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The forest burned with a voice.

It roared and crackled and breathed, as if an ancient beast had finally learned the word for hunger and was shouting it to the sky. Trunks wailed as they split. Resin hissed like curses. Pine needles turned to black snow and drifted down in a winter of ash. The river, once a silver thread that stitched the woods together, ran copper in the light and wore a crown of embers.

Anya stood at the tree line, smoke stinging her eyes, the heat lifting sweat from her skin so fast it never had a chance to become a tear. She had seen fires before—the careless kind, the angry kind, the kind people could fight with buckets and prayer. This was none of those. This one burned in spirals, in patterns. It chose. It had intention.

“Back!” someone shouted behind her. “The wind is changing!”

She didn’t move. Not when sparks rose like fireflies returning to their nest. Not when the heat curled her hair and the river flashed like a blade. She was listening. Not to the fire—though it begged and demanded—but to the gap between its breaths, the quiet place where another sound lived.

There. A laugh as brittle as old bone. A voice as familiar as a scar.

You always were fond of borders, little one, the voice purred from the smoke. Always with one foot in and one foot out.

Anya’s jaw tightened. “I’m not your little one.”

Ah, but the forest is, the voice said, and the flames surged as if pleased to be noticed.

Behind her, bodies pressed closer: a handful of villagers with cloths tied over their mouths, two apprentice witches carrying pails that had been empty for half a mile, and a boy whose cheeks were striped with ash where he’d wiped them clean. They’d followed her because that’s what people did when something terrible wore a face they recognized. It was a mistake. She had no miracles left to give them.

The boy tugged at her sleeve. “Is it true, Anya? That the old woman woke the dead? The priest said he saw spirits by the mill—”

A log dropped with the sound of a door slamming. Sparks leapt; the group stumbled back. Anya fixed her gaze on the trees beyond the fire—the tall black shapes like teeth—and on the river that threaded through them. The river had always been honest. It told no one’s fortunes. It simply ran.

“Go home,” she told the boy, though home was a word that no longer meant a roof. “Find a cellar. Wet blankets. Keep everyone low.”

“What about you?”

“I’m listening.”

He blinked at that, as if the answer were in a language he didn’t speak. But he obeyed, dragging his sister with him, and the others edged away. Some of them crossed themselves. Some whispered the little three-word spells their grandmothers had taught them when knives wouldn’t cut and threads wouldn’t hold. None of it was for the fire. All of it was for whatever stood inside it, laughing.

The voice moved. It never came from a single direction. It slid through the heat; it threaded the smoke; it found her ear no matter how she turned.

Look at our river, the voice went on. See how it blushes when I touch it? Even water remembers me.

“Everything remembers you,” Anya said. “That is the trouble.”

She stepped forward, to the very margin where heat swelled and made the air visible, a veil she could lift only by walking through it. The river lay thirty paces in, flanked by birches whose skins were already splitting like lips in a scream. Months ago she would have spoken to the trees first, offered apology and trade. It was too late for that. These were no longer trees. They were torches.

The laugh retreated deeper, as if teasing her to follow.

She didn’t. The point of a border was not to be crossed because someone dared you. The point was to be crossed only if you chose.

Anya pulled the leather string from around her neck. The amulet that hung there—bone-washed smooth with age, etched with a circle crossed by three lines—lay warm against her palm. The lines had not been warm when she woke that morning; they had been inert and pale. Now they glowed faintly, like old coals. The mark had come to her in the first book of this story, the first night she’d dared to call the forest mother. It had never lied to her. It wasn’t lying now.

She closed her fingers around it and whispered, “If you’re here, show me where you are and not just where you’ve touched.”

No wind answered. No deer bolted to reveal a path. The fire simply breathed in, breathed out. Embers rose in a slow column, then tilted as the wind indeed changed, rolling heat over her like a tide.

And with the heat came the first of them.

They stepped out of the shimmer the way people step from a dream they don’t want to leave: reluctantly, half-transparent, their ankles still made of fog. Most were strangers. A few were not. An old woman with an iron spoon clutched to her chest. A girl with a ribbon in her braid that had been red once. A hunter whose left ear was missing because the forest had taken it as payment for a deer he shouldn’t have shot. Some wore years that had never been theirs. All of them had eyes that didn’t quite settle on anything living.

The bucket-bearing apprentices made the sign again, this time with their backs to the flames. The nearest spirit smiled a child’s polite smile and kept coming.

“They won’t touch you unless they’re asked to,” Anya said, not entirely sure whether it was true. “Keep moving. Don’t look them in the face.”

“And you?” called one of the villagers. “Will you keep moving?”

She didn’t answer. The spirits didn’t care for questions. They cared for invitations.

A shape formed in the smoke between two birches, taller than a man, hunched and wrong in its joints, like a crow trying on the body of a wolf. The shape stayed shadow, but it cast a shadow, and the place where it stood seemed to starve the flames around it. Even the river dimmed.

Anya’s throat went dry. Not spirits. Not the soft echoes of village grief. This was older. This was hunger given law. The kind priests prayed about in words that cracked their teeth.

She took a step forward before she could stop herself.

Careful, the voice cooed. You can’t take a step toward me without taking a step toward yourself.

“Then I’ll stand still,” she said.

Ah, yes. Borders.

The thing’s head tilted as if it, too, were listening. Then it unspooled—no other word for it—like smoke deciding to become rope. It stretched across the river in three black strands that braided themselves in the air. Where they touched the water, the surface heaved and spat steam.

Iron moon, Anya thought, and didn’t know why. The words arrived as if someone else had placed them in her mouth. Iron moon, iron blood, iron vow.

The amulet burned in her palm. She hissed and nearly dropped it. When she looked again, the three black strands had sunk beneath the surface, and the river had gone utterly still, more mirror than water. The burn on her palm throbbed in the pattern of the etching: a circle, three lines. The echo of what she’d seen.

“What did you bind?” she asked the smoke, but the voice had slipped away, into a silence so sudden it rang.

The villagers had retreated to the cart path. The boy with the ash-striped cheeks peered around a wagon wheel, as if courage were a place you could lean out from and lean back into. “Anya?”

“Keep your head down.”

“Is it true? Did she—did Baba Yaga—bring back the gods?”

The name wobbled on his tongue, high and frightened. Once, you didn’t say that name. Once, you whistled instead and left milk on the step.

“Names are only doors,” Anya said. “The question is who is standing on the threshold.”

He frowned at that—too much riddle for a boy whose age still had a single digit in it—and disappeared behind the wheel again.

The fire unfurled a new sheet of flame. It rose so high she flinched, and in that bright second she saw them all: every daughter once claimed in the old woman’s name, faces she had known and faces she had merely heard about, their shadows tall and solemn across the trunks. Some had chosen. Some had been chosen. Some had died. Some had married the forest and never looked back.

Anya pressed the hot amulet to her chest, not caring about the burn.

“I’m not yours,” she said into the noise. “I’m not.”

A strand of her hair fell forward, singed to a crisp. The stink was immediate, human and small against the tarry perfume of burning pine. It grounded her. She turned away from the fire to look at the path that led deeper into the village. Dogs were barking somewhere, frantic and chain-short. Hens flurried. Someone slapped a doorbar down; someone else lifted a child into a wagon and hitched it to a horse that kept trying to sit down, which is only one of the ways a horse can say No.

A woman in a soot-black dress approached, an infant knotted against her hip with a scarf. Her face was the gray of kneaded flour. “My mother says you have a gift,” she said. “She says it keeps the fire from remembering names.”

“Your mother gives me too much credit.” Anya’s voice was hoarse. “But I can lead you to the river bend. The old ford. The current runs slower there.”

“The fire is everywhere.”

“Not below the roots. Not where the water’s carved a hollow. There’s breath there.”

“You’ll come with us?”

“I’ll show you the start of the path.”

“And then?”

Anya didn’t say: then I follow the voice into a place no path wants to go. She didn’t say: then I decide whether I am the woman I have been hiding from. She looked at the baby instead, at the round fist pressed against a cheek slick with heat, and said, “Then I listen.”

She led them through the shallows of ash that brushed their ankles, through the thicket of elder where berries had cooked on the branches and stained the leaves like bruises, down to the river where the bank dipped low. The air was cooler here; the smoke lay less like a hand, more like a veil you could see through if you squinted. The water still shone too brightly, as if a second sun had been dropped in it and forgotten, but at least it moved. It licked at stones. It made a sound like relief.

“Follow the bank,” Anya told the woman. “Keep the children between the grown-ups. If the smoke thickens, tie your mouths. If the wind changes—” She paused. The wind always changed. “—duck low and breathe into your sleeves.”

The woman’s mouth trembled, then firmed. “And you? Who will put a sleeve to your mouth?”

“I have other cloth.” She lifted the amulet. “And other things to breathe.”

The woman made a sign that was neither a cross nor a witch’s turn—the kind of sign a mother invents when prayers don’t fit—and hurried away with the others.

When they had gone, Anya crouched at the water’s edge and trailed her fingertips against the current. Cold. Good. The river hadn’t been bribed all the way through. But deeper, beneath the glitter the fire had laid on it, something pulsed. Not life. Not death. Pulsed like a drum you couldn’t hear but that kept your heart on time anyway.

A shadow crossed her hands. She looked up, expecting another sheet of flame or a wheeling hawk frantic with the heat. The sky had not changed. It was still smoke and red. But the light had. It had thickened, as if packed with iron filings.

She could not help herself. She stood. She craned her head.

For a moment—no longer than a held breath—there were two moons.

One was the moon she knew, pale and round and wrong in daylight but still itself. The other was a dark weight behind the smoke, a disc so heavy it seemed the sky might sag under it. Its edge was cruelly clean, as if it had been cut with a blade. It made no light of its own. It stole.

She blinked hard. The second moon was gone. Her burned palm throbbed in rhythm with a heart that wasn’t hers.

Iron moon, the not-her voice said again, and the amulet’s circle seemed to tighten.

Anya closed her eyes, not for prayer but for steadiness. She had come to this border thinking she would save a forest. Borders always had other plans. Now she had a woman’s scream in one ear, a child’s thin cry in the other, the hush of joined spirits ahead, and behind them all the old laugh, amused and patient.

You hear it, the voice murmured. Even you.

“What are you waking?” Anya asked the smoke. “What did you promise to bind?”

Only the river answered, tugging at the shore like a dog eager to run. The tug became a pull. The pull became a lurch. The earth shifted under her boots—a slow, viscous movement, like thick porridge sliding in a pot.

A crack split the bank three paces from her toes.

Water rushed into it with a delighted gulp.

Anya did what she always did when the ground forgot itself. She chose a side. She leapt the crack, landed on the far lip, and kept her balance only by slamming a palm—burn and all—into the soil. The skin of the earth was warm. The warmth grew. It was the kind of warmth you got close to people you loved. It had never frightened her before.

Now it did.

The forest roared its answer. The border shifted. And Anya, breath smoking in the red air, knew two things with a clarity that hurt: the ritual had begun, and she was out of time to decide who she would be when it ended.

The smoke did not thin. It thickened into shapes.

At first it was only suggestion—shoulders, the crook of an elbow, a face turned half away. Then it gained weight, depth, movement. The clearing before her filled with figures who had no business in the world of the living.

Some wore rags still smoking from the pyres that had taken them years ago. Others gleamed with silver buttons, polished boots, ribbons that had not been seen in villages for generations. And some had the look of the freshly dead, their mouths black with soot, their skin cracked as if the fire had finished carving them only moments before.

They moved with the awful grace of memory. Not quite walking, not quite drifting. Their eyes—when they chose to have them—were holes through which the burning forest could be seen.

Anya forced herself not to step back. Don’t yield ground to shadows. Don’t let them know you see them as stronger than you.

One of the spirits tilted its head. It was a woman with a basket on her arm, the kind used for mushrooms in summer. Anya’s breath caught. She knew that face. She had buried it herself two winters ago when the fever came through the eastern hamlets.

“Zoya,” Anya whispered before she could stop herself.

The spirit’s lips parted. Smoke trailed out, forming words without sound. But Anya didn’t need sound. The meaning slid into her mind with the weight of stone: Join us.

Her chest clenched. The amulet pulsed hot against her skin as if it recognized the invitation and wanted to answer for her. She dug her nails into the burned flesh of her palm and hissed.

“No.”

The woman’s form flickered, softened, then hardened again, a face pulled from a dying fire. Behind her, more spirits pressed close, mouths moving in unison. The silence of their chant was worse than any scream.

From the treeline came a groan like wood under too much snow. A tall figure emerged, taller than three men, its body a crooked tower of shadow. Horns jutted where antlers should be. Its arms dragged long behind it, fingers tipped with hooks of ash.

The villagers on the path screamed. One dropped to his knees and clawed at the dirt as if to bury his head inside the earth itself. Another began to pray, words spilling over each other.

Anya did not scream. But she could not keep her voice from shaking when she said, “You are not of this place. Go back to the dark.”

The figure tilted its head, studying her. Its voice, when it came, was not smoke but the grinding of roots tearing free of stone:

We are where we were promised. She has opened the way.

“She,” Anya repeated. Her teeth ached with the effort not to grind them. “Baba Yaga.”

The name rippled through the spirits like a gust of wind. They swayed together, their silent chant breaking into whispers: Yaga. Yaga. Yaga.

The horned figure stepped closer. Its shadow fell across the river, and the water shuddered as though struck. For a heartbeat it ran red, thick as blood.

Anya’s hand found the amulet again. It seared her fingers, but she held on, forcing the heat into herself instead of away. “If she woke you,” she said, voice steadier now, “then she is your leash as well as your gate. You don’t move without her command.”

The figure leaned low. Its breath was the stink of earth that had been sealed too long, wet and rotten. Not leash. Mother.

The word hit her harder than the heat.

Mother.

That was what the villagers once called the forest. That was what her own mother had whispered in prayers when she thought Anya wasn’t listening. The forest had been a cradle and a grave, but never a tyrant. Now the word was stolen, twisted, set against her.

A new laugh crackled overhead, riding the flames. Not from the spirits. From her. From Yaga.

“You borrow words well, little one,” the voice teased. “But words are not walls. They are doors. And doors swing both ways.”

The spirits surged forward as if pulled by a tide. Their eyes—when they chose to have them—burned white.

Anya lifted the amulet high, and for a moment the heat of it drowned even the fire. The spirits shrieked without sound, dissolving into smoke that spun like a whirlwind around her.

But the horned figure did not vanish. It straightened, towering, and lifted its long arms. From its hooked fingers fell strands of darkness that hardened as they hit the ground—roots of black iron, spreading fast, tearing through soil, drinking the river dry where they touched.

Anya stumbled back. The earth split beneath her feet, the crack yawning wider, the air filling with the stink of iron and blood.

She had seen the edge of rifts before, where the forest thinned into the places it should not. But this was no edge. This was a wound, a wound meant to bleed the whole world.

And she understood: this was not only fire. This was a summoning.

The ritual had begun.

The wound in the earth did not close.

It breathed—out with smoke, in with heat—like a mouth learning speech. The horned thing turned its head as if listening to a far-off drum and then dissolved, the hooks of its fingers the last to go, scratching lines into the soil that immediately filled with soot. The spirits thinned with it, streaming back toward the fire, a reverse snowfall of gray.

Sound rushed in behind their silence. Hens cried. A door slammed. Somewhere, a man coughed until he gagged; somewhere else, a horse’s scream climbed into a pitch that made the hair on Anya’s arms stand up.

She ran.

Not away—never away—but along the river path toward the village. The crack in the bank paralleled her like a black river, and twice she had to leap where it veered to bite. Ash made the ground treacherous; it slid under her boots like sifted flour. When she reached the first cottages, the air changed. Less forest, more human: smoke of bread and wool and fear.

The square was chaos ordered only by habit. People formed lines the way they always did—because they had learned long ago that a line was a spell of its own. Buckets passed hand to hand. Bundles changed shoulders. A girl with her hair still in a sleep-plait pumped the well as if the handle were a lever that could lift the sun. Two old men argued over whether to pack the icons or the winter grain first; a third shoved both into the same sack and told them to fight it out later.

“Anya!” The shout came from the steps of the little meeting hall, where the priest and the village witch stood together like mismatched bookends: black robe and black skirt; cross and corded charms.

The witch, Darinka, was as knotted and quick as the roots of the birch behind her. She brandished a willow switch at anyone who slowed. When Anya reached her, Darinka whacked her shin with it, hard enough to sting. “You should have returned earlier. You smell like a pan.”

“I had to listen.”

“Did you like what you heard?”

“No.”

“Well, then. We’re even.”

The priest, Kolya, pushed a damp curl off his forehead and tried to look more priest than boy. He was barely older than Anya, and he had never learned the trick of wearing worry without letting it show through. “Is it true?” he asked, voice low. “They say they saw... antlers. Hooks. They say—”

“They saw what they saw,” Anya said. “Tell whoever has a cellar to open it. Whoever has a boat to ready it. The river is still itself near the bend, but it’s taken a wound.”

“A wound?”

“A crack. A call. I don’t have a better word.” She swallowed and tasted iron. “Where’s the miller?”

“Gone to his loft for the scrolls,” Darinka snapped. “Like scrolls won’t burn.”

“Let him bring them,” Anya said. “Stories remember what we forget.”

Darinka gave her a look, the kind adults reserved for comments that were either wisdom or foolishness depending on how the day turned out. She hit another teenager with the switch, this time for crying. “Tears later. Shoes now.”

Anya caught the girl’s hand. “Your mother?”

The girl gulped. “At the river. With the little ones. She said—she said to tie the babies to the big ones if we run, so no one loses anyone—” She hiccuped. “Even if they fall.”

“That’s good sense,” Anya said. She wanted to say more, something comforting and adult, but the words were hot stones in her mouth. “Go. Find her.”

The girl fled. Anya turned to Kolya. “Ring the bell.”

“The bell?” His glance flicked toward the squat wooden tower. “You know what it calls.”

“Yes,” Anya said. “People.”

He nodded, throat bobbing, and ran. A moment later the bell spoke, bronze voice broad as the sky. People flinched, then stilled, the way a flock collects itself at the hawk’s cry.

Anya climbed the meeting hall steps. Darinka slashed the air for quiet that fell by degrees. Faces lifted: soot-black, tear-streaked, stubborn.

“You want the truth,” Anya said, because there was no other medicine that worked once terror had broken the skin. “So here it is. The forest is burning in patterns. That means someone is lighting it with intention, and that intention is old. Spirits are walking, not the kind that follow grief, but the kind that remember before we were here. I’ve seen a thing with horns and hooks and a shadow that hurts when it falls. I think the old woman we do not name has opened a door and promised them a feast.”

Murmurs, sharp and small. Darinka’s switch kissed the steps near Anya’s boot, and the murmurs died.

“But hear me,” Anya went on. “Fire still forgets names at the ford. The river there is not tamed. If we leave together, now, we can ride its edge to the marsh and hide in the reeds until the wind turns. We can return when the ash cools. We can return.”

“Return to what?” a man demanded. Straight-backed, gray at the temples, the kind who believed loud questions were the same thing as courage. “If the old stories are true again, there will be nothing left to come back to. Nothing but teeth.”

“Then we be teeth,” Darinka snapped. “Sharpened with spit.”

A laugh rippled—the childish kind that escapes even when it shouldn’t. A tiny spell, but a spell all the same.

The man lifted his chin. “You’d have us flee like rabbits.”

“I’d have you live like rabbits and fight like wolves,” Anya said. “Doors swing both ways. We don’t give them our blood for free.”

At the edge of the crowd, someone began to hum. Not a song Anya knew, but an old pattern anyway—the kind you hum to keep the beat when your hands are busy. Others joined. Buckets moved again. Wheels squeaked. Lines reknitted.

Kolya returned, breathless. “The bell brought the outer farms,” he said. “Two carts, four goats, ten children, three grandmothers with opinions.”

“Good,” Darinka said. “Opinions are the only oil left.”

“Where are the hunters?” Anya asked. “Where’s Yegor?”

“Here.” Yegor stepped forward, bow already strung, the kind of man mountains made when they were tired of being mountains. “Arrows won’t matter to smoke.”

“They matter to panic,” Anya said. “Take five. Keep an eye to the hill road. If you see what looks like a herd with shadows that don’t match, don’t shoot. Run.”

He didn’t argue. The smartest ones never did. He tapped two men and a pair of sisters with knife-scabbards for belts, then jogged off.

Darinka pressed a leather pouch into Anya’s hand. It smelled of nettles and beet sugar. “For breath,” she said. “Chew when your lungs quit being lungs.”

Anya tucked it into her pocket. “Any word from the northern villages? From the grandmothers’ grove?”

“The runner we sent hasn’t come back.” Darinka didn’t add what they were both thinking: that runners sometimes didn’t return because they had arrived and liked what they found better than what they left. It was not disloyalty. It was survival with a different accent.

“Then we move without word,” Anya said. “Groups of eight. Keep the children at the center. If you feel the ground pull, step sideways, not back. If you see the second moon, don’t look at it. Look at the feet of the person ahead.”

Kolya looked at her. “The second what?”

Anya opened her mouth to answer—then swallowed the words. She had seen enough priests learn new terrors by accident. “If the sky feels heavy,” she said instead, “trust your feet.”

They went. They went in the most ordinary ways: with bundles and arguments, with the quiet efficiency of people who had put their lives on wagons before. The sound of leaving was not a clamor but a thrum, the heartbeat of a body deciding to keep itself alive.

A small hand slipped into Anya’s. The ash-striped boy stood there, jaw set. “I brought the knife my uncle gave me,” he said. He showed her a blade that was more metal than sharpness, but it gleamed as if it wanted to be better.

“Keep it,” Anya said. “Use it to cut rope. Not anything with eyes.”

“What about the old woman?”

Anya crouched until their faces were level. “If you see the old woman, you do the hardest thing you’ve ever done.”

“What?”

“You look away.”

His throat worked. He nodded hard and ran to catch his sister.

Darinka watched them go, then shifted her weight so her shoulder touched Anya’s. “You’re shaking.”

“I’ll stop when we reach water.”

“You won’t stop there, either.”

“No,” Anya said. “But I’ll lie to myself for a moment.”

The first group reached the bend and vanished into the reed-choked lowlands, the river’s whisper folding around them. The second followed. The third. Anya counted by eights until numbers became beads on a string, then until they became only the sense of emptiness behind her. She waited with the last cluster—the stubborn and the slow, the ones who had stayed to lift barrels or argue or look one more time at a roof they hated yesterday and wanted today.

A shudder ran through the ground.

It wasn’t the lurch from before. This was subtler, a ripple as if something huge had shifted its weight one valley over. Conversations frayed mid-word. Darinka’s switch lifted, then lowered in a gesture that might have been a blessing. Kolya crossed himself too hard and winced.

Anya set her palm to the dirt. Warm. Warmer. The warmth climbed into her bones, kind as fever. “Move,” she said. “Now.”

They moved. The last group became a long animal—many legs, one mind—snaking toward the bend. When they reached the top of the slope, the wind changed. It rolled from the burning trees like a sigh, and with it came a smell that had nothing to do with resin or char.

Iron. Wet iron.

Anya tasted the air and gagged. “Don’t breathe deep,” she said, though she knew it was too late to matter. “Keep your eyes—”

The baby in the soot-black woman’s arms began to wail, a tiny, outraged sound that sliced the air thinner than any blade. For an instant Anya loved that cry with such ferocity she could barely stand. That sound meant alive. Alive meant worth the trouble.

They slipped into the reeds. The river there wore the world like a shawl—low, green, whispering. Between one heartbeat and the next, the village noise dulled to the buzz of insects and the flick of fish tails. The fire became a glow seen through cloth. People exhaled. Two began to cry softly. Someone laughed too loudly and turned it into a cough.

Anya crouched in the muck at the water’s edge and let the cold wick up her boots. The crack in the earth didn’t follow this far. Here the river ignored the heavy sky. It talked to stones and frogs. It flirted with the roots of willow. When Anya leaned in and touched it, it slicked her fingers with the same old gratitude: Ah. Skin. Hello again.

She wanted to lie down in it the way a fevered child lies in a cool bed. She wanted to stay. But the bell still tolled, farther away now, another heartbeat counting the breaths of those who remained. And out there, very faint, like a rumor that might be weather, a low shuffle pressed against the air.

Darinka heard it too. She crouched beside Anya, skirt drinking marsh water. “What do your ears tell you?”

“That the door is wider.” Anya stared across the river toward the burning line of trees. “And that something big has put its hand on the lintel.”

“Bigger than horns and hooks?”

“Older,” Anya said. The word felt wrong and right at once. “Older and hungry in a way that doesn’t have teeth. Hungry like a song that wants a throat.”

Darinka spat neatly into the water. “Then we keep our throats shut.”

Kolya stumbled down the bank and nearly sat on a frog. “The last of them are out,” he said. He was shaking so hard his teeth clicked. “The bell rope burned my hands through the gloves.”
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