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"Do we have wood for the hearth?"  

It should have been a simple question, but of course, Kace hadn’t meant it to be simple. He 

wasn’t asking if there was wood because he wanted to light a fire. This question was aimed at me—

for me.  

I hesitated.  

My older brothers had just arrived home from a three-day hunt. It was the rainy season and 

food was scarce. It meant long hunting trips with little to show for it. When I was younger, I would 

beg my mother to let me go with them.  

I didn’t actually care about hunting. I just wanted to go where Kace and Ambrose went. It 

didn’t matter that I was girl. I could do everything that they could do, and I could do it better. But 

mama had always refused to let me leave the homestead and, eventually, I had stopped asking.  

I think that was why Kace asked about the fire. This was his version of a peace offering, an 

unspoken apology for leaving me alone for so long. It was an opportunity for me to have just an 

inch of freedom. And I wanted it, desperately.  

When I didn’t say anything right away, Ambrose spoke for me. "No. Mama wouldn't like it." 

"But it's just us here," Kace argued. "And I'm sure it would feel good to stretch it out, right? 

It has been a few months since you've used it." He was looking at me, waiting for a response.  
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I fixed my eyes on my hands, buried in six inches of dishwater. That heat in my blood 

seemed to swell, causing my face to flush. It would feel good to let go, just for a second. It had been 

a long time since I’d syphoned the pent up power, let it escape the confines of my skin.  

The last time I'd been allowed to start a fire was the beginning of the dry season last year. 

We had been clearing the field next to our cabin and mama had let me use my ability to control the 

flames. I'd had to be careful and Ambrose had spent the entire time keeping watch to make sure no 

one was coming near enough to our lands to see. But it had been— 

"Kace can start his own fire," Ambrose said.  

Mama had been gone for nearly two full days attending a birth. She’d be gone for at least 

another night tending to her patient. She wasn’t here to see or even know that I’d used my ability. 

Why did it matter?  

Ambrose sighed and ran a hand through his rain-damp hair. "What chores still need doing?" 

I listed off the things I’d already done.  

Ambrose just nodded and looked out the kitchen window at the rain still falling. After a 

second, he grabbed his jacket from the hook and shrugged it on. "Come on, little brother." He 

smacked Kace on the back of the head. "Boots back on, we have work to do." 

"Can't we eat something first?" He asked. "I'm starved and I just got my feet dry." 

"The day is ending, it'll be dark soon and the horse needs feeding." 

Kace rolled his eyes but he'd already started pulling his socks back on as he said, "Put him to 

pasture." 

Ambrose snorted. "And let a scavenger take him because you're too lazy to walk to the barn 

and earn your keep?" 

Kace laced up his first boot and then pointed to the hunting pack next to the door. "I've 

earned my keep." 
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"I'll get dinner made while you're out." I promised. "And I'll see about that fire." 

"With the matches," Ambrose said.  

My fingers twitched at the words, but I nodded anyway.  

Kace finished with his boots and stood. "Best be something good. None of that hard bread 

the Fosters sent over." 

Ambrose grabbed Kace's jacket from the hook and shoved it into his brother's chest before 

pushing him out the still open door. "We don't have all day." 

"I'm going, I'm going. Good goddess, just give me a minute to put my coat on, will you?" 

They fought for a moment, shoving and slipping in the mud on the front steps. I walked to 

the front door and watched them for a moment, careful to stay out of the rain. The breeze swept 

inside, rustling the moth eaten curtains and easing away the built up summer heat.  

Our house was small, only one large room and an upstairs loft. I shared a cot with my 

mother, the small mattress shoved unceremoniously in the only available corner of the kitchen. 

Although I had lived in this cabin my entire life, there was nothing in the house that really belonged 

to me.   

The trunk next to the fireplace held my mother’s things—mementos from her courtship 

with my father and a few of his belongings kept from before he’d died. It felt like I was a part of the 

house, like wallpaper, but while I was attached to the structure, I took up very little space. My dead 

father had more of a presence than I did.  

I left the door open as I began gathering supplies for dinner. I pulled a loaf of bread from 

the box, gathered what I could from the kitchen cabinets and laid them on the table: a can of beans, 

a skillet, expired canned corn, and a bit of ham left over from the Summer Solstice. It was by no 

means a feast, but was a better dinner than most people in the Wilds had.  

I went in search of the box of matches next.  
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The bones in my right hand began to throb as I dug around in the cabinet looking for the 

box. It was as if my body knew that all it would take was a flick of my fingers, the concentration of 

my will, and I could start the stove myself. I didn't need any help.  

The matches and small tin of kindling were a farce. Something meant to distract from my 

ability. One of the first things my mother had taught me to do was light the woodstove with a 

match. She’d hoped that if I knew how to do it the way everyone else did, that I wouldn’t feel drawn 

to do it the other way—my way.   

On the few occasions I'd been allowed to go to market as a child, my mother had always 

instructed me to keep my hands in fists. It wasn't necessarily because she didn't trust me not to 

accidentally set something on fire, because it does take a bit of skill to conjure up, it was because I'm 

marked.  

The dark stain on my right hand, directly in the center of my palm, declares to everyone else 

in Eirden Dow that I am one of the ten chosen. I am the goddess' heir—her plaything. Because of 

that mark, because of the fire in my blood, I might one day be queen.  

The mark itself didn’t seem very magical, it mostly just looked like someone took a piece of 

coal and smeared it on my skin. But, just as a box of matches has a striking surface, that small 

section of my right hand was my body's equivalent. A good firm snap of my fingers and my skin 

sparked just like a match. 

None of this would have been a problem if having a mark were actually a good thing. As it 

turns out, being one of the goddess’ chosen girls was more of a curse than the blessing it was usually 

sold as. It should have been an honor, something sought after, even craved.  

I guess, to some people, it was. 

I hadn't seen them, but I'd heard that the announcements had started. Girls were appearing 

on the government broadcasts claiming to be goddess-touched. Sometimes, when they thought I 
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was sleeping, mama and Ambrose would talk about what they would do if the soldiers came for me. 

And they would come. 

The mark on my hand meant I was chosen as an heir to the Eirdian throne. The only issue 

with that was there were ten heirs and only one kingdom. In order to take the throne, nine other 

girls would have to be given back to the goddess—which was just fancy religious lingo for painful death. 

They called it the Culling. 

According to my mother, I would have no part in it. Seventeen years worth of careful 

preparation, protection and outright lies had made sure of it. Which was beside the point, I had no 

desire to be queen of anywhere, especially not Eirden Dow. But that didn’t stop me from having the 

goddess-given ability and didn’t stop me from wanting to use it.  

When I couldn’t find the kitchen matches, I turned my attention to Ambrose’s hunting bag. 

I was certain he carried a box with in on trips. I sighed as my fingers wrapped around the small 

cardboard matchbox. I slid it open. There was one match left.  

I crouched down and opened the door to the wood stove. I added some paper from the 

discard box nearby and tossed in a few pieces of dry bark. This was something I’d done a million 

times and yet one match had never felt so heavy.  

The earlier pain in my fingers had migrated to the mark. Now my palm seemed to throb, a 

dull aching reminder that I was betraying myself. That darkness inside me, the place where the fire 

swirled and beckoned, seemed to hiss in annoyance.  

Ignoring the feeling, I dragged the match against the box strike surface until it caught. I laid 

the lit match into the wood stove and stoked it a bit, blowing gently on it as it struggled to light. Just 

when I thought I’d gotten it going, it fizzled out. 
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I cursed. For a moment I just stopped and stared at the slightly burnt kindling, 

contemplating my choices. It would take seconds, probably less, to start the fire myself—not to 

mention how nice it would be to get to use my ability after such a long time.  

Plus, no one was around to even see I hadn't used a match.  

The front door of the house was still open and, from my vantage point, I could still make 

out the steady glow of a lantern inside the barn. This was a safe and controlled environment, which 

was a stipulation my mother had always insisted on during past burns.  

And what Ambrose didn't know wouldn't hurt him. 

I leaned forward and reached my hand into the stove. Before I could think any more about 

it, I snapped my fingers. What was really only a fraction of a second, just the simple rub of 

my fingers, seemed to take much longer. The heat swelled and built, washing over me like a warm 

wave. It slowly simmered and then burst into flames first within me and then without. 

It festered and filled me, washed over me and covered me. Then, when it was built to a 

heat even I could not withstand, I flung it from myself. It sprang first from my mark, and then ate 

its way over my entire right hand.  

The fire fed on my skin like I was dry wood, but I didn't burn. The heat was there, hot and 

tingling like my nerve endings were fizzling against the surface of my skin, but there was no pain. 

This was only dull, pounding warmth. 

Wonderful, exhilarating—exactly what I was meant to do. 

And then I made it stop. 

I clenched my fist, pressed my fingers to the mark, the striking surface, and doused the 

flames. I hated myself for it. Hated the sudden guilt that surged inside of my chest the second I'd 

put the flames out and remembered who I was—remembered the promise I’d made to my family.  

The fire grew within the woodstove.  
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I couldn’t seem to regret doing it, not when every instinct told me to do it again. For a 

moment, just one fleeting moment, I had felt entirely alive. While I had no desire to join the Culling 

and compete to be queen, I wanted the freedom to be myself—to feel as alive and whole as I did 

when I used my ability.  

It was that desire that drove me to reach forward and bury my hand in the flame once more.  

 

 


