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To my brother, Earle—

My fondest childhood memories are of the summer days we spent having adventures, fueled by our wild imaginations, in the woods of Nana and Bumpa's farm. I hope that this fantasy world of Iosia reminds you of those simpler times, and that: fairy tales are real, you are the hero in your story, and nothing is impossible as long as you hold onto your dreams.

Love ya, bro!
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Welcome to Iosia



Hello, my lovely readers, 
Welcome to The Thorne Chronicles and the kingdom of Iosia (Yo-she-ah)—a land of crowns, secrets, and power that comes at a cost.
At the heart of Iosia stands the capital city of Caelius (Kah-lee-us), where the Thorne family rules. Beyond its walls lie the surrounding regions of Huxtela, Andoria, the Isle of Ernes, and Valdisia (Vahl-dee-zee-ah)—a fractured land separated from the rest of the kingdom by the towering Guardian Wall.
Long ago, Iosia was torn apart by war between the House of Thorne and the House of Morren. 
In an epic battle on Mount Gumarich, light clashed with darkness and magic—both feared and revered—shaped the fate of the realm, ushering in an era of peace to Iosia…
But peace is fickle and never without consequence.
The descendants of the fallen Onyx King—known as the Undesirables—live in exile, while the once-revered Sentinels, gifted with the ability to shift between human and animal form, now hide in the shadows… hunted, feared, and nearly forgotten.
Iosia is a kingdom where loyalty is tested, power is dangerous, truth is rarely what it seems, and betrayal waits in the shadows.
Whether you are stepping into Iosia for the first time or returning once more—
Your journey begins here… 

Lisa Alfano
The Realm Keeper
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Chapter one

Most girls in Iosia dreamed of being a princess, but Dahlia would give anything to not be one. She longed for freedom, and that is a most inconvenient dream for a princess—even one who is the Spare, not the Heir. 
“Do you think they’ll be wantin’ mutton for the banquet?”
“Don’t you be worryin’ ‘bout the menu when there’s not a groom yet. Now stir the gravy ‘fore it burns, or the Queen will have your head before there’s even a wedding.” Cook’s harsh voice barked from somewhere within the bowels of the palace kitchen, echoing off the walls of the cavernous hallway. 
Dahlia rolled her eyes as she strolled past the open doorway, the clattering of pots and the hum of gossip grating on her last nerve. The same excitement bubbling over from the kitchen had invaded every corner of Thorne Castle.   
“Fools,” Dahlia mumbled, limping faster down the vacant hall, her left shoulder scraping along the wall for balance. She wanted to avoid any jubilant servants. “Everyone is acting as if Iosia’s never had a royal wedding before.” 
All Thorne heirs, and most spares, married once the King chose a spouse for them. As with most other aspects of royal life, freedom of choice was nonexistent. Dahlia shrugged and tried not to dwell on her own fate—or that of her older sister’s. 
It’s how the world works, she reminded herself. 
In two short days the kingdom of Iosia would learn the chosen groom’s identity. Eager bettors would hustle into the taverns of Caelius and others throughout the regions of Iosia; the winners gloating as they collect their winnings, while the losers seeking refuge in the bottom of a bottle to ease their pain. Dahlia had no coin to collect, nor to mourn if lost. 
“Wagering is a fool’s game,” Dahlia said under her breath. 
Will he be kind? Will he be sensible? Will he be a fair king? 
“I doubt it.” Qualities, such as intelligence or wit, did not matter to King Leopold or Queen Astrid, or to the general populace. “Doesn’t matter to Ysa, either.” Dahlia shook her head, sending a stray curl tumbling over her left eye. “It’s ridiculousness,” Dahlia huffed the curl away. “Nothing more.”
The entire kingdom would rejoice. Their cheery, smiling faces ignoring any shortcomings Ysabelle’s betrothed might possess. Dahlia would plaster a phony grin across her freckled face and smile dutifully with the rest of the kingdom. 
Like a good and loyal subject.
“And I’ll despise every moment,” she promised herself.
The royal wedding promised to be a spectacle of epic proportions: the Thorne Heir and her chosen one exchanging vows, forever binding themselves to each other.  
Forever binding me, and the rest of Iosia, to them as subjects. 
Dahlia could not imagine a horror worse than celebrating one’s marriage like that—exposed and open for censure from a judgmental populace. No public wedding for me. No. Definitely not.
“Ah, but only the best will do for the Queen’s perfect daughter,” Dahlia whispered, plucking a tawny feather from her sleeve. “If they only knew the truth about their precious princess. Oh, Ysa has plenty of flaws.” Dahlia frowned at the unfairness of it all. “If only fools bothered to stop and look for them.”
When the speculation ended, the gossip would not. It never did. Gossip, like the wind, never ceased; invisible yet present, shifting but predictable, the topic of whispers would change. The servants’ tongues wagged on about the groom’s ability to sire perfect miniatures of their beloved Heir. 
Dahlia pressed her lips tighter, stifling a groan. She found the entire exercise unproductive and distasteful. Her opinions about the royal announcement and the nuptials did not matter. Even if they did, she would not voice them. She knew her place, as did everyone else residing within the kingdom. 
“But I’m smart enough to keep my opinions to myself.”
Spastic nerves twitched down Dahlia’s left leg, her foot faltering from her uneven gait. She stumbled, pitching to the right. Her arms flapped wildly as she regained her balance. Beats of sweat dampened her curly hairline and trailed down the back of her neck. Dahlia wiped the moisture from her forehead with the cuff of her sleeve and scowled. 
“Damn leg.” 
Mindful of her steps, Dahlia continued down the hallway, avoiding the sacks of flour leaning precariously against the wall to her right. She held her breath as she crept past the towering wooden shelves stacked with jars of pickled vegetables. Images of shattered glass, sticky boot soles, and last week’s tongue-lashing from Cook were still fresh in Dahlia’s mind. 
“Careless girl!” Cook glared down at Dahlia. “Next time, you’ll be watching where you’re going.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Dahlia mumbled and pushed the stiff brush through the burgundy juice already coagulating on the stone floor. 
Dahlia stopped and glanced over her shoulder, half-expecting to see Cook’s judgmental beady eyes. The hallway remained empty and dark. For now. She released a slow breath. Her entire life felt like one gigantic punishment, exhausting her spirit and irritating her soul. 
I wish people would only accept me for who—not what—I am. 
“They all think I’m useless,” she sang as she walked to drown out the uneven clip-clop of her steps, “especially my family.” 
Heavy footsteps, confident and determined, flooded the hallway. Dahlia closed her eyes. She knew those footsteps. All of her thoughts and opinions about Ysabelle and the celebration evaporated. More pressing concerns demanded her attention.
How can I escape Papa’s impending wrath? 
Dahlia slipped into the dark, musty root cellar. The wooden door released a croaky squeak as she pulled it shut. She held her breath, terrified of the darkness engulfing her in the windowless room. Trapped, with nowhere to hide from her father or her fear, she pressed her back against the wall and her right hand over her chest…and waited.
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Chapter two

“You must be excited, Your Highness. A bit frightened too, I ‘spect,” the maid jabbered as she fussed with the pins in Ysabelle’s golden hair. “Then ‘gain, you’re such a beauty, no man’d complain ‘bout bein’ forced to marry you.” 
“How dare you speak to me in such a manner!” Ysabelle swatted the maid’s hand away. “I am the heir to the throne, and I demand you mind your wagging tongue, or I shall make certain you have no tongue to wag.”
Ysabelle watched the servant’s reflection in the mirror and bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling when it grew a sickly shade of gray.
“Please, Princess Ysabelle, I meant no harm.”
“Is that so?” Ysabelle narrowed her eyes into a glare as icy as the tone of her voice.
“Um…yes. I, it’s just that the castle—well, the entire kingdom, really—is buzzin’ with joy for you.”
“What is your name, maid?”
“Marta, your Highness.” The servant’s eyes focused on her feet as she spoke.
“You will look at me when you address me, Marta,” Ysabelle said.
Wide eyes, brimming with fear, peered up and met Ysabelle’s in the mirror.
“Y-yes, Princess Ysabelle,” Marta stammered.
Ysabelle smiled at the terror swimming within the maid’s watery orbs. Marta’s shoulders relaxed beneath her brown linen uniform. Foolish girl. Marta. Ysabelle made a mental note to determine the maid’s fate later. This servant, and all the others, seemed engrossed in the upcoming celebrations. Ysabelle had heard the gossip. There was no way to avoid it. Whispers about the identity of her betrothed oozed from the castle’s walls. Not that she minded being the center of the kingdom’s attention. She had dealt with it since birth, reveling in the attention, but there were limits. Servants need to know their places—especially when to harness their tongues and keep their opinions to themselves.
If they wished to continue breathing, Ysabelle thought.
“How do I know you are loyal to me, Marta?”
The maid’s shoulders pulled back, stiffly jerking her head upright.
“You’ve my word, your Highness. My parents raised me to serve the Crown. I’d never let any harm come to you. I swear it.”
The truth of the words swirled in Marta’s eyes. Ysabelle nodded, watching awe intermingle with the fear in the maid’s dark pupils. Awe often proved a useful tool when used in unison with fear. A servant who possessed the false sense of free will proved far easier to control, and Ysabelle preferred that over one who’s fidelity came through fear alone.
“I’ve decided I will ignore your impertinence this once.” Ysabelle hid her contempt toward the pathetic girl, and all servants, beneath an even tone.
“Th-thank you, Princess Ysabelle. It shan’t happen again. I promise.”
Ysabelle nodded. Her honey-colored locks cascaded over her shoulders in a regal manner, as if even her hair knew its’ proper place.
“Marta, if there comes a time when I ask you for help… A favor? Or even your silence?”
“It’s yours, your Highness. Always. I swear to it.” Marta drew an X across her heart with her fingertip. “Swear it on my life.”
“Remember that,” Ysabelle said with a nod. “Someday your life may well depend on it.” A fresh wave of horror washed over the maid’s sunken face. “Fetch me my gown, Marta. I desire a walk in the woods. The fresh air will do me good.”
“Yes, your Highness.” The maid curtseyed and scurried across the room.
Ysabelle smiled. Yes, you may prove quite useful to me, after all, servant girl.
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Chapter three

The door burst open on ancient steel hinges— screech—and slammed against the stone wall. Bam! Dahlia’s heart pounded, and her body flinched in betrayal to her resolve, as a stream of pale light from the hallway’s flickering torches filled the room.
“Dahlia! What in blazes are you doing in here?” her father said, releasing an audible sigh of disgust infused with disappointment that engulfed her.
Dahlia diverted her eyes, unable to look at him. Tears welled behind her eyelids. Once again, she had disgraced her family and the Crown—which, in her father’s eyes, was a far greater offense.
“I wish to speak to you,” he said. “I assume you know why.”
Dahlia nodded, but did not speak, certain her voice would quake and betray her. She turned, and her twisted foot buckled on the uneven cobbled floor. Her hands flailed. Her torso swayed. Damn the gods!
Her father’s strong hand wrapped around her upper arm and steadied her.
“Easy, child,” he said. Dahlia cringed with shame. “Now, tell me, what do you have to say for yourself?”
“I moved too fast,” Dahlia said. “My leg. It slipped.”
She might not be the fastest runner—or walker, for that matter—in the kingdom, but she also was not stupid. His question had nothing to do with her crippled leg. Cornered and unable to evade him, Dahlia hoped her words would do the next best thing: appeal to her father’s pity. Deep-set hazel eyes, obscured beneath bushy rust-colored brows, glared down at her. Dahlia knew neither luck nor pity were on her side.
“The Queen saw your little escapade this morning.”
“Mm-hmm…” Dahlia mumbled, twisting a lock of her hair around her finger as she tried to calm her nerves and brace for the inevitable.
“What do you have to say for yourself?”
“It was a beautiful morning. The sunrise was spectacular. You should’ve seen it, Papa,” Dahlia said because it was the truth.
“Dahlia, how many times must the Queen summon me? Send me to deal with you?”
He expected—no, he demanded—her to offer repentance for her latest bout of disobedience. She could not and would not. Dahlia pulled her shoulders back and stared up at him.
“I try to do what you ask, Papa, but then I see the pale blue skies and smell the fragrant air and… Well, I can’t control myself.”
“Cannot or will not? There is a significant difference, Dahlia.”
“Both,” Dahlia murmured. 
“Do you find joy in defying me, child? Defying the Queen?”
Dahlia shook her head, but it was a lie. She found great joy in defying her father. She enjoyed disobeying the Queen too. Dahlia had little regard for any close-minded fool who tried to keep her feet on the ground. Defiance was one of the few activities Dahlia enjoyed in her claustrophobic life.
“You need to stop this, especially now. Soon, visitors from all the regions of Iosia will arrive in the city for the wedding. Outsiders, who do not understand your…” Her father searched for the right words, then shook his head. “They will not understand you, my child. They will view your actions as rebellion against the Crown.”
Anger flowed through Dahlia’s veins as his words sliced her heart. She curled her hands into tight fists.
“I cannot do what you ask, Papa. I refuse to hide in the shadows like some sort of monster.”
“That is not what I’m asking, and you know it. I want you to stay out of trouble.”
“By remaining out of sight?”
“Argh! Must you always be so difficult?”
“Must you always treat me as an embarrassment?”
“Dahlia, I am not embarrassed of you.”
“But the Queen is, and you take your orders from her.” Dahlia knew her words were unfair. Everyone, her father included, took their orders from the Queen—no exceptions.
“The Queen only wants what is best for you and for the entire kingdom.”
“Don’t you mean what’s best for her precious Ysabelle?” Dahlia waved her fisted hands in the air. She knew she was treading a fine line between disobedience and treason. I don’t care. “Isn’t that right? Can’t have a crippled freak causing any distractions during the glorious celebration.”
“Enough!” he shouted. Dahlia froze. Her hands dropped to her sides. “You shall do as I say, Dahlia. End. Of. Discussion.”
“B-but th-that’s not f-fair.” Dahlia fought back tears. “You’re asking me to live a lie.”
She knew her words were unreasonable—at least, to a small degree. The Queen demanded respect and obedience from all Thorne subjects, not only her. The entire population of Caelius was to be on their best behavior during the upcoming events. The capital city was, after all, the sparkling gem of Iosia—a city on the hill, symbolizing peace and unity since the Harvest King’s reign. No Caelian, Dahlia included, dared disrespect Caelius or the Harvest King’s memory. 
But, then again, none of them must hide a secret like I am, Dahlia reminded herself.
“I am asking you to do as you’re told for your own good.”
“For my own good? Papa, I did not ask for this. You have no idea what you’re asking. If you only understood what it feels like to deny who you are because others fear or despise what you are—” 
“Believe it or not, Dahlia, I understand far more than you know.”
“If that were true, you’d see how unfair it is. How your words pierce my heart. Why can’t I be myself? My true self? Why is who I am not enough?”
“You twist my words, child. I find no pleasure in your unhappiness, but I cannot allow you to disobey or embarrass me.”
Her breath caught in her chest as she processed his command. She expected—and planned for—his response, but hearing the words shredded her heart all the same. Dahlia forced her chin up, keeping her posture straight. Despair pumped through her veins. Her father was a formidable force. People respected and feared him, but there was not a chance in all Iosia she would cower in front of him.
Not now. Not ever.
Weak people cowered. No matter the consequences, no one would ever view Dahlia as weak. Crippled and deformed, definitely. Impetuous and rebellious, probably. A coward, never. 
“Please, Papa, don’t force me to be someone I’m not. Let me be free. Let me spread my wings and fly.”
“My word is final. No more excuses. None of your ridiculous arguments either, Dahlia. You will not embarrass the Crown.”
"Would it please the Crown if I removed myself?"
Her father ran a hand over his face, his fingers tugging at the rust-colored beard covering his chin. His fingertips trembled. She noticed the silver strands tucked within a beard that, only last year, were the color of a fire’s flame. He peered down at her. Dahlia glanced away, unable to bear the disappointment swimming in his weary eyes.
“Why can’t you be more like your sister?” His tone was more evocative of a hopeful prayer as opposed to a question.
“I’ll try, Papa,” she lied.
Despite longing for her father’s approval and love, that was the last thing she planned on doing. Dahlia wanted to be anything except like her perfect, and revered, sibling. She loved her sister, but she did not like her all that much. Not that it mattered in the grand scheme of things. The rest of the world, all of Iosia, loved Princess Ysabelle. Their devotion to Ysabelle was unnatural, and more than any person, princess or pauper, deserved.
“That’s my fiery gem,” he sighed. “Thank you, Dahlia.” He planted a kiss on the mass of unruly curls atop her head. “Now, do your old papa a favor and stay out of trouble, before the Queen demands my head.
Dahlia clenched her fisted hands tighter. Her nails gouged the vulnerable flesh of her palms, slicing her skin. It fueled her growing resentment toward her sister. Hot liquid puddled in her fists as blood oozed from the cuts. She welcomed the sobering pain and used it to keep her heartbreak at bay, furious with her father’s latest disapproval—at his ultimate betrayal. Dahlia usually endured the prejudice of others in silence. She held her tongue when their gossip reached her ears. People were mindless fools, but such prejudice from her father—the man she worshipped—crushed her soul. 
Dahlia bolted out of the claustrophobic room. Her crooked leg shuttered. Her left foot dragged in silent rebellion as she pushed her limbs faster. Clump, click, clump, click. Her uneven footsteps echoed off the stone walls. She yanked a brown cloak from a peg, wrapped the scratchy fabric around her petite frame, and bust out the servant’s entrance.
Hot tears overflowed her eyes, streamed down her cheeks, and dripped off her round chin. The piercing Caelian sun evaporated her tears before they reached the polished cobblestones. Dahlia tugged the hood of the cloak over her head, taking extra care to tuck her red curls beneath the fabric.
She hobbled toward the city’s center. Head bowed, and face concealed, Dahlia elbowed and nudged her way down the sidewalk. Shoppers dallied and mingled as she passed by. No one gave her a second glance thanks to the tattered hood. Her heart raced as she forced herself to walk slow and steady to hide her uneven stride. The last thing she wanted was to garner unwanted attention and snide comments.
She wouldn’t hold her tongue if someone dared to critique her appearance…or worse, heaped unsolicited praises about her sister upon her. The fawning over Ysa was nauseating on a good day. Today was not a good day.
Not a good day at all. 
Dahlia turned off the busy main street, weaving her way through the deserted alleyways leading away from the city center. Her cheeks burned as her temper raged beneath her hood. At the edge of the city’s center, safely away from judgmental eyes, Dahlia tossed the hood from her head and broke into an unsteady run. Ladies did not run, but, then again, no one had ever accused her of being ladylike, or possessing the ability to run. She brushed a sweaty clump of hair from her forehead and willed her legs to go faster. 
Run, Dahlia, run.
Her strides were more of a lop-sided gallop than a run, but it was the best she could manage. She ignored the spastic beats of her heart, and the burning deep in her lungs with each shallow breath, forcing herself to keep going. Each pounding step sent waves of pain up her left leg, but she did not stop or, slow her pace. She galloped, through the agony and another bout of tears.
At the base of the wall—the Great Guardian of Glass—at the city’s border, Dahlia stopped and climbed.
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Chapter four

The streets of Caelius bustled below. Dahlia stood atop the Guardian, the great barrier wall of glass, dividing Valdisia from Caelius and the other regions of Iosia. She longed to disappear forever from the judgmental eyes that followed her everywhere. Everywhere except here. Up on the glassy perch, she was as good as invisible. No one could see her because the townspeople below never looked up. 
Dahlia craned her neck and squinted. She spied the Caelian women in their vibrant frocks of silk and velvet. Even the more fashion-conscious men were dressed in equally colorful tunics and jackets. One by one, they strolled past the wall’s slick, mirrored surface, sneaking peeks at themselves. She rolled her eyes at the self-absorbed Caelians who preached humility, while ignoring their own prideful flaws. 
Hypocrites. All of them.
Dahlia rubbed a cramp from her twisted leg and shook her head.
“Pompous fools consumed with prideful prejudice.” 
Prejudice loomed like a silent plague. As a young child, when Dahlia had no name to put with it, she had felt it. She’d seen the sideways glances, and overheard the snickers, as she stumbled and limped down the street. Now Dahlia knew its name: prejudice. But naming the disease did little to ease the pain it inflicted on her soul. She wanted to believe that she had developed a thick skin over the years and an ambivalence toward cruelty. Now, as her own father’s prejudice seared another black mark upon her heart, Dahlia was uncertain.
A gentle breeze tousled her hair. Rogue red curls bounced over her eyes and tickled the tip of her nose. She blew them away, but her tears remained. She could handle prejudice from almost anyone. From her sister and mother. From the people of Caelius. Even from Master Jeshun. But not from her father. Or Aidan. Until today, she had foolishly believed her father loved her despite her appearance and unorthodox ways. 
“I was wrong. Appearances are all he cares about. You’re no different from the rest of them, Papa,” Dahlia cried into the wind. 
Vibrant rays of the late afternoon sun glistened off the mirrored surface of the Guardian, playing hide-and-seek with the ashen shadows of the approaching dusk on the castle walls. The cobblestone streets below sparkled in variants of pink and gold. Dahlia glared at the source of all her pain and her problems: the flawless, marbled façade of Thorne palace. Its opulent grandeur basked in the shadowed reflections, concealing the imperfections of the royal family who resided within. 
She crossed her arms over her chest and squeezed until her tears ceased. Beyond the city, past the castle turrets and a bit to the left, loomed the Crystal Tower. Flickers of faint candlelight chased away the approaching darkness from the top floor windows. Dahlia strained her eyes and tried to find the statuesque silhouette of Master Jeshun in his laboratory. She could not.
I know he is there. Alone. 
She could envision him in her mind; Master Jeshun’s lean frame pacing back and forth, his long, silent strides propelling him across the polished white marble floor. The only sound in the expansive room was the subtle swish of the hem of his long velvet robe as it obediently trailed behind.
Perhaps he is preoccupied with a new concoction, Dahlia hoped, as the massive windows of his study provided an optimal view of the Guardian wall, and me.
Master Jeshun differed from the others in Caelius. Humble, not proud. Observant, yet nonjudgmental. He noticed things the others did not. Dahlia was unsure if it was because of his Huxtelan origins, or his years spent training at the Citadel, but it did not matter. It was Master Jeshun’s job as Counselor to the Crown to notice, advise, and—when necessary—correct. If he spotted her perched atop the wall, his chastisement would be unpleasant—at best. 
“Or he could inform the king and queen.” Dahlia shuddered. Nothing I can do about it now. She pushed all anxieties from her mind. Worry did not change things for the better, or for the worse, but worry ruined the moment of now. “And now is all I possess.” 
Over her right shoulder, on the opposite side of the border wall, lay the stark ruins of Valdisia. Dahlia’s eyes wandered over the terrain of her doomed neighbors. The icy tingle of hopelessness flitted over her flesh. While the Guardian reflected light into Caelius, the massive structure blocked the sun’s descending rays from the Valdisian border town of Skog. Rows of dilapidated shacks erected along rugged dirt roads speckled the otherwise barren landscape. The sight was both ominous and depressing in the setting sun. A stench of despair rose from the darkened alleys, as if invisible fingers were reaching up from the Valdisian side to choke the clean, Caelian air from Dahlia’s lungs and replace it with the rotted breath of Skog—of death. 
Dahlia pinched the bridge of her nose and took shallow breaths to ward off the stench. Along the dark horizon, the dreariness of poverty was evident even from her high altitude. No remnants of the once feared, and all-powerful, Onyx magicians remained. The contrast between Caelius and the neighboring exiled region astounded and saddened Dahlia. Two sister countries, once united, now sat divided by a wall of glass—one thriving while the other decayed—a stark reminder of the dangers and the costs of treasonous greed. 
All the suffering and unforgiveness. Is there no better way?
The current residents of Valdisia had committed no offense against the current Thorne king. And yet, the Guardian wall remains. The Onyx traitors, defeated and banished by the Harvest King, were long dead. The present inhabitants of Skog were generations removed from the reviled wizards and witches. All that remained, linking the living Valdisians to the crimes of the past, was the diluted blood from long-dead ancestors pumping through their veins. 
So unfair. So wrong. The massive wall, and continued exile of the Valdisians from the rest of Iosia, was unfair. But Dahlia understood, better than most, that life itself was rarely fair. Not for the Valdisians. 
“And definitely not for me.” 
Every region—and every Iosian, for that matter—knew the story of how the first Thorne King condemned the Valdisians to a life of misery. Only Dahlia knew the story of how the current Thorne King condemned her to a different kind of misery because of a fate she did not choose, any more than the Valdisians suffering below her chose their ancestral bonds. She turned away, eager to rid her senses of the sights and smells of the land damned by both gods and kings. 
Dahlia stared at the radiant Caelian horizon and curled her bare toes over the edge of the sleek wall. The coolness of the steel frame and glass panes sent shivers up her spine that ignited her senses.
“Now or never,” Dahlia told herself. “Before someone sees you and notifies the King—or worse, the Queen.”
She raised her face up to the sky. Warm winds washed over her cheeks. With a quick shrug of her shoulders, the cloak glided from her petite frame. Dahlia stepped out of the pool of woven brown material. Her actions were a direct violation of the King’s decree and the Queen’s command. If caught, Dahlia knew the punishment would be swift and harsh, but the reward of pure, untainted freedom outweighed any risk or retribution. 
If the Crown cannot understand, then to hell with them and their idiotic laws. 
She did not hate the Iosian rulers. Dahlia loved the King and Queen. She respected them and honestly tried to follow their rules, behaving to the best of her abilities, on most days. 
“Today is not one of those days.” Her soul begged for the fresh, thin air found only in the highest altitudes above Caelius. “I need this,” Dahlia turned toward the breeze, “for me.”
With a single, swift motion, Dahlia raised her hands high above her head and jumped.
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Chapter five

Cerebus glanced up through the dingy glass and saw a silhouetted figure perched high above on the edge of the wall. A glint of red flashed, distracting him. Cerebus blinked. When he reopened his eyes, a moment later, the figure atop the wall had disappeared. 
“Whoa,” Cerebus said as recognition hummed through his brain. He spun around and grabbed the sleeve of an old woman rummaging through a bin. “Did you see that?” Cerebus cried out, pointing toward the Caelian sky. “She jumped.”
“What in blazes is wrong with you, boy?” She scrunched her nose, the dirt-caked wrinkles deepening around her cloudy eyes. “Let go of me, you thievin’ scum,” the woman barked, yanking her arm from his grasp. The stitches holding her patched sleeve gave way with a loud rip. “You tore my coat.” 
“Sorry,” Cerebus mumbled and dropped his hand, but not before giving the woman’s loose sleeve an unnecessary tug. He might be a thief, but he also had standards, would never steal from an old beggar woman. “She jumped, I’m tellin’ you. I saw her. She jumped off the wall.”
The woman shaded her eyes with the back of her gnarled hand and gazed in the direction of the capital city. “I don’t see nothin’, boy. Nothin’ ‘cept a damn bird.”
Cerebus narrowed his eyes. A bird with a crimson feather fluttering atop the crown of its head, swooped down from the clouds and disappeared behind another row of clouds dotting the horizon. He shook his head and ran a hand over the nape of his neck.
“I could’ve sworn it was a girl,” he said.
“Then you’re as dumb as you’s dirty,” the woman replied.
Cerebus’ stomach rumbled; empty and angry. He tried to remember when he had last eaten and could not. “I’m not dumb. I know what I saw. Maybe the body’s behind the trees.” 
“If she did, then I say, good riddance. One less Caelian scum in the world’s a good thing. Wish the lot of ‘em would jump to their deaths.”
Cerebus shrugged and nodded, unable to argue with the woman. He hated the Caelians, and all the regions of Iosia beyond the wall, as much as anyone else in Skog. He had no idea how many regions there were or how far the lands stretched beyond Caelius. It did not matter. One region or one hundred regions, Cerebus hated each one of them and would continue to do so until he drew his final breath. 
Many long, cold days he stared through the glass wall that imprisoned him and wished for the Thorne castle, and all its surrounding buildings, to burst into flames. On the nights he could sleep, Cerebus dreamed of awaking to the smell of burnt wood and flesh, seeing Caelius reduced to a smoldering pile of ash and rubble. Of course, his dreams never came true. Every morning, whether he slept or not, Caelius, the city on the cliff, remained unharmed, taunting him from beyond the grimy glass. 
Cerebus experienced no guilt over his hatred. He’d overheard the King’s soldiers talk during their yearly visit. The King, the Caelians, and the rest of Iosia viewed Cerebus and the Valdisians as nothing—less than nothing. 
Undesirables. That’s what they all call us. It was unfair, but then again, so was life. He hated living in squalor, cut off from the rest of the world. And for what? For some crime that occurred long before he, or anyone else living in Valdisia, had been born. He was an innocent, had committed no crimes. 
Well, not against the king. 
“Unfair and cruel,” Cerebus muttered to himself.
An entire people banished because of the sins, the atrocities, of long-dead magicians. All because of the House of Murrick. Cerebus understood the injustice of it all, the cruelty of the Thorne King who’d built the wall, and of the king who now ruled. It ate at his soul.
Sometimes Cerebus wished for a different fate for Caelius. One without death, but one which included a deep, soul-wrecking despair—the same suffering he’d endured every day of his pitiful existence. He smiled at the thought of the royal family and the rest of the Caelians, ripped from their lavish homes and cast into poverty. 
It would serve them right. Forced to live hungry and destitute like me. 
Cerebus wanted to watch their colorful clothing fade into soiled, tattered rags. He would laugh when starvation turned them into thieves and beggars, or worse. 
No. Not the worse. Cerebus shook his head. No one deserves that. 
He refused to think about the worse things. Vile, horrific things, all done for bits of stale bread and rotted fruit. The terrifying life of a Valdisian orphan, alone and forced to live in the alleys. Even now, when the images of what he’d done to survive crept into his dreams, Cerebus awoke to the taste of vomit. 
No. No one deserves that life, or pain.  
“But starve, yes. I’ll mock ‘em as they try to sleep, with only the memories of their pies and cakes to fill their empty bellies.” 
“You’re a crazy one, ain’t ya, boy?” the old woman said. Cerebus stuffed his thoughts back into the dark recesses of his mind. “And what’s with all the snapping?”
He glanced down at his hand. His thumb and middle finger curled, frozen in mid-motion, mid-snap. Dammit. 
He’d been doing it again, snapping his fingers, and hadn’t even realized. The repetitive snapping was a part of him now—an embarrassing habit he did not know how to end, but knew why it began. There was a time, years ago, when he did not need to snap his fingers until his knuckles ached and the skin on the tips of his thumb and finger grew raw. That was before his mother had abandoned him, leaving him defenseless and alone in the back alleys of Skog. 
Cerebus could not remember how old he was when she left and was unsure of his exact age now. Fifteen full cycles ago, his mother had disappeared. He wondered if she could recognize him now. His body, now that of a man, bore no resemblance to the tiny, whimpering child she’d tossed away—the boy she abandoned to the cruelty of the world and the dangers of the dark. He did not think his mother would recognize him. His heart clenched in his chest. 
“Because she never loved me,” he said.
“Who never loved you? No one will ever love you. You’re a worthless guttersnipe,” the old beggar sneered and spat at Cerebus’ bare feet. “Crazy, snappin’ fool,” she mumbled and hobbled away.
“I’m not worthless, you hag,” Cerebus said to the old woman’s back. “Someone will love me someday. You’ll see,” he called out. Not because he wanted the beggar to respond, but because he needed to hear the words with his own ears. He needed to convince himself that someday he would not be alone, that he would become more than an orphan and an Undesirable. 
He turned and stared through the glass at the empty sky. Cerebus dug his long fingers through the greasy surface of his disheveled hair. Jagged, cracked nails scratched and nicked his oily scalp.
“Maybe I am crazy.” Cerebus tried to convince himself, but—despite his hunger and lack of sleep—his brain refused to accept that’d seen just a bird. “Had to be a bird. No girl’d fling herself to her death like that—least, not no Caelian girl.” 
Unless misery doesn’t have borders…or giant glass walls.
His stomach grumbled in noisy reply. Cerebus rubbed a dirty palm over his belly. The fleeting afternoon did not allow the luxury of wondering about trivial things. Like birds. Or jumping Caelians. When darkness descended over Skog, the rats emerged. The two-legged kind of rats, scouring the alleyways for prey—desperate, starving orphans. Bird or girl. Flying or falling. It did not matter. Finding food and a dry place to hide and sleep for the night was all that mattered. 
Cerebus’ stomach growled again beneath his stained shirt. 
“Miserable or not, at least Caelians have plenty of food,” Cerebus scowled.
He skulked away from the wall, his head hung low and his steps in sync with his snapping fingers. Snap…snap…snap.
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Chapter six

She ran an index finger around the rim of the pewter goblet. Slivers of golden light shimmered through the leafy green canopy and danced along the goblet’s rim. Ysabelle sipped and grimaced as the metallic wine washed over her tongue. She despised how the pewter tainted the fine vintage, but using the delicate royal crystal in the dense woods was impractical. And, if Ysabelle was anything—aside from calculating—it was practical. 
“Why aren’t you drinking?” Bardol said and drained the wine from the matching goblet clutched in his oversized hand. “Mmm, it’s delicious.”
“Bardol, must you always be such a foul beast? Have you no manners at all?” Ysabelle said, trying to remember why she had invited him along—or even allowed him to grace her presence.
Red wine dribbled off his bottom lip and disappeared into his grisly beard. Ysabelle rolled her eyes. Bardol grinned at her and swiped the remaining liquid away with his free hand. His hairy knuckles, covered in the same wiry black hair as his beard, made her lips purse in disgust. His lips widened into a broad smile that softened his square jaw and sharp nose. He winked, his gray eyes sparkling with mischief. 
“You could lick it off of my lips if you prefer, Princess. I swear, I won’t protest.”
“Idiot,” Ysabelle said and shook her head. 
She leaned back against the tree. The trunk’s rough bark scraped her flesh through the thin chiffon of her dress. She stared at her companion. Bardol possessed the manners of a swine, but he was handsome in a rustic sort of way. He was also quite entertaining, at times, and not intimidated by her high status. Bardol treated everyone, servant or superior, with the same carefree ease. Why he acted that way, she was uncertain. Perhaps he did not know any better, or he cared nothing at all about titles or social standing. Or a bit of both. 
Bardol was a fool, plain and simple, but he was her fool. My puppet. Ysabelle enjoyed her role as the puppet master. She tugged on Bardol’s strings until he acquiesced, filling her with great joy. 
A fly landed on Ysabelle’s knee. She swatted it and flicked the crumpled, oozing carcass into the grass. She glanced down, scowling at the spot marring the pristine white dress.
“Why must there be so many bugs out here? Look at my dress.” She pointed at where the insect surrendered its innards beneath her crushing blow. “Unacceptable.”
“What do you expect?” Bardol said with a chuckle. “It is the woods, Ysabelle… The great outdoors. You remember, the place where such creatures live.”
“And die,” she mumbled. 
Bardol tossed his head back and laughed. 
“It’s not funny, Bardol.”
“If you wanted a bug-free picnic, you should have stayed in the castle.” He shrugged. “Or ordered one of your maids to stand guard and swat away any flies that dared land on Iosia’s perfect princess.”
Ysabelle pursed her lips. “The last thing I want are more servants hovering over me today. Nosy, gossiping creatures. I haven’t had a moment’s peace with all the preparations. The way the maids chirp and chatter, you’d think my celebration had something to do with them.”
“Ah, yes, your big celebration. You forget, it has everything to do with them, Ysabelle—and with all of Iosia, for that matter.” He winked over at her. “Besides, everyone is dying to know who will wed and bed their beloved, innocent Thorne Heir.” Bardol grinned. “So, tell me, who is the sap chosen to wed what I’ve already bed?” 
“Don’t be crude. I am still your princess…and your future queen. You would be smart to remember that.”
“Whatever you say, my Princess,” Bardol mocked. “I have twenty coins on the Earl of Ernes. Iosia’s never had a dewberry farmer turned king before.”
“Lord Merton?” Ysabelle rolled her eyes. “What is the saying? A fool and his money are soon parted. I can assure you, whomever the king chooses, it will not be a lowly farmer—even a titled one.”
Bardol leaned forward and refilled his goblet, his shirt draping open in the process. Ysabelle’s eyes absorbed the curls of dark hair covering his muscular chest. She shuddered. Heat flooded her body, a reminder of the real reason she tolerated Bardol’s insolent behavior and pitiful manners.  
“By the way, where is your counterpart today?” Ysabelle said, forcing her eyes away from his bare chest. 
He shrugged his broad shoulders. She refused to allow lust to overpower her. Ysabelle bit her bottom lip to squelch the rise of her carnal wants. There would be time tonight for Bardol to satisfy her desires, but not now. Not here, in the forest, like a common peasant or despicable chamber maid. Ysabelle enjoyed the company of the opposite sex, but she had standards—high ones, and even higher expectations.
“I had hoped Aidan would join us this afternoon, Bardol.”
Bardol’s smile faded. His eyes hardened. Thick bushy brows furrowed across his forehead as he frowned with his entire face. His menacing scowl did not frighten her. Her words struck a nerve, as she’d intended. She wanted to keep Bardol on his toes. Ensure he remained humbled and aware of his lowly position, while, more importantly, reminding him who she was.
Others in Caelius feared Bardol. They cowered beneath his glares when he strutted down the street or through the castle halls. Not me. 
As the future Thorne Queen of Iosia, Ysabelle never cowered. Not to Bardol or anyone else, for that matter. She toyed with him. My puppet. She plucked at his strings to gain his obedience and enjoyed stroking his body into submission. 
Yes… I also know what words will make him jealous and unsure of himself. 
She suppressed a grin, satisfied she had prodded Bardol’s male ego and temper to just the right level. Not that it mattered. It was all a game. My game. An entertaining game that, as the heir and future queen, she always won. No matter the cost.
“So, you have no idea where Aidan is?” she asked.
“Not my turn to watch him,” Bardol said, taking a long gulp of wine. “Go ask your sister. She seems to have him wrapped around her finger.”
Ysabelle nodded and tried to tamp down her irritation. Bardol also knew how to play the game. He understood that the mere mention of her hideous younger sister was a surefire way to irk her and make her skin crawl. It was a valiant attempt on Bardol’s part, but not an effective blow to Ysabelle’s ego or her self-confidence. Irritation was a distant relative of rage, and she, alone, was master of the game. Bardol possessed neither the talent, nor the intelligence, to cause her to lose her temper. 
“I have no idea what Aidan sees in her,” Ysabelle said because it was the truth. She rarely found the need to speak the truth, but in this area, it was the best response.
“The poor fool’s in love,” Bardol said. “He’s going to ask her to marry him, you know.”
“Love? Marriage? To Dahlia?” Ysabelle shook her head. “Impossible. Ridiculous.”
The possibility that anyone could love her odd sister boggled Ysabelle’s calculating mind. Pity Dahlia? Yes, definitely. Love? Never. 
Why would Aidan ever want to marry such a pathetic creature? 
Ysabelle refused to contemplate an answer because it did not matter. The king would never allow Dahlia to marry Aidan. Or the Queen will not. I’ll make certain of that. 
Her sibling’s primary deformity caused constant discord within the castle, and it was the source of embarrassment to the Crown. If only the gods had answered my prayers. If only she had died, or—better yet—never existed. It’s not as if the kingdom needs a spare. Damn the gods! I’ll never allow my ridiculous sister to marry for love, or for any reason. 
“It’s true,” Bardol said. “Aidan says he will marry Dahlia, or no one at all.”  
“That doesn’t prove his love for her. He only wants my sister because she’s a princess,” Ysabelle said with an arrogant confidence. 
It had to be so. The younger Thorne princess possessed a penchant for creating chaos and strife wherever she landed. Her family connections were the only possible explanation for Aidan’s contemplation of marriage. 
“No man would agree to marry her for any other reason. She’s a freak of nature, Bardol.” Bardol opened his mouth to speak. Ysabelle raised a hand and silenced him. “Don’t you dare defend her. I know you think she’s as horrid as I do. A wretched creature. Cursed by the gods. An embarrassment to the Crown.” 
Bardol shrugged. “And yet, Aidan wants her and refused you.” He grinned over the edge of his cup, daring Ysabelle to respond, to rebuke him.
“I can assure you, Bardol, if I truly desired Aidan Ranet, he would be mine,” Ysabelle said, jutting her chin up. “No man refuses me unless I allow it.”
“Hmpf.”
“You have something you wish to say, Bardol, then spit it out. You already managed to dribble enough wine to fill a flask out of that big mouth of yours. Why not add some words to the mix? Otherwise, be quiet. I’m in no mood for your nonsense.”
“You’re never in the mood for nonsense. Did you ever think that perhaps Aidan loves Dahlia because she’s fun?” He gulped the rest of the wine from his goblet. Ysabelle squelched the desire to smack it out of his hairy fingers. “And she’s nice.”
“Nice? Pfft. And what am I?” Ysabelle said. 
Bardol’s gray eyes shifted left, right, and then down. He scanned her breasts before looking back up at her face. He narrowed his eyes. 
“Uptight, pretentious, self-centered bitch comes to mind at the moment.” Bardol chuckled.
Fury flooded through Ysabelle’s veins. How dare he? Heat raged beneath the surface of her flesh and traveled down her limbs. No one spoke to her like that. No one. Not even her favorite puppet. Ysabelle’s fingers tightened around the goblet’s stem. Burgundy liquid swirled and spun, round and round in the chalice. The wine rose up into the air and splashed over Bardol’s smug face. 
“What the hell?” he said and jerked away from her. 
“Oops.” She touched her lips with her fingertips. “It appears my hand slipped.”
He wiped the wine clinging to his beard with the collar of his tunic and stood. “I think I’ve had enough wine for one day.” 
Ysabelle turned her attention to the empty goblet still clutched in her fisted hand. She stared into the vessel, uncertain of what happened. Positive her hand never moved, let alone slipped. As if by magic. Impossible.
“I’m heading back. Are you coming?” Bardol barked.
“No. I want to be alone,” she said, then waved a hand at the goblets and flask of wine as if he was a common kitchen steward. “Take this mess back with you.”
Bardol’s low growl reached Ysabelle’s ears but did not pierce her thoughts. He stormed into the trees. She ignored his minor act of protest. His disdain meant nothing. Tonight, Bardol would purr beneath her and beg for more. 
“How did I make it move?” Ysabelle murmured to herself. “I made the wine splash. How?” She had no idea how, or why, it happened. Causing the wine to swirl and explode from the goblet meant something. “But what?” 
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Chapter seven

The southern winds rushed up and greeted Dahlia with a powerful punch. Her stomach clenched and knotted as her body plunged, but she wasn’t afraid. Not an ounce of panic or fear existed within her. The pure, exhilarating anticipation of freedom flooded her senses. Dahlia embraced the rapid descent. She welcomed the weightlessness of her body that buoyed her spirits. 
She spread her thin fingers wide. Her flesh disappeared beneath a plume of lush feathers. Dahlia flapped her arms; once, twice, three times. The wind caught her and cradled her in its invisible current. She flapped her wings again. The transparent breeze lifted her, propelled her body, up, up, up, until she floated high above the cove. This was what her soul craved. The weightless world that existed in the skies above Caelius fed her soul in a way nothing else ever could. In paper-thin air, her life made sense. The wispy clouds masked her problems, and the world’s prejudices, from view. 
But her problems still existed. The fact was as real as her inability to escape her destiny or her disability. All of it—the prejudice and the censure—remained, waiting for her in Caelius; but none of that mattered.
Not now. 
Dahlia reveled in the break from reality, however temporary and illusionary. The world below was like a tapestry devoured by moths over the centuries. From a distance, the city appeared as a beautiful work of art. Up close, it was no more grand than a hole-infested rag. The fluffy clouds camouflaged the sins of Caelius, Valdisia, and all Iosia. High in the sky, she alone saw what the others refused to see. 
Some days, that clarity of sight threatened Dahlia’s sanity. Not now. Not today. Flying through the clouds helped her escape from it all. The harsh whispers and gossip. All the negativity in her life became muted beneath the harmonious heavenly utterances of the gods. Her peace, her truth, her sanity existed within the tradewinds. Gentle swirls over the rocky coast, fuchsia sands, and turquoise waves healed her. The unadulterated atmosphere soothed her soul in a way she could never put into words and knew better than to even try. 
Dahlia circled high above the city’s center, her eyes scanning the land below—Caelius in its purest form. The narrowed glares and judgmental stares of the city’s dwellers, invisible. Their nastiness cloaked from her eyes. Only the grandeur remained. The slick marble buildings. The cobblestone streets, so clean they resembled sparkling diamonds. Dots of vibrant colors… Caelian’s dressed in their fine attire going about their daily business. Beauty without the ugly filled her eyes.
If only reality matched the illusion. 
She changed direction and ascended into the belly of the clouds. Music surrounded her, engulfed her, and overwhelmed her senses. An invisible orchestra within the blue sky performed a magnificent symphony for her. And her alone. Each unique note melded into a cacophony of joy in her ears. Dahlia reveled in the waves of glorious music. She wore the melodious chimes of the sky’s song like an invisible, serene cloak. She longed to share this with Aidan. Wished he could hear the songs like this. The muted tunes that danced in the breezes at ground level were barely perceptible. Here, high above the earth, the thunderous melodies were impossible to ignore and impossible to forget. Songs of unabashed joy washed over her. 
My songs. My joy. My freedom.
Dahlia hummed along with the invisible notes as her body glided over the white quartz cliffs of Caipe Point and over the fuchsia sands of the beach below. She drifted over the clear aqua waters of Gallimorey Sea and watched the waves lap at the shore with the gentleness of a lover’s kiss. Dahlia craned her neck. Her legs stretched as the westerly winds ruffled through her auburn feathers. Sweet, salt-infused air filled her lungs. 
The invisible current whisked her back toward the city’s center and Thorne Castle. Back toward the Guardian. Sadness crept back into her soul as the wall of mirror and glass appeared on the horizon. Caelians viewed the wall as a way to keep out the Undesirables, the exiled Valdisians, but Dahlia saw the wall for what it was: a prison. The wall penned the Valdisians in, excluding them from the wonders of Iosia. 
Confined by hatred and segregated from the world by sheets of glass and steel. 
The Guardian did not protect, it intimidated. An inanimate warden to Iosia’s outcasts. A silent warning of the perils of disobedience to the rest of Iosia. Dahlia glared at her reflection in the wall’s mirrored surface as she flew past. Her wide beady eyes and curved beak—the face her parents forbid her to show to the world—mocked her. 
I’m as much of an outcast as the Undesirables of Valdisia when I’m in this form. 
Dahlia pumped her wings and flew with furious speed. Nothing would change. Nothing ever changed. Kings with their Queens. Queens with their Kings. She even heard rumors that Caelius once had a King with his King somewhere back in the lineage. Not that she cared. Kings and Queens came and went, as did their royal offspring. Broods of princes and princesses, with only their faces and names changing. The rigidity, the rules, the injustices—and even the celebrations—never changed. Life within Caelius had varied little from the time of the revered Harvest King’s reign. 
The wind shifted, sweeping her toward the Crystal Tower. Master Jeshun paced in his laboratory as she approached. Did the man ever sleep? She did not think so. His rooms were always ablaze with candlelight when she snuck out of the castle for a quick moonlit flight. 
Dahlia accelerated toward Gidot Wood. The tall trees of the forest appeared behind the castle’s turret. She narrowed her eyes and surveyed the tree-filled terrain below. Her heart raced inside her chest. Flying had not always been so thrilling. Her first flight had been horrific, terrifying, and a complete failure. She could not even categorize her first airborne moments as flying at all. It was closer to falling, with unbelievable clumsiness, and absolutely no grace. How she’d managed not to break her neck, or any other body part, still eluded her.
Luck, she supposed. Or instinct. Her body knew what she was, who the gods had created her to be, long before her brain agreed. 
A golden target appeared, tucked beneath the tree canopy. Dahlia focused her eyes and forced her body into a steep dive, never once blinking. Nothing would distract her from the unwitting prey. At the last moment, Dahlia reared up her body. She extended her razor-sharp talons—designed to pierce, shred, and kill if necessary. 
Not today. Today, their sole function is to annoy. Her talons encircled the crimson rose and plucked it from her sister’s perfect, golden coif. 

      [image: ]“Dahlia, come here, now,” Ysabelle cried out. 
Dahlia limped out into the clearing, her hands smoothing the creases in her dress as she walked. “How did you know it was me?” she said and plucked a stray feather from her sleeve.
Ysabelle’s aqua eyes glared down at her. Dahlia suppressed the urge to stick out her tongue. 
“How many hawks do you see flying about the sky with a horrendous, red feather sticking out the top of their heads? None. Except you,” Ysabelle said. “You had better hope no one else saw you.” 
“No one saw me. After Father’s tongue lashing this afternoon, I made certain to be careful. You wouldn’t have seen me either if I hadn’t decided to swoop in for a visit.”
“An annoyance, Dahlia, not a visit. Regardless, the Queen forbid you to fly, and you disobeyed. She will be furious.”
“Well, since no one saw me, the Queen will never know, now, will she?”
“She will when I tell her.”
“You wouldn’t. Ysa, you can’t.”
“I might,” Ysabelle said and shrugged. “I should. I can’t have you fluttering about when the King announces the name of my future groom. What sort of example would I be setting if I allowed your rebellion to go unpunished? What if someone accused me of flouting the King’s laws? Me, the future Queen of Iosia.”
“Please, Ysa, you can’t tell on me.”
Ysabelle lifted her chin and peered down in a regal manner that made Dahlia long to slug her sister square in her perfectly pert princess nose. 
“Now, how would that look, Dahlia? Besides, the Queen would be beside herself to learn I abetted your actions. Unlike you, I respect the Queen and the King.”
“Why do you find the need to call them that? You sound ridiculous.”
“What do you mean?”
“The King and the Queen?” Dahlia replied, raising her voice an octave as she placed extra emphasis on each title. “It’s maddening, and annoyingly pretentious, Ysa-belly.”
Ysabelle’s dainty nostrils flared with anger at the childhood nickname. Dahlia welcomed her sister’s fury. Not many things riled the heir to the Thorne throne, but the nickname Ysa-belly was one. Dahlia enjoyed irritating her sister almost as much as she loved flying.
“Do NOT call me that,” Ysabelle snapped. “By the gods, I swear, I’ll march straight up to the Queen’s chambers and tell her about your shenanigans this moment.” 
Dahlia shook her head and sighed. Even furious, with nostrils flaring, her sister remained beautiful and graceful—so regal. So, not like me. 
“You wouldn’t dare,” Dahlia retorted with far less confidence than she hoped. Ysa never made idle threats, especially when it would garner extra favor from their mother. As if that was even possible. 
“Don’t tempt me, Dahlia. Good rulers do not threaten, they act.”
“I don’t care what Mother says.” 
“You’ll care when she banishes you from Caelius.”
“Banish me?” Dahlia tossed her hands in the air. “For what? Having a bit of fun? For being myself? Never. Besides, I’m not lucky enough to be disowned or exiled,” she said and grinned up at Ysa. 
“You know how the Queen—and all Iosia, for that matter—feel about people like you.”
“Like me? I thought all girls dreamed of being like me. Don't ridiculous girls throughout Caelius wish they were a princess?”
“Do not feign stupidity with me, Dahlia. You know I am referring to
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