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Nora

The boundary marker is dying.

I see it before I even reach the ridge.

The old stone leans to one side like a tired man. The red paint in the carved lines has faded to a sick brown. The iron nails around its base are loose. One of them is gone. The scent there is wrong too. Wet earth. Pine sap. Old snow caught in the shade. And under it, sharp and sour, the stink of rogues.

I stop at the top of the rise and shift the tool bag higher on my shoulder.

“Of course,” I mutter. “Why would it be easy?”

The wind cuts across Mercer Ridge and slaps my hair into my face. I push it back with the back of my wrist and stare down at the narrow strip of land that marks the edge of our pack’s territory. Beyond it, the trees grow thicker, darker. The ground falls away into ravines and dead brush and rock. Nobody likes coming this far out.

That is why they sent me.

Because if a rogue crosses here, if something hungry slips through, if I do not come back at all, then at least one useful thing will have been done with my day.

My mouth twists. I set the bag down beside the stone and kneel.

The dirt is cold and damp under my knees. I pull out the things I need. Hammer. Spare nails. Salt pouch. Resin paste in a cracked tin. A small brush. A strip of cloth for the carved lines. My fingers know the work without thinking. Scrape the old resin out. Clear the weeds. Check the base. Reset the iron. Paint the marks. Press the salt deep into the cracks.

It is work no one notices unless it is not done.

I like that part.

The stone does not ask me to smile. It does not ask me to bow my head. It does not tell me how lucky I am.

It only needs steady hands.

I lean closer and rub mud off one of the old symbols. The line underneath glints faintly. Good. Not dead yet.

A branch snaps somewhere below the ridge.

I freeze.

For one long breath, I listen.

Nothing.

Just the wind again, moving through the trees in a slow hiss.

I make myself work faster.

I was supposed to be back an hour ago. By now, the women in the main hall will have the white dress laid out. The old women will be waiting with their pins and ribbons and cold hands. They will want to measure my waist and fuss over the hem and talk about how a female should look when she is handed over to an alpha.

Handed over.

My stomach turns so hard I nearly miss the nail.

I hit it anyway. Once. Twice. Hard enough to drive it in.

Alpha Gideon Shaw.

Even thinking his name makes my skin pull tight.

He is old enough to be my father. Bigger than any male in our region. Loud when he laughs. Mean when he drinks. The first time he looked at me for too long, I felt like I was standing naked in winter.

The pack called it an honor.

I called it what it was, but only inside my own head. Never out loud. Out loud gets you punished.

I dip the brush into the red paint and drag it through the first carved line.

“Just finish,” I whisper to myself. “Finish. Go back. Survive the day.”

A cry cuts through the air.

High. Thin. Human.

I jerk upright so fast the brush falls from my hand.

The sound comes again. Faint now. Somewhere down the slope.

Not a bird. Not the wind.

A child.

I am already moving before the thought finishes.

I grab the knife from my boot, shove the salt pouch into my pocket, and run downhill through the brush. Brambles catch my skirt. Loose stones slide under my feet. Branches slap my arms and face. The cry comes again, broken by sobs this time, and my heart starts pounding hard enough to hurt.

Please not too late.

Please.

I burst through a stand of scrub pine and find him near a fallen log.

Little Ben Mercer.

He cannot be more than six.

He is backed against the dead wood, his face wet, his small hands shaking around a broken branch he is holding like a sword. Three ferals circle him.

Not rogues. Not fully wolf either. Ferals are worse in some ways. Mad. Starved. Their fur falls out in patches. Their eyes go cloudy. Their mouths foam. They do not think. They only tear.

One lifts its head when it smells me.

Its lips peel back.

My whole body goes cold.

“Hey,” I snap, louder than I feel. “Over here.”

Ben makes a choking sound. “Nora.”

“I see you.” I do not take my eyes off the ferals. “Do not move.”

The biggest one lunges first.

I jump sideways and slash. My blade skids across its shoulder. Not deep enough. It spins with a snarl, snapping at the air where my arm was a blink ago. Another comes low. I kick it in the face. Pain shoots up my leg. It only makes it madder.

Ben screams.

“Quiet!” I shout, because fear has teeth, and if he bolts, he dies.

The first feral charges again. I snatch the salt pouch from my pocket and throw a fistful straight into its eyes.

It shrieks.

The sound rips through the trees.

Now.

I rush in and drive my knife under its jaw. Hot blood spills over my hand. The body crashes into me, heavy and twitching, and takes me to the ground. My shoulder slams rock. Bright pain bursts behind my eyes.

I roll just in time.

Claws rake across my back instead of my throat.

I gasp and grab for a broken branch, anything, and swing hard. Wood cracks against skull. One feral stumbles. The other is already on me.

Its breath is rot. Its teeth snap so close I hear them click.

I shove my forearm into its neck to keep its mouth off my face and stab blindly with the knife. Once. Twice. Again.

Warmth pours over my wrist.

The weight goes slack.

For a second I cannot move. I can only lie there in leaves and mud, sucking air into burning lungs while my arm shakes under the dead thing pinning it down.

Then I hear Ben crying again.

I throw the carcass off and scramble up.

The last feral has him by the sleeve, dragging him off the log.

“No!”

I snatch the iron hammer from my belt loop and run.

The feral jerks Ben so hard the boy falls flat. Its head lowers, jaws opening over the back of his neck.

I hit it with everything I have.

The hammer lands with a thick crack behind its ear.

It staggers.

I hit it again.

And again.

And only when it drops do I realize I am sobbing through my teeth.

Ben curls into himself, shaking so hard his boots drum against the dirt.

I drop beside him and grab his face in both hands. “Ben. Ben, look at me.”

His eyes are huge. Empty with fear.

“You’re all right,” I say, though my voice sounds wrecked. “You’re all right. I’ve got you.”

Blood runs warm down my side. My back burns. My palms are slick. My chest still feels full of claws.

But Ben is breathing.

That has to be enough.

I pull him upright and check him fast. Torn sleeve. Scraped knees. Bite marks on the leather of his boot, but no blood. Thank God. Thank God.

“What were you doing out here?” I ask.

He hiccups. “I was chasing my dog.”

Of course he was.

I close my eyes for one second.

Then I stand, wipe my knife on the dead grass, and hold out my hand. “Come on. We’re going home.”

The walk back feels twice as long.

Ben clings to my hand so tight my fingers ache. I keep him on the inside of the trail and myself on the outside, where the trees press close. Every sound makes me look up. Every shadow pulls at the sore place between my shoulders.

By the time the pack houses come into view, my dress is ripped to the knee, mud dries in dark flakes on my skin, and blood has stiffened the back of my shirt.

People see Ben first.

They always do.

A woman drops a basket near the well. Someone shouts his name. His mother comes running from the main path, hair half loose, apron twisted, face white as milk.

“Ben!”

He lets go of my hand and flies into her arms.

For one foolish second, warmth opens in my chest.

He is safe. She sees I brought him back. Maybe today will be different. Maybe for once someone will look at me and see what I did instead of what I am.

Ben’s mother crushes him to her and kisses his face over and over. Then her eyes lift to me.

They drop at once to the blood on my clothes.

Not worry.

Not thanks.

Disgust.

“What happened to you?”

The small warm thing in my chest dies fast.

“He was at the ridge,” I say. “Three ferals got close to the boundary line. I brought him back.”

She pulls Ben tighter against her skirts as if I might stain him. “Why were you with him?”

I stare at her.

“Because he was about to die.”

Her mouth tightens. “You should have taken better care.”

I almost laugh. It comes up sharp and bitter and dies in my throat.

Better care.

I look at Ben. He will not meet my eyes now. He has already pressed his face into his mother’s side.

Around us, more people gather. Whispering. Looking. Always looking.

One of the old elders steps forward from the hall steps. Elder Miriam. Thin lips. Stiff gray braid. Hands folded so neatly you would think she has never touched dirt in her life.

“Nora,” she says, and my name sounds like a stain. “Do you know what time it is?”

I swallow. “I repaired the marker at Mercer Ridge. Then I found Ben beyond the line.”

“And your fitting?” she asks.

The other women behind her murmur.

I blink mud out of my lashes. “I was a little busy keeping him alive.”

A few faces harden at that. I should not have said it. I know that at once.

Elder Miriam comes down the steps one careful pace at a time. “Your tongue grows bolder every day.”

My hands curl at my sides.

She stops in front of me and brushes two fingers over the torn front of my dress as if she hates the feel of it. “You forget yourself, girl. You forget your place.”

My place.

On my knees. In silence. In a stranger’s bed.

I taste blood. I do not know if it is from biting my tongue or from the fight.

“I saved one of ours,” I say, very quiet.

“And nearly shamed us in the process.” Her eyes flick over me. “Look at you. Late. Dirty. Torn open like some wild thing. You were expected in the women’s room an hour ago. Alpha Gideon Shaw’s household sent word this morning. They asked for your measurements.”

I do not move.

Do not breathe.

The whole yard seems to hold still around me.

Elder Miriam leans closer. Her voice drops, but every word lands hard. “You do not belong to yourself, Nora. You belong to Alpha Gideon Shaw now. The sooner you remember that, the easier this will be.”

Something cold slides through my ribs.

I want to scream. I want to run. I want to wipe every pair of watching eyes right off their faces.

Instead I stand there with feral blood drying on my skin and say nothing, because I know how this works. They push. I bend. Or they break me in public.

Elder Miriam lifts her chin toward the hall. “Go wash. The seamstress is waiting.”

I take one step.

Then she adds, almost kindly, “And be quick. The date has changed.”

I look back at her.

My pulse knocks once, hard enough to make me dizzy.

She folds her hands again. “The mating ceremony has been moved forward.”

The yard goes silent.

Her mouth lifts in a thin smile.

“Tomorrow night.”
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NORA

Tomorrow night.

The words stay under my skin all the way to the washroom.

They stay there while old Marta clucks at the state of my dress and cuts it off me because the back is stuck to drying blood. They stay there while hot water is poured into the copper tub and the steam fogs the little room and the women talk over my head like I am not in it at all.

“Her shoulders are too narrow.”

“Gideon likes them small.”

“She’ll fill out after the first season.”

“Only if she takes.”

I sit in the tub with my knees drawn up and stare at the far wall.

My cuts sting.

My back burns where the claws caught me.

Somebody pours scented oil into the water. Sweet flowers. Too sweet. It turns my stomach.

One of the younger women comes behind me with a cloth and scrubs mud from the back of my neck so hard my teeth click together. I do not make a sound. I will not give them that.

“Hold still,” she says.

I am still.

So still I feel dead.

Tomorrow night.

Not three days from now. Not after the first moon feast. Not after the council blessing. Tomorrow.

My fingers curl against my shins under the water. I think of the ridge. The dark trees. The dead grass under my knees. The sound Ben made when the feral had him by the sleeve.

I should have kept walking.

The thought hits so fast I almost laugh.

No. That is not true.

I would do it again.

That is the worst part. They know I would do it again.

They know exactly what I am. The girl who runs toward the crying child. The girl who fixes the broken thing. The girl who says yes when she should save herself.

That girl is why I am here now, scrubbed raw for a male I do not want.

Marta wraps me in a towel and jerks her chin toward the gown hanging from a peg. It is white. Not soft white. Hard white. Bright as bone.

“Put it on,” she says. “Alpha Daniel wants to see you before the dinner.”

That gets through the numbness.

I turn. “Now?”

Marta gives me a look that says I asked something stupid. “You kept him waiting once today. Don’t do it twice.”

My pulse kicks.

Alpha Daniel Mercer does not summon me unless something needs to be decided for me.

I dress with stiff fingers. The gown fits because they have been measuring me for weeks while pretending it was for winter uniforms and harvest linens. The bodice is too tight. The sleeves too clean. The skirt too long for running.

For running.

The thought flashes and is gone.

Marta ties the laces, then stands back. Her eyes travel over me in a slow, flat line. Not unkind. Not kind either.

“You’ll do,” she says.

Do.

Like a bucket. Like a fence. Like a sack that still has some grain in it.

She opens the door.

I go.

The pack hall smells of pine smoke and roast meat and polish. Torches burn bright in the wall brackets. People move around me in a stream of dark coats and pale dresses, preparing for dinner. More than one head turns when I pass.

Not because I am pretty.

Because I am the thing on display.

The thing being handed over.

A young page opens the alpha’s door, and I step into the office with cold hands.

Alpha Daniel Mercer stands at the window with both hands behind his back. He is broad through the shoulders, his dark hair cut short, a line of silver already at one temple. He does not look at me at first. That is part of his power too. Making people wait for his eyes.

I stop three steps in and bow my head because if I do not, someone will notice.

“You asked for me, Alpha.”

He turns then.

His face gives nothing away. It never does. Calm. Hard. Tired around the mouth in a way that makes other people trust him. I have never trusted him. A wolf can smile with blood in its teeth.

“You missed your fitting,” he says.

I let the silence hang for a beat. “Ben Mercer is alive.”

Something cold passes over his face and is gone. Not guilt. Irritation.

“Yes. I heard.”

That is all.

My throat feels tight. “Then you also heard why I was late.”

“I heard enough.”

Enough.

The room feels too warm. “Then let me say the rest. I do not want this match.”

His eyes settle on me fully for the first time.

There it is. The foolishness of speaking plain.

“Want,” he repeats.

I keep going because I have already stepped off the edge now. “I won’t marry Gideon Shaw.”

A small sound comes from the page by the door. A breath sucked in too fast. Alpha Daniel lifts one hand without looking back, and the boy flees, shutting the door behind him.

Now it is only me and the alpha and the thick quiet between us.

He moves to the desk and lays his palm on the polished wood. “This is not a love choice, Nora.”

My jaw clenches. “I know that.”

“Do you?” His voice stays calm, which makes it worse. “Because you are speaking like a child who thinks marriages are made from feelings.”

Heat stings my face.

I hate that I can feel it.

I hate that he can see it.

“This is for peace,” he says. “For the south line. For grazing routes. For the pass after first thaw. Gideon holds land we need, and he wants a tie to Mercer Ridge. A strong tie. A public one.”

“I am not land.”

“No,” he says. “You are the bridge.”

I stare at him.

He says it like it is noble.

My stomach twists so hard it hurts.

His gaze drops to the scrape on my cheek, the fresh bandage at my wrist, then lifts again. “You should be grateful. Gideon asked for you by name.”

A laugh slips out of me then. Sharp. Ugly. I do not mean to let it out.

Alpha Daniel’s face goes flat as stone.

“Grateful,” I say. “Because an old alpha looked at me and decided I would do?”

“Enough.”

One word.

Quiet, but it cracks across the room.

I shut my mouth because my heart has started kicking too fast.

He comes around the desk. Not hurried. Not loud. That is how powerful men move when they know the room belongs to them.

“When snow took our stores two winters ago, who brought grain over the east road?” he asks.

“Gideon.”

“When rogues pressed the low farms in spring, who sent males to hold the ford?”

“Gideon.”

“When the council asked me how Mercer Ridge planned to keep the Shaws from taking that ford for themselves, what answer do you think I gave?”

His eyes hold mine. Cold. Patient. Waiting for me to put my own throat on the block.

I swallow. “Me.”

“Yes.”

The word lands soft.

Soft is worse than anger.

My hands shake once, very small, and I hide them in the folds of the skirt. “So that’s all I am.”

“No,” he says. “You are what keeps blood off this land.”

I almost ask whose blood.

Mine?

His males’?

The children’s?

But I know the answer already. Mine is the easiest blood to spend. That is why we are here.

He steps back toward the desk. The audience is over. “Wash your face. Sit through the dinner. Do not embarrass me tonight.”

My lips part.

No words come.

Because what is there to say to a man who has already sold you and still thinks himself good?

I turn and walk to the door before my knees can fail me.

His voice stops me with one last cut.

“And Nora.”

I do not look back.

“You will call Gideon ‘Alpha’ from this night onward.”

The hall outside feels brighter, louder, crueler.

People move around me with trays and pitchers and baskets of bread. Somewhere a fiddle starts up in the long room. Somewhere men laugh.

I stand still in the middle of it for one stupid second, breathing through my nose because if I breathe through my mouth, I think I might scream.

Then I go where they expect me to go.

The dining hall is already full.

Long tables. Candlelight. The smell of roast venison and onions and dark wine. Mercer Ridge on one side. Shaw pack on the other. Their colors are pinned to coats and sleeves. Their wolves stare across the room with easy ownership, like they have come early to count what is theirs.

I know the moment Gideon sees me.

It moves through the room before he does.

Like heat near a fire. Like a hand at the back of my neck.

I look up.

He is at the high table. Huge in his chair. Thick dark beard shot through with gray. Heavy hands. Heavy shoulders. Heavy gold ring on one finger. His smile is slow when it lands on me.

I feel it on my skin.

“Nora,” he says, and my name sounds intimate in his mouth. Wrong in a way that makes my stomach twist. “Come here.”

I should refuse.

I walk anyway because all of Mercer Ridge is watching.

A chair waits beside him. Not beside Alpha Daniel. Beside Gideon.

I stand by it.

Gideon does not rise. He looks at me the way buyers look at horses. Teeth. Legs. Chest. Hips. How long will it last. How hard can it work. How soon can it breed.

My nails bite my palms.

“Pretty enough under the mud after all,” he says.

A few males laugh.

Alpha Daniel lifts his cup and drinks.

I lower myself into the chair because my legs will not hold much longer.

Food is placed in front of me. I cannot eat. My throat has closed.

An older Shaw woman leans over from the other side of Gideon. Hard eyes. Deep lines around the mouth. She reaches out without asking and turns my chin left, then right.

“Thin,” she says.

“I was thinner at nineteen,” Gideon replies.

The woman pinches the fabric at my sleeve and sniffs like she disapproves of the stitching. “Hands are work hands.”

“She won’t be idle.”

There is another small laugh around the table.

My face burns so hard it feels wet.

I stare at the untouched meat on my plate. Steam curls up and disappears. My fork lies across the cloth like a useless thing.

One of Gideon’s men asks whether I can cook.

Another asks whether I know the rites.

A woman wants to know if my mother took quickly with her first heat cycle.

I do not answer any of them.

The hall keeps breathing around me. Cups clink. Plates scrape. People chew.

No one stops it.

No one says enough.

When Gideon lays one thick hand on the back of my chair, two fingers brushing the nape of my neck, every muscle in me goes hard.

“Lift your head,” he says softly.

I do.

Because he wants obedience more than anything. He wants everyone to see it begin before he has even taken me home.

“Good girl,” he murmurs.

Something flashes white behind my eyes.

Not fear.

Not even shame.

Rage.

Pure and hot and fast.

If I had my knife, I would put it through that hand.

The thought is so clean it steadies me.

For the rest of the dinner I let the rage sit quiet inside me. I hold it there. I feed it every stare, every laugh, every question asked as though I am livestock.

By the time the plates are cleared, it has teeth.

After dinner, no one dismisses me. They simply move on without me. Men to drink. Women to talk. Gideon to Alpha Daniel’s study.

A servant brushes my arm. “Your things have been sent to your room.”

My things.

I walk back alone.

The corridor is dimmer now. Quieter. My shoes make small sounds on the wood. The gown drags at my ankles.

When I reach my door, it is half open.

Inside, my room looks wrong at once.

Too bare.

Too neat.

My little shelf is empty. The blanket from my bed is folded away. My winter cloak is gone from its peg. On the floor by the trunk sit three wooden boxes, tied with cord.

I move to them like someone half blind.

Open the first.

My dresses. Two aprons. Stockings. Wrapped soap.

The second.

My mother’s old comb. My sewing tin. The mug with the chipped blue rim. Even the small pressed flowers I kept between two books.

The third.

Everything else that ever made this room mine.

Not much.

Less now.

They packed me like freight.

A sound catches in my throat. Not a sob. I will not do that. Not now.

I kneel by the boxes and touch the comb. The wood is smooth from years in my hand. My mother’s hand before that.

No one expects me to come back.

The thought should hurt.

Instead, something in me goes still.

A tiny knock sounds at the open door.

I turn fast.

A girl stands there with her hands clasped tight in front of her apron. Small. Quiet. Dark braid over one shoulder. I know her face from the kitchens but not her name.

She slips inside and shuts the door with her heel.

“I don’t have long,” she whispers.

My body tenses. “What is it?”

She looks back once, then hurries to me and presses a cloth bundle into my hands. It is warm.

Food.

Bread. Cheese. Dried meat.

Before I can speak, she pushes something else into my palm.

A small knife. Narrow blade. Bone handle.

I stare at it.

The room goes very still.

Her eyes shine with fear. “Hide it.”

“Why?”

She swallows hard. “I was carrying wine to the study. I heard them.” Her voice drops even lower. “Gideon told Alpha Daniel he doesn’t want to wait till the vows for first blood.”

Cold floods my limbs.

I grip the knife so hard the handle bites my hand.

The girl’s mouth trembles. “He means to mark you tomorrow before the ceremony. So no one can stop it after.”

For one second I cannot hear anything.

Not the hall. Not my own breath. Not the crackle from the little fire.

Only those words.

First blood.

Mark you.

Mine before the vows.

The girl backs toward the door. “There’s a side path behind the smokehouse,” she whispers. “It runs north before it bends east. Fewer guards after midnight.”

I look up at her.

“Why are you helping me?”

Her face changes then. Just for a blink.

A bruise, yellowing at the edge of her sleeve. A scar near her lip. Old things. Known things.

“Because no one helped me,” she says.

Then she is gone.

The door closes.

I stay on the floor with the food in one hand and the knife in the other.

My pulse starts to pound.

Not wild now.

Not helpless.

Hard. Steady. Clear.

I look at the boxes.

At the bone-white gown hanging from the peg.

At the little room stripped clean around me.

I think of Gideon’s hand on my neck.

I think of Alpha Daniel saying bridge like it made me less human to him.

I think of the ridge at night. Cold. Dark. Full of teeth.

And I know.

I know it all at once, all the way down to the bone.

I would rather bleed in the wild.

I would rather freeze under open sky.

I would rather let the dark take me whole.

Than let Gideon Shaw put his mouth on my throat and call it fate.
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NORA

I do not cry.

I pack.

That is the first good thing I do all day.

The room is quiet except for the little crack of the fire and the soft drag of cloth on wood. I change out of the white gown fast, like it burns. I put on the plain brown dress I wear for boundary work. Thick stockings. Old boots. My dark cloak with the torn lining. Not pretty things. Useful things.

Useful is better.

Useful keeps you alive.

I kneel by the boxes and sort fast. Two dresses. One extra pair of stockings. Soap. Flint. Needle. Thread. The dried food the servant girl gave me. My mother’s comb. My mother’s small leather book with the loose pages tucked inside. I stop with my hand on the book.

It is the one thing I would come back for if I had to.

So I take it.

The little knife goes into my boot beside the bigger one. I wrap the food in cloth and tie it to the strap of my satchel. My coin pouch is light. Too light. I count anyway. Seven silver. A few copper. Not enough for safety. Enough to buy one night indoors if I am careful. Maybe two meals if I lie well.

I pull the satchel over my shoulder and blow out one slow breath.

My room looks strange now.

Not empty. Finished.

Like it already belongs to someone else.

That thought should hurt more than it does.

Maybe I ran out of room for hurt.

Outside, the pack settles into evening. Voices drift past my door. Laughter. A cart wheel over stone. The smell of roast meat and chimney smoke slips under the frame. Normal sounds. A normal night.

That is the cruel part.

A life can split open while everyone else keeps eating supper.

I go to the small back window and crack it. Cold air touches my face. The sky beyond the houses is darkening by the inch. Not full night yet. Not moonrise. The servant girl said fewer guards after midnight, but midnight is too late.

By midnight Gideon may already come looking for me.

By midnight they may move me to the women’s wing with two locked doors and a guard outside.

By midnight I could be trapped.

No.

I have run the boundary lines in every season since I was fourteen. I know where the ground dips, where the old trails hide under fern and stone, where the watch changes leave a breath of space between one pair of eyes and the next. I know this land better than most of the males who think they own it.

If I wait, I lose that edge.

I go now.

The thought lands in me clean and hard.

Now.

I cross to the door and press my ear against the wood.

Nothing.

I lift the latch.

The hall is dim and empty.

My heartbeat starts at once, fast and sharp. I lock my knees and make myself move like I belong here. One step. Then another. The satchel brushes my hip. My boots make almost no sound on the old boards. I keep my head down at the turn near the main stairs and pass the open arch to the long room without looking in.

Men are still drinking.

I hear Gideon’s laugh.

It rolls deep through the hall and makes every hair on my arms rise.

I do not look.

I slip through the side passage, past the larder, past the cold room, toward the back service door. The kitchen girls are working over the late trays. Steam. Bread. Onion. Hot fat in the air. One of them glances up when I pass. Her eyes widen. She looks at my satchel.
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