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Warm air filled my lungs as we walked the dirt road between Selvenor and

Croseline, the ground beneath our feet so soft that our steps didn’t make a
sound. The chirping of birds echoed through the air like sweet melodies, and
the quiet rush of the river moving calmly beside the path made the forest
seem peaceful. And it was, but despite the serenity of our surroundings, my
heart galloped inside my chest. What is wrong with me? Why do I feel so

anxious?

My thoughts distracted me, and I stumbled a little on a gray stone
protruding from the ground. With the fall forward, my hand brushed against
Zynnera’s. My entire body tensed, and then a rush of chills swept over me.
Zynnera gave me a quick side glance, a hint of pink filling her cheeks.

“Sorry,” I blurted. Sorry? For what? Touching her? It isn’t like you did it

on purpose.

“Nothing to be sorry for,” she said, turning head to face the opposite
direction as me.

Great. You’ve made it awkward now. Why did you even say anything? I

should say something else…start a conversation.

I chewed the inside of my cheek. I had never been all that good at making
small talk with girls. This isn’t the same. This isn’t some ball or coronation. I

am in the woods...with a girl. I ran my fingers through my hair.
“So, you steal food and you’ve been doing it for years.” I winced. How

terrible, indeed.
Zynnera looked at me and smiled, sending my stomach into a fit of

flutters. “Is there a question in that?”
“I suppose there is. How did you go about getting into the palace? I’m sure

Eradoma has the place locked down tight.”
She shrugged and played with her fingers. “She does, but knowing where

the secret passages are helps. I use the one just outside the servant’s entry to
the kitchen. The one hidden—”



“In the outer wall and covered in vines,” I finished. Rhemues and I had
spent years wandering the grounds and had found nearly a dozen secret
passages, but Zynnera’s knowledge of the tunnel surprised me.

“I discovered it a few years ago,” she continued. “That’s when I began
taking what I could from the royal kitchen. It started small—a few loaves of
bread a week—but on my last run I managed to get a whole sack full, and it
was my third venture for the week.”

She lifted her chin with pride, and it took all of my focus not to let the
bubble of laughter inside my chest escape. She boasted, but I found her
delight in thwarting Eradoma, even in the subtlest ways, endearing. I’d never
met anyone quite like Zynnera, and I couldn’t deny I found her intriguing.
“And what did you do once you had stolen the food?”

“There is a man named Delamere who helps those who are struggling.”
She sighed and dropped her gaze to the ground. “Actually, that applies to
most of the people in Selvenor. Delamere does what he can to help them,
but it is never enough. So many are barely surviving. I took all the food I
collected to him, and he would give to those most in need. I just wish I could
have done more.”

The genuine sorrow in her tone pained my heart, and I had a strange urge
to stop right there and scoop her into my arms. Ridiculous. There will be no

scooping of any ladies. Eradoma is your focus. I shook my head, hoping the
movement would clear my head as well as refute her guilt. “It sounds as
though you were brave enough to do more than most.”

"I don't know if I would call it brave. Just too stubborn to give up, perhaps."
I chuckled. "Often they are one in the same."
We walked several yards in silence, and my heart picked up speed again.

A low tree branch blocked my path, so I stepped closer to her to avoid it. My
eyes dropped to Zynnera’s hand, and I imagined myself taking hold of it her
soft fingers and—

I rolled my eyes. Honestly. Am I that deprived of human contact? I
needed a distraction. “Robs carriages and picks locks. I admit, I’ve never met
a girl who did either of those things before. You have rather unique
pastimes.”



“The world is different now, I suppose. I would prefer I didn’t have to do
either of those things, but the skills have been born out of necessity.” She
turned towards me, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Or perhaps you just didn’t
meet enough girls outside your noble ranking, Your Highness?”

My laughter brought a smile back to her face. When did enduring teases
become enjoyable? “Well, I suppose that isn’t entirely incorrect. You are
certainly no proper princess.”

Zynnera averted her gaze, looking off into the forest in front of us as she
nibbled at her lip and tucked her hair behind her ear. That was stupid. Why

would you say that? You’ve insulted her. You need to fix it. “I don’t mean
that you aren’t...I mean, obviously, you aren’t...not that I’m judging you for
not being...I...” I ran both hands through my hair.

What is wrong with me? I know I was in that dungeon for twenty years, but

this is absurd. I glanced at her. One hand covered her face, completely
blocking my view of her expression. Guilt swelled inside me as I imagined
the tears flowing behind her fingers. “Zynnera, I’m sorry—”

Giggles interrupted me before I could finish, growing louder as her face
turned red. Once she had caught her breath, she touched my elbow so lightly
I barely felt it. My chest constricted.

“It’s quite all right. I’ve no desire to be a princess. I’d prefer you didn’t
think of me as one.”

I smiled with relief. At least I hadn’t embarrassed myself too thoroughly.
“Well, if you were a princess, you would be my favorite.”

What?

Her cheeks turned bright red. Heat flooded my own. We both turned to
stare out at the path in front of us. Well, I suppose I haven’t lost my ability to

make things awkward. What a fun journey this will be.

 


