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Thread costs more than it should in a town where half the populace wears garments more patch than original cloth. I run my fingers over the spools laid out on the merchant's table, calculating which shade of brown might best hide the tear along my side seam. Behind me, the marketplace of Stonewell breathes its labored breath—thin-faced women haggling with thinner-faced vendors, guards watching with hands resting on sword pommels, children with hungry eyes. The war has made scavengers of us all.

"Three copper for the spool," the merchant says, her voice as worn as the fabric she sells. "No less."

I could mend it myself if I had the thread. My fingers have always been clever with needle and cloth, even when the rest of me feels useless. A seamstress would cost a week's rations, and we haven't had a week's worth stored since before the northern villages burned.

"Two copper," I counter, though I know it's futile. No one bargains well in Stonewell anymore. The war has stripped us all of leverage.

The merchant's eyes narrow, and I see the calculation behind them—whether my coin is worth more than her pride. We all make these calculations now. Some of us make worse ones.

"Fine," she snaps, and I pay, tucking the precious spool into the small pouch at my waist, next to the last of our copper coins.

Tomas and I have been in Stonewell for almost three months now. We arrived with nothing but the clothes on our backs and each other, which was more than many could claim. Our village—little more than a collection of mills and farms along the river—vanished in a single night of fire and screams. We walked for two weeks, sleeping in ditches, eating roots and berries until our stomachs cramped. By the time we reached Stonewell's gates, we were hollow-eyed and swaying on our feet.

I scan the marketplace now, noting the new faces among the desperate. Fresh refugees arrive almost daily, bearing the same haunted expressions we must have worn. Some leave again when they discover Stonewell offers little more than slightly safer starvation. Others stay, because any walls are better than none.

My breath catches when I spot him—Captain Harlowe, moving through the crowd with the easy confidence of a man who controls ration distribution. His armored bulk parts the thin crowd like a knife through water. Something in me hopes he doesn't see me, though another part—the practical part that has kept us alive—acknowledges that he's been generous, in his way.

As have I, in mine.

The arrangement is simple, brutal in its clarity: extra rations for Tomas and me, and more importantly, exemption from conscription for Tomas. Men his age are being sent to the front lines weekly now, returning in pieces or not at all. In exchange, when Harlowe feels the urge—typically once a week, more if the wine flows freely at the barracks—I am his to use however he desires.

My body betrays me with a flush of heat at the thought. Not desire—not precisely—but something adjacent to it. The power of being wanted enough to have leverage. The strange pride in knowing my body can be currency when all else fails. It disgusts me even as it keeps us fed.

It started two weeks after we arrived. Harlowe spotted me drawing water at the well, made crude comments that I pretended not to hear. But then came the implications, the careful suggestions that he could help us. We were starving by then, Tomas's ribs visible through his skin, my own body consuming itself. Harlowe didn't simply claim me as some might have. He offered. And I, with Tomas feverish on our pallet in the refugee quarter, accepted.

Now we manage. We survive. We eat.

Tomas wasn't—isn't—thrilled by the arrangement. How could he be? But he accepted it with the grim practicality of a man who has seen too much death to court it with pride. What eats at him more is his perceived uselessness. Before, in our village, he was a miller's assistant, strong and capable, bringing home grain that I would transform into bread and stews. He built our small home with his own hands, repaired our neighbors' roofs, helped with harvests.

Here, he takes odd jobs when he can find them. He chops wood for the innkeeper, helps repair leaky roofs, barters his labor for scraps we can use. Lately, he's been in whispered conversations with other townsmen, merchants on the fringes. Planning something to do with the food stores, or perhaps escaping this prison of a town. He avoids the guards as if they carry disease, knowing any glimpse of Harlowe might crack his carefully maintained composure.

My thoughts scatter like startled birds when I realize Harlowe has seen me. He says something to a guard at his side—a young man with a patchy beard who nods and moves to patrol elsewhere. Then Harlowe turns, cutting through the crowd directly toward me.

I straighten my spine, arrange my face into the mask of polite deference I've perfected. He looks as he always does—tall, broad-shouldered, his armor polished to a gleam that seems obscene among the dullness of the town. His face might be handsome in peacetime, with its strong jaw and clear gray eyes, but power has hardened it into something more weapon than flesh.
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