern’s flesh melted, sloughed off, and turned to ash, leaving only bones and death.

      It happened in seconds. Happened too fast for me to process it. Too fast for the small sapphire that had pushed Nabil and Buchra back to avoid the spray of crimson and void. Unnatural flame caught the wyvern’s wing and razed it to a skeletal husk in a single blink. Shrieking its fear and rage, the wyvern spun through the air, claws and talons grasping at clouds, at lightning, as Zaarib raced to catch her, but too late as she crashed to the ground along with her rider.

      I ripped my stare away from that ruined creature, its broken rider, and fear as sharp and cold as the day I lost Fahad speared my chest, making it impossible to breathe.

      “Nabil!” I screamed with the last of my air as the black-eyed wyvern opened its jaws again, flame more lethal than anything I’d ever witnessed gathering in its throat. And I knew, even as Mak flew as fast as the storm, his wingbeats like rapid thunder, we wouldn’t reach him in time.
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      VARIDIAN

      The storm ripped at my hair, tearing strands from the knot as Mak rode a gust of seething wind, neither of us taking our eyes off the navy wyvern and its glowing throat.

      Nabil threw himself left on Buchra’s back, but she needed no extra convincing to twist in the air, executing a hasty, panicked spiral that would have carried her out of the blue’s path if it hadn’t followed her, hadn’t screamed its fury and fire into the sky.

      I reacted on instinct, flexing my hands, practically dragging power from the crackling core of ice where the lightning soul lived. Pain wrote itself across my skin, and my hands curled into fists as I bore down on it, breath hissing in through my gritted teeth. It was worth the flare of agony when the sky flashed pure, blinding white.

      Mak’s wings battled faster, flowing with the wind’s current, closer, closer…

      Lightning scythed through the scant, terrifyingly narrow space between the navy wyvern and Buchra, buying her a few seconds. I rushed through a prayer, tripping over words I knew as well as my own heart. If the bolt had been two feet to the left…

      There’s no time for ifs and maybes, the lightning soul warned. I sense movement from the coast beyond the hills. Be ready.

      “What kind of movement?” I demanded, the storm covering my voice as panic clashed with the icy killing calm battle sent me into.

      I didn’t hear her reply because Buchra screamed, spinning out of the path of dark-hearted crimson fire. Only Nabil’s years of riding saved him. The navy wyvern was lethal, but younger, less experienced and lacking a rider. Whoever controlled it didn’t know skies and scale and storm as well as the Legion of Fyrevein.

      A gold streak beside me carried Zaarib close enough to throw out a scarred hand and snare his magic around the navy blue, forcing its jaws shut, and—why was Buchra wheeling? Why was she falling? Why was Nabil falling?

      “Mak!” I screamed, throwing myself right on his back, digging my heels into his sides in urgency. He dove, wings tucked tight, the two of us falling like a meteor through the sky, soaring past swollen grey storm clouds, tumbling low enough that the ground soldiers came into horrific clarity. At least fifty men marched towards the wooden gates into Daurith that had once seemed sturdy but now seemed frighteningly fragile.

      Wyvern screeches rose from within the walled city, but I didn’t dare take my eyes off my friend and his wyvern as they plummeted, blood streaking the clouds from a wound I couldn’t see, Buchra’s entire right wing burned to skeletal ruin along with her leg and a swath along her emerald ribs.

      “Get close enough to grab Nabil,” I yelled to Makrukh, my throat tight and eyes stabbing at his piercing cry of denial. But there was no saving Buchra now, no way to stop her hitting the ground when we were this close, no way to fly beneath her and slow her descent. But we could stop Nabil splattering on the ground. We could do that. We had to.

      More enemy wyverns circled through the sky, answering the defiant cries of wyvernlings and their guardians within Daurith, and I couldn’t forget that the lightning soul had sensed more coming from the coast. Just how many of these damned things were there? And where had they come from—these strange wyverns whose fire was a core of pure black that burned flesh and fireproof scale alike.

      Buchra, Mak argued, snapping out his wings when we were within reach. We can save her—

      “We can’t!” I roared, hating the crack in my voice, hating that we were going to lose one of our legion. The grey wyvern was splayed in the long grass at the base of a hill, body broken, wings snapped, the rider dead alongside her. But not Nabil. It wouldn’t be Nabil.

      I couldn’t lose anyone else.

      Another storm, another screaming wyvern, another friend crashing to his death flashed through my mind. Not again.

      Mak heard the words, heard my fear, my resolution, and he slowed directly above Buchra, enclosing his talons around Nabil.

      “No!” Nabil screamed, thrashing, struggling to return to his mount, but I was a selfish bastard. I wouldn’t lose another friend. “Don’t you dare!”

      “Pull up,” I told Mak, my stomach sinking at how close the ground was now. The grass could cushion Buchra’s fall, I told myself. But there was no ignoring the broken wyvern so close it was a warning and a prophecy. Buchra fell as Mak screamed his rage, his grief, and pulled up, beating his wings hard. I leaned over his neck and watched Buchra all the way down, refusing to look away, granting her this one grace, the only thing I could offer. I bore witness to the last act of her fierce life, strained my ears to hear her last defiant cry. It was over in seconds. Her neck snapped on impact.

      Nabil’s scream carved talons through my heart, a lasting mark that would never be erased. I couldn’t imagine his pain. The idea of losing Mak while I survived sent a visceral flinch through my whole body. My stomach writhed, hands unsteady.

      Focus, the lightning soul snapped. The impostors breached the city, and seven wyverns remain in the skies. You may just be the next to die.

      And she couldn’t have that, because she’d chosen me to carry her, to fulfil whatever future she saw—a future free of darkness was all she’d tell me.

      I dragged myself back into my seat with a heavy heart and my stomach in knots. Mak was furious, hurt and ignoring me, but I forced myself to sit up, to swallow the pain and fear, and assess Daurith.

      The lightning soul was right; seven wyverns were left of our enemies, presumably all with the power to raze us to skeletons. Dahab and two of the city guard engaged a jade green wyvern that looked too young to be sent to battle, hardly older than the wyvernlings in the sacred city. Those ground warriors in their Ithanysian colours had barrelled through the gate, no doubt with the help of a wyvern’s powerful tail.

      Now they spilled into the city like fleas, invading golden streets where the most senior wyverns and riders waited to intercept them, Shula at the front of their lines atop Saif’s hulking grey silhouette. Too few. Far too few of them to defend the revered city. With the guard in the skies with us, it was only a matter of time before they were overrun.

      Would the soldiers march through the squares, past the great towers, to the hatching grounds? Would they slay the wyvernlings, shatter those precious eggs? Mak roared, following my train of thought. We needed to kill these wyverns and get to the hatching grounds now.

      I curled my hands into fists, pulling more magic from the core of icy lightning inside me, my jaw clenched as the mark branded an icy path across my ribs and stomach. The second the power gathered, I sent a bolt straight into the heart of a midnight blue wyvern, then a charcoal grey that hid among the storm clouds to sneak up on Dahab’s back.

      Five left. I panted, sweat rolling down my forehead.

      You pulled up too much at once, the lightning soul chided, but there was no concealing the worry in the needling tone. Use any more and you risk passing out.

      So be it.

      A streak of burgundy whipped across the sky over Daurith, and a lump tightened my throat at the sight of Aliah racing to protect the most vulnerable, Habiba screeching a warning to anyone who dared hurt the young. One warrior, one deadly wyvern, to defend a whole hatching ground. Was I destined to lose a friend today no matter what?

      “Varidian!” Zaarib roared at the same time Dahab screeched a warning, and I shook the fear free of my thoughts and Mak whipped around. Hot iron and blood perfumed the air as he inhaled, dragging lightning-charged air and rain into his powerful lungs as the clouds finally loosed their burdens upon us. When he exhaled, it was pure orange fire that sailed true, hitting the wyvern that had used stealth to target our exposed backs.

      The fire ought to make any wyvern pause, but this one flew straight through it without faltering, and I saw why an instant later: it was already burned, its entire right side no more than bones, its ribs exposed. It had been hit with that dark core of fire and somehow lived. And Mak’s fire had no effect on it.

      “Drop!” I yelled, my stomach shooting into my throat when we crashed through the air so fast that tears streamed from my eyes, cold rain driving beyond the collar of my leathers.

      Mak bellowed again, fire erupting in a lethal plume that would do at least some damage to an ordinary wyvern. But I didn’t know what these beasts were or how they’d been changed, but they were immune to fire. Or at least immune to the fear of it.

      I felt rather than saw its horrific flame gather and knew we’d soon be dead alongside Buchra on the ground. Mak, Nabil, and I would be taken out with a single breath of that dark fire.

      Mak’s defiant roar was drowned out by another. No, by fifty wyverns screeching all at once. Piercing, harrowing cries that made me recoil. Dread sank like a stone in my soul. So, this was it. I would never see Ameirah again. Never again watch her eyes crinkle when she smiled. Never see the wicked smirk on her face as she casually threatened my life. Never feel the warmth of her in my arms. Never again feel safe the way I did in her arms.

      “I love you,” I said into the wind and hoped she heard me.

      And then Mak and I turned to face the horde at our backs.

      More than fifty. So many more. Wings filled the entire sky, rain hammering them with no effect as they flew in five legions, each a deadly arrowhead we would break upon instantly.

      I should have called for help from the other legions, should have confided everything that had happened in the few commanders I knew would never be corrupted. My inability to trust others had done this. Killed us. There should have been three legions to protect Daurith at least, but these were not ordinary times, and any legion of Ithanys could harbour those black-eyed wyverns, those traitors in black clothes who sought to turn us on each other.

      Yet, if I’d dared to ask for help, the risk be damned, we might have survived this. We might not have been so outnumbered.

      Habiba shrieked an urgent cry, and my heart knocked into my ribs, my hands trembling on Mak’s scales as Aliah rode for us like a streak of wine-red lightning through the storm. She flew like the wind itself, weaving through the clouds, carving space through the drumming rain to get to us. Habiba shrieked the same noise over and over, at first too distant, too quiet, and then loud enough that Mak jolted under me.

      They’re not enemy wyverns, he communicated in a rush. Not enemies. Allies. The flag—they bear a flag.

      I couldn’t breathe as I searched the legions, the formations that spelled our deaths and the ruin of Daurith and every child who lived there. In my panic, it took fraught moments to find the flag borne by a rider in salt-stained grey leathers. A white flag with a silver star in its centre, surrounded by rays of starlight.

      The banner of the Torn Isle.

      The legions hadn’t come to send us to our deaths; they’d come to defend Daurith.

      I bowed over Mak’s neck and sobbed.
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      AMEIRAH

      Mihrunnisa was quick to forgive the offense I caused my first night in the capital. There wasn’t a hint of resentment or anger in her golden eyes. On the contrary, she gave me a sly smile and linked her elbows with mine as we walked through one of the palace’s three opulent riads, verdant plants framing benches carved with suns, moons, and stars, creating private spaces where friends and lovers gathered to share a quiet moment. I expected Mihrunnisa to lead me to one of these, but we crossed the purple mosaic floor, slippered feet whispering over the Saber wolf tiled in the heart of the garden and left the waxy leaves and delicate floral scents behind.

      “Don’t look at it too closely, but I have a gift for you,” she murmured so her voice would only reach my ears.

      “A gift?” I replied at the same volume, glancing pointedly at the silver gloves on my hands, the rich purple djellaba that had been waiting for me when I returned from prayer this morning. “Another gift?”

      She waved a hand, leading me into a broad corridor. “Clothes don’t count. Besides, this is a functional gift, and you can never be too prepared given what happened in Tourlestyn last night.”

      My lips pressed thin. Yes, Tourlestyn was the talk of the palace this morning. Finally, the acts of the dark clergy had reached the capital, but instead of panic and wariness, there was a buzzing air of gossip. Speculation. Were the clergy making a move against the king and gentry? Did they want to usurp them and rule Ithanys alone? It wouldn’t be the first time an attempt was made, but that was centuries ago.

      This time, those dark soldiers who acted under the clergy emblem had rounded up the people of Tourlestyn and repeated the warning we were issued in Wyfell. The three-day storm had created a lightning soul, and we were all at risk. Turn in our neighbours, evict any newcomers, trust no one who was even remotely abnormal, etc, etc. No one had been executed on a stage, thankfully, but a fae steel mine and a nearby factory had been conspicuously burned to ruins on the same day.

      “Well, put it on,” Mihrunnisa urged, a sly smile crossing her face that piqued my curiosity. She passed over a hammered silver bangle inlaid with green enamel with the same level of secrecy and discretion as payment for an illicit deal or a forged document. Amused, and a little touched by the gift and the acceptance it implied, I slid the bangle over my glove and admired the way it sat against the beaded fabric.

      “There’s a catch on the bottom that will release spikes if you’re in danger and need to rip someone’s face off,” she told me with wicked glee.

      I muffled a laugh, recognising where we were in the palace as our route carried us past the training rooms. Traumatised, my muscles flinched in remembered pain at the sight of the arched doorway to that hall of endless bruises. Yesterday’s session ended with my legs shaking so hard I couldn’t stand, but I’d learned three new moves and almost caught Kamaal with the flat of my hand.

      “How often do you need to rip someone’s face off?” I asked Mihrunnisa with a wry smile.

      She grinned. “Daily. But I display a level of restraint befitting a princess and suppress the urge.”

      “Very impressive of you.” I laughed, checking the bangle was secure on my wrist. The laugh wasn’t quite natural, the matching smile awkward like everything else felt awkward in a new city around new people. I wanted to go home, but until I had all the available information about those dark soldiers and the lightning soul, I wouldn’t leave the great library behind. Someone in this city must know something. Maybe even Mihrunnisa herself.

      “Thank you for this. I’d pay you back, but my husband neglected to leave me any money, and I haven’t yet had time to rob the nearest storehouse.”

      Mihrunnisa snickered, earning a sharp glance from a passing gentry man dressed in rich brown clothes, the hyena of house Fathi stitched across his chest. He went a little pale when he saw it was Mihrunnisa he’d silently berated, and quickly glanced away, making my smile sit more genuinely on my face. It was nice to see gentry arrogance break upon the granite cliffs of royal status.

      “Where are we going?” I asked my sister-in-law when the man strode past us. I hadn’t cared to ask before now; I was just glad to be somewhere that wasn’t the four walls of my room, and relieved to not be alone. I should have been braver, but the furthest I’d travelled alone was to the training room, then the kitchens, and the library.

      “To the aviary, obviously,” she said with a smile. “It’s been a week, and you haven’t been out on your wyvern once.”

      “I didn’t even know where to find her,” I admitted, the truth unpleasant on my tongue. “Or honestly, if Varidian had even brought her with me when he knocked me unconscious.”

      She groaned loudly. “I hate when he does that. He used to knock me out at the dinner table, and I’d wake up with vegetables stuck to my face. Don’t look so horrified,” she laughed.

      “But—he controlled you, and you’re okay with it?”

      “He’s my brother,” she said with a wave of her hand, bangles clacking together. “He’d never hurt me. Now enough talk of my insufferable brother. I want to know everything about you.”

      I was relieved when we reached a wide doorway that led out into a courtyard hugged by the palace wall. An open gateway guarded by four guards in Saber purple linked the elaborate building behind us to the huge, towering aviary where the scent of copper and smoke thickened the air, wrapping my tongue in the taste of blood.

      I should have realised eleven wyverns and the handlers who maintained the building wouldn’t discourage Mihrunnisa from wheedling details about myself from me. But I couldn’t help the urge to conceal the true parts of me. Fear of being unwanted, discarded had been drilled into me so consistently for so many years that I couldn’t shake it, even when I knew it was ridiculous. Rawiya had accepted me despite knowing everything. Varidian had, too.

      But as the princess led me through the huge doorway into the aviary, I found myself guarding my secrets and only confessing the parts of myself I liked, even if the half-truths tasted sour on my tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Mounting Raheema was a trial in itself. All my practise at running up her leg, throwing myself onto the curve of her thigh and then propelling myself onto her back had come undone during the week we’d spent apart. It took four attempts to get atop her in the wide aviary stall, and I felt Mihrunnisa’s eyes on me the entire time.

      She said nothing until I was safely in my seat, until she mounted Layla, the pearlescent wyvern that reminded me of a smaller, female version of Mak. She was every bit as fierce, with towering horns, vicious teeth, and the row of spikes down her back and tail.

      “Fear
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