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One

The wall is unusually white.

More white than is usual. Most people think white walls are true white,
but the truth 1s, they only seem white and are not actually white. Most
shades of white are mixed in with a bit of yellow, which helps soften the
harsh edges of a pure white, making it more of an ecru, or ivory. Various
shades of cream. Egg white, even. True white is practically intolerable as a
color, so white it’s nearly blue.

This wall, in particular, is not so white as to be offensive, but a sharp
enough shade of white to pique my curiosity, which is nothing short of a
miracle, really, because I’ve been staring at it for the greater part of an hour.
Thirty-seven minutes, to be exact.

I am being held hostage by custom. Formality.

“Five more minutes,” she says. “I promise.”

I hear the rustle of fabric. Zippers. A shudder of—

“Is that tulle?”

“You’re not supposed to be listening!”

“You know, love, it occurs to me now that I’ve lived through hostage
situations less torturous than this.”

“Okay, okay, it’s off. Packed away. I just need a second to put on my cl
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“That won’t be necessary,” I say, turning around. “Surely this part, I
should be allowed to watch.”

I lean against the unusually white wall, studying her as she frowns at
me, her lips still parted around the shape of a word she seems to have
forgotten.

“Please continue,” I say, gesturing with a nod. “Whatever you were
doing before.”



She holds on to her frown for a moment longer than is honest, her eyes
narrowing in a show of frustration that is pure fraud. She compounds this
farce by clutching an article of clothing to her chest, feigning modesty.

I do not mind, not one single bit.

I drink her in, her soft curves, her smooth skin. Her hair is beautiful at
any length, but it’s been longer lately. Long and rich, silky against her skin,
and—when I’'m lucky—against mine.

Slowly, she drops the shirt.

I stand up straighter.

“I’'m supposed to wear this under the dress,” she says, her fake anger
already forgotten. She fidgets with the boning of a cream-colored corset,
her fingers lingering along the garter belt, the lace-trimmed stockings. She
can’t meet my eyes. She’s gone shy, and this time, it’s real.

Do you like it?

The unspoken question.

I assumed, when she invited me into this dressing room, that it was for
reasons beyond me staring at the color variations in an unusually white
wall. I assumed she wanted me here to see something.

To see her.

I see now that I was correct.

“You are so beautiful,” I say, unable to shed the awe in my voice. I hear
it, the childish wonder in my tone, and it embarrasses me more than it
should. I know I shouldn’t be ashamed to feel deeply. To be moved.

Still, I feel awkward.

Young.

Quietly, she says, “I feel like I just spoiled the surprise. You’re not
supposed to see any of this until the wedding night.”

My heart actually stops for a moment.

The wedding night.

She closes the distance between us and twines her arms around me,
freeing me from my momentary paralysis. My heart beats faster with her
here, so close. And though I don’t know how she knew that I suddenly
required the reassurance of her touch, ’'m grateful. I exhale, pulling her
fully against me, our bodies relaxing, remembering each other.

I press my face into her hair, breathe in the sweet scent of her shampoo,
her skin. It’s only been two weeks. Two weeks since the end of an old
world. The beginning of a new one.



She still feels like a dream to me.

“Is this really happening?” I whisper.

A sharp knock at the door startles my spine straight.

Ella frowns at the sound. “Yes?”

“So sorry to bother you right now, miss, but there’s a gentleman here
wishing to speak with Mr. Warner.”

Ella and I lock eyes.

“Okay,” she says quickly. “Don’t be mad.”

“Why would I be mad?”

Ella pulls away to better look me in the eye. Her own eyes are bright,
beautiful. Full of concern. “It’s Kenji.”

I force down a spike of anger so violent I think I give myself a stroke.
“What is he doing here?” I manage to get out. “How did he know how to
find us?”

She bites her lip. “We took Amir and Olivier with us.”

“I see.” We took extra guards along, which means our outing was posted
to the public security bulletin. Of course.

Ella nods. “He found me just before we left. He was worried
wanted to know why we were heading back into the old regulated lands.”

I try to say something then, to marvel aloud at Kenji’s inability to make
a simple deduction despite the abundance of contextual clues right before
his eyes—but she holds up a finger.

“I told him,” she says, “that we were looking for replacement outfits
and reminded him that, for now, the Supply Centers are still the only places
to shop for food or clothing or”—she waves a hand, frowns—*“anything, at
the moment. Anyway, he said he’d try to meet us here. He said he wanted to
help.”

My eyes widen slightly. 1 feel another stroke incoming. “He said he
wanted to help.”

She nods.

“Astonishing.” A muscle ticks in my jaw. “And funny, too, because he’s
already helped so much—just last night he helped us both a great deal by
destroying my suit and your dress, forcing us to now purchase clothing
from a”—I look around, gesture at nothing—*“a sfore on the very day we’re
supposed to get married.”

“Aaron,” she whispers. She steps closer again. Places a hand on my
chest. “He feels terrible about it.”

he




“And you?” I say, studying her face, her feelings. “Don’t you feel
terrible about it? Alia and Winston worked so hard to make you something
beautiful, something designed precisely for you—"

“I don’t mind.” She shrugs. “It’s just a dress.”

“But it was your wedding dress,” I say, my voice failing me now.

She sighs, and in the sound I hear her heart break, more for me than for
herself. She turns around and unzips the massive garment bag hanging on a
hook above her head.

“You’re not supposed to see this,” she says, tugging yards of tulle out of
the bag, “but I think it might mean more to you than it does to me, so”—she
turns back, smiles—*“T’1l let you help me decide what to wear tonight.”

I nearly groan aloud at the reminder.

A nighttime wedding. Who on earth is married at night? Only the
hapless. The unfortunate. Though I suppose we now count among their
ranks.

Rather than reschedule the entire thing, we pushed it a few hours so that
we’d have time to purchase new clothes. Well, I have clothes. My clothes
don’t matter as much.

But her dress. He destroyed her dress the night before our wedding.
Like a monster.

I’m going to murder him.

“You can’t murder him,” she says, still pulling handfuls of fabric out of
the bag.

“I’m certain I said no such thing out loud.”

“No,” she says, “but you were thinking it, weren’t you?”

“Wholeheartedly.”

“You can’t murder him,” she says simply. “Not now. Not ever.”

I sigh.

She’s still struggling to unearth the gown.

“Forgive me, love, but if all this"—I nod at the garment bag, the
explosion of tulle—*is for a single dress, I’'m afraid I already know how I
feel about it.”

She stops tugging. Turns around, eyes wide. “You don’t like it? You
haven’t even seen it yet.”

“I’ve seen enough to know that whatever this is, it’s not a gown. This is
a haphazard layering of polyester.” I lean around her, pinching the fabric




between my fingers. “Do they not carry silk tulle in this store? Perhaps we
can speak to the seamstress.”

“They don’t have a seamstress here.”

“This 1s a clothing store,” I say. I turn the bodice inside out, frowning at
the stitches. “Surely there must be a seamstress. Not a very good one,
clearly, but—"

“These dresses are made in a factory,” she says to me. “Mostly by
machine.”

I straighten.

“You know, most people didn’t grow up with private tailors at their
disposal,” she says, a smile playing at her lips. “The rest of us had to buy
clothes off the rack. Premade. IlI-fitting.”

“Yes,” I say stiffly. I feel suddenly stupid. “Of course. Forgive me. The
dress is very nice. Perhaps I should wait for you to try it on. I gave my
opinion too hastily.”

For some reason, my response only makes things worse.

She groans, shooting me a single, defeated look before folding herself
into the little dressing room chair.

My heart plummets.

She drops her face in her hands. “It really is a disaster, isn’t it?”

Another swift knock at the door. “Sir? The gentleman seems very eager
>

“He’s certainly not a gentleman,” I say sharply. “Tell him to wait.”

A moment of hesitation. Then, quietly: “Yes, sir.”

“Aaron.”

I don’t need to look up to know that she’s unhappy with my rudeness.
The owners of this particular Supply Center shut down their entire store for
us, and they’ve been excruciatingly kind. I know I’m being an ass. At
present, I can’t seem to help it.

“Aaron.”

“Today is your wedding day,” 1 say, unable to meet her eyes. “He has
ruined your wedding day. Our wedding day.”

She gets to her feet. I feel her frustration fade. Transform. Shuffle
through sadness, happiness, hope, fear, and finally—

Resignation.

One of the worst possible feelings on what should be a joyous day.
Resignation is worse than frustration. Far worse.



My anger calcifies.

“He hasn’t ruined it,” she says finally. “We can still make this work.”

“You’re right,” I say, pulling her into my arms. “Of course you’re right.
It doesn’t matter, really. None of it does.”

“But it’s my wedding day,” she says. “And I have nothing to wear.”

“You’re right.” I kiss the top of her head. “I’m going to kill him.”

A sudden pounding at the door.

I stiffen. Spin around.

“Hey, guys?” More pounding. “I know you’re super pissed at me, but I
have good news, I swear. I'm going to fix this. I’'m going to make it up to
you.”

I’m just about to respond when Ella tugs at my hand, silencing my
scathing retort with a single motion. She shoots me a look that plainly says

Give him a chance.

I sigh as the anger settles inside my body, my shoulders dropping with
the weight of it. Reluctantly, I step aside to allow her to deal with this idiot
in the manner she prefers.

It 1s her wedding day, after all.

Ella steps closer to the door. Points at it, jabbing her finger at the
unusually white paint as she speaks. “This better be good, Kenji, or Warner
is going to kill you, and I’m going to help him do it.”

And then, just like that—

I’m smiling again.
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