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On Saturday, Ambrose, Kace, mama and I went into market. I rarely ever got to go with 

them, usually on special occasions, like my name day or the occasional feast day. Whenever I did go, 

I was always introduced as my mother’s niece, Rose. That Saturday was no exception.  

Most people recognized me because they knew my brothers. Unlike me, my elder brothers 

were constantly in town, meeting people and spending time building relationships. They were regular 

young men. It was a point of contention between the three of us, mostly because I was jealous.  

People in market stalls hollered to Ambrose, asking him about the prices at the shop and 

teasing him about his courtship with Ellora. Likewise, Kace was automatically at home amongst all 

the vegetables, fabrics, flowers, shaped metals and newly baked bread. Or at last he was at home 

with the multiple young ladies working the shops.  

They laughed and ran long fingers through his hair. Batted lashes and adjusted their tops just 

enough to keep him lingering, looking and listening. It was almost a dance, in its fluidity. Kace 

moved from stall to stall, from shop girl to shop girl, beaming widely, red-faced and boyish, but 

completely enthralled by it all. 

He was handsome, both of my brothers were. They looked a lot like my father had, the two 

of them had inherited his height, his wide, welcoming smile and, to hear mama tell it, his way with 

the ladies. But I knew it wasn’t just charm that kept girls like these clinging to my brothers, especially 

Kace, it was the Wilds itself. It was poverty and ever-changing political climates. It was a new draft 

with a lowered age requirement.  
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No one ever wants to die alone, surely that played a part. In truth, it was probably the draft 

that fueled the infatuation between these girls and my youngest brother. He wasn’t spoken for, 

which meant he was a lifeline untouched. Free for the taking. 

Claimed girls, girls who where engaged or married, couldn’t be drafted. They were covered 

under the Prospective Citizens Act. It claimed any girl actively contributing to the population rise 

was protected from military draft, in peace or wartime. I suspected that it didn’t really matter who 

Kace was, only that he didn’t have a fiancé.  Not that Kace seemed to mind any of the attention or 

care about why he was getting it.  

Mama did her best to give my brother’s space and she made sure I did too. They were there 

to socialize and pick up a few household items; mama and I were in the market on our own mission. 

She’d decided I would have a new dress.  

She ushered me into the nearest seamstress shop and thumbed through piles of fabric. We’d 

barely spoken since the day before. Although she kept claiming otherwise, I knew she was still mad. 

Her pinched expression and sharp movements were a giveaway on their own. I wandered around 

the small shop.  

The structure was larger than most of the others in the market, consisting of three scrap 

metal walls and a ceiling made from stacked wood and old tarps. The smell of sitting water and 

mothballs permeated the entire thing, infusing the folded layers of fabric with its musty stench. I’d 

asked mama if I could just go to one of the clothing booths but she’d shaken her head.  

“I’ve made every piece of clothing you’ve ever worn, why would I stop now?” She’d asked, 

offended that I’d even asked. Of course, that hadn’t been my intention—not that it mattered. My 

mother had decided to take the Culling, and my decision to join willingly, as a personal offense 

against her. Nothing I could say or do would change her feelings.  
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“Rose,” my mother waved me over to where she stood next to a tall stack of muslin fabric. 

She held up a moss green ream and laid it across my shoulders.  

It was badly lit inside the shop and she had to squint to judge how the fabric looked against 

my skin. She sighed and clicked her tongue. “This is nice, what do you think?”  

I did my best not to roll my eyes. “I think it is a little plain.” 

She lowered the fabric and busied herself folding it back into a small, neat roll. “What would 

you rather have?” 

I was just about to answer her and tell her I’d like to go look at the shops in the inner market 

when someone pushed through the tarp flap at the entrance and called my name. “Rose!” 

I turned to see Ellora smiling at me. She darted through the tables of fabric and fell against 

me, flinging her arms around my neck in a friendly embrace. I hugged her back. “Ambrose said I 

could find you here.” 

She hugged my mother next.  

“Congratulations on your engagement.” Mama said, giving Ellora an extra squeeze before 

letting her go.  

She shushed mama with a stifled smile and took hold of each of our hands. “It isn’t 

registered yet so it isn’t public. And I haven’t found the right moment to tell my parents.” The grin 

that spread over her face was almost painfully wide. “But I’m so excited. I don’t care what anyone 

says.” 

“Believe me,” I said, “Ambrose is even more excited.” 

Ellora gathered all of her black hair to one side of her neck as she explained, “My father 

spoke to someone in the war office yesterday afternoon and they think that the war should be over 

by spring, or at least they’ll start sending soldiers home by then. I was thinking a spring wedding 
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would be nice. You’ll still be in town, won’t you, Rose? I know that you’re parents must be missing 

you.” She frowned as she said this. 

 I hesitated, unsure what to say. I wouldn’t be in the Wilds during spring. There was a chance 

I wouldn’t even be alive. Ellora didn’t even seem to notice my pause; she just smiled and tightened 

her grip on my hand.  

She continued, “Either way, you’ll have to come back for the wedding.” 

It was easy to see what my brother saw in her. She was tall and thin, but not in the starved 

way that a lot of the girls in the Wilds were. Instead, Ellora looked fit, healthy. She wore smiles the 

way some people wore perfume. It radiated from her, the first thing anyone could notice about her 

upon meeting. In the Wilds, such constant happiness was frowned upon, but it was no less 

attractive.  

Ellora also had a way of having entire conversations on her own, something I knew my 

brother probably liked. Ambrose wasn’t big on talking and Ellora didn’t like silence. “Anyway,” she 

was saying, “I came to find Rose because I thought she might like to go to the shops with me.” 

Ellora smiled at mama shyly, “I’ll have to have my photo taken for our engagement registration and 

I wanted something new.” 

Mama opened her mouth and then closed it. She looked over at the muslin she’d been 

considering earlier. After a long moment she said, “Yes, yes of course. The two of you go and have 

fun.” 

“Thank you.” Ellora threw her arms around mama’s shoulders and hugged her tight. Before 

mama could even react Ellora had me by the hand and was dragging me out of the shop behind her. 

Once we were out of mama’s range she slowed and hooked an arm in mine. “This is yours.”  

She handed me a small pouch. Inside were a handful of coins, enough to buy a dress. I 

grinned and tucked the coin purse into my pocket. “Ambrose sent you?” 
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Ellora’s face flushed and she nodded. “He said you might need to be rescued.” 

“I did, thank you.” 

Ellora just nodded and pulled be towards one of the nearest market stalls. She grinned and 

took off chatting with the girl running the shop. They compared market days and exchanged news 

like old friends. My face heated with envy at how friendly their conversation was.  

I listened to them while I shuffled though the stacks of cotton shirts and rows of fresh 

tunics. I didn’t really know how to shop for clothes. I’d always worn my mama or my brother’s 

hand-me-downs.  

The shoes I wore were an old pair of mama’s she’d given to me after a patient had paid her 

with a new set. The tunic was one that Kace had out grown three summers ago. My leggings where 

mine but that was only because mama always wore hers to shreds; and I was certain that they hadn’t 

been purchased new either. The occasional name day dress made by my mother was the closest 

thing to new that I could remember even experiencing.  

“This is Rose, she’s Ambrose’s cousin from out of town.” I heard Ellora introducing me to 

the shop girl. I lifted my head and nodded in their direction. Ellora continued talking, “She lives 

with them and helps take care of Monroe. That’s the youngest brother. He’s very ill.” 

“Have you ever met him?” The shop girl asked Ellora, clearly interested.  

Ellora shook her head. “No, Ambrose has never invited me to his home.” There was 

something in the way she said it, a kind of empty sadness that I had never heard from her before. I 

wondered if the other girl had noticed it too.  

If she did, she didn’t comment on it. Instead she walked around the counter to where I 

stood and tapped a finger against one of the wooden racks. “Whatcha looking for, shug’?” 

It took me a second to realize she was even talking to me. “A dress.” 
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She sized me up, dark eyes taking in my stringy blond hair and my drab, worn, clothes. I 

took her in too, noticing for the first time the lack of dirt on her clothes or face, the slick texture of 

her hair and the way she narrowed her eyes at me. This girl, although running a market stall in the 

Wilds, was not a native. 

The girl frowned and shot Ellora a backwards glance. I realized that, without my brother’s 

girlfriend standing there, this woman probably wouldn’t have allowed me near her wares. I looked 

like a vagrant—in many ways I guess I was.  

“You’re Ambrose’s cousin?” She said it in a forced tone, as if reminding herself to be nice. 

I nodded and set down the tunic I’d been examining only seconds earlier. I looked over at 

Ellora. She was distracted, looking through a stack of blue and silver bracelets. Traditionally, a 

courtship progresses into a marriage agreement after a man has presented his intended with a token 

of some sort, a bracelet or a necklace maybe.  

Usually it was a reflection of what the man himself was worth. It was supposed to represent 

what the many gods had done to try to win favor from the goddess, not that the history if it really 

mattered anymore. Now it was just a social, or perhaps economical, thing.  

Although in many of the other sectors the token tended to be very expensive jewelry, in the 

Wilds it could be something a bit more practical. Like pelts from a good hunt or, if you were near a 

river or stream, a good catch. My father had given my mother a set of pearl earrings when they were 

engaged. Ambrose, I realized, hadn’t given Ellora anything to solidify his promise.  

“What kind of dress do you want?” The girl broke me out of my thoughts. She looked 

annoyed; she clearly didn’t think I had enough money to buy anything from her.  

“Something nice.” 

“Like?” 

I glanced around the store. “What dresses do you have?” 
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I think she intentionally found the most expensive dress in her tiny stall to show me. It was a 

light shade of blue, with a small wide checkered pattern on it, so faded that you could just make it 

out against the sea of blue. It had a pin tucked bodice that closed with three small pearlescent 

buttons and a banded waist that looked like it would fit snuggly. The length was nice too, maybe a 

little about the knee. It was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.  

I thought of the coin purse in my pocket and of my older brother who hadn’t even given 

Ellora, the girl he loved, an engagement token. I couldn’t use his money to buy this dress, not when 

I knew he’d want to be able to give Ellora a necklace or a hair clip. I didn’t even ask for the price, I 

just let her tuck it away again behind the counter. She smiled smugly at me as she did it, like she’d 

know I couldn’t afford it and only showed it to me to prove a point.  

“That really is very pretty.” Ellora said, not even noticing the way the girl looked at me. 

She’d come to see the dress along with me. “Are you sure you don’t want to try it on? It may not 

even fit.” 

She said that as if it not fitting would make me feel better about not being able to buy it. I 

just shrugged and forced a smile. “We can go look somewhere else.” 

Ellora shook her head and pointed behind the counter where the girl had hidden the dress. 

“How much is it?” 

I didn’t even hear the price; I’d already walked away to look at something else. I didn’t want 

to think about the dress for one more second. I didn’t need anything too nice; all I was doing was 

walking into an office and telling them that I was marked. No one would care what I was wearing; 

they would be more concerned with what was on my hand anyway.  

But I would be on broadcasts all over the nation. People, thousands of strangers, would see 

me. It would be my first time being considered as an heir. It would be the first time the Queen 
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would see me. I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. It was muggy and I wished that I had 

something to pull my hair back with.  

It caught me completely off guard when Ellora caught hold of my elbow and pulled me back 

towards the small storage space of the stall. She pushed me into a corner full of crates and shoved 

the blue dress against my chest.  

“Go on,” she said, “Try it.” 

I could tell from her expression that it wasn’t worth arguing with her. I peeled off my clothes 

and dropped them in a pile on the dirt floor of the shop. As soon as I pulled the dress over my head 

I was certain that it was meant to belong to me. It felt light, breezy against the fading summer heat. 

There wasn’t a mirror, so I had no idea how I actually looked in it, but judging from Ellora’s smile, I 

looked decent enough.  

Ellora insisted I buy it. She wouldn’t take no for an answer and even threatened to buy it for 

me herself if I didn’t use Ambrose’s money. The truth was, I wanted it. This dress— 

I wanted it. Needed it, even. It wasn’t really a threatening outfit, in fact in seemed to do the 

opposite, but I liked that. I liked the idea of being a little bit demur. This seemed balanced to me. 

Equal parts pretty and equal parts distraction. With this dress, no one would expect anything from 

me. While lower-expectation was frightening, it also gave me an advantage. No one would expect 

fire from the girl in the blue dress.  

And, I realized, almost as an after thought, the prince might like it. My eyes looked the best 

when I wore blue, and even though I hadn’t seen myself in that dress, I knew that it would 

complement my features—make me look softer than I tended to appear. I was lanky, all arms and 

legs that I never really knew what to do with. I took after my mother in a lot of ways; I recognized 

the shape of my mouth, the natural frown that formed when I was focused. Her large eyes, the 
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prominence of her collarbones, the way she held her chin—I’d inherited all of that and what I hadn’t 

inherited naturally, I’d tried to mimic.  

I’d always thought mama was beautiful, but I’d never really been able to see it in myself. My 

hair was too light, too drab. It hung against my face like a dusty curtain. There were things about 

myself, these fine details, which I couldn’t even seem to forget. Unlike Ellora, I was bone thin—the 

kind that comes from eating less than I should, less than I needed. My face was long, unsoftened by 

full cheeks and lips. Instead, I was sallow looking and that translated into weakness.  

I’d always felt like a jigsaw puzzle, all corners and wrong curves. Looking at that dress, I felt 

like I could change that about myself. I could polish myself, like a rough stone, into something 

beautiful. With the right dress, a good bath and some of the makeup mama rationed so carefully, I 

could look better than I was. And, even if it didn’t matter in the Culling, in that moment, it mattered 

to me.  

 

 


