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Chapter One — New Block
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The street didn’t sleep so much as it paused. Even before dawn it held its shape, lit unevenly by sodium lamps that cast tired cones of orange onto wet sidewalk and left the spaces between them to their own devices. Cars passed in short, deliberate bursts, tyres hissing where the road still carried the memory of rain, engines flaring briefly before the sound thinned and vanished at the corner. The buildings stood close and quiet, brick faces turned inward, watching without curiosity. They had been here long enough to know that nothing announced itself properly anymore. Things simply arrived and stayed, or arrived and failed, and the street adjusted around the outcome.

Roxy stepped out and stopped.

It was a new block, and that mattered. New blocks lied differently. They carried unfamiliar layers of smell that hadn’t yet learned how to settle: cooking oil from a takeaway that closed too late, damp cardboard stacked badly behind a shopfront, the sharp edge of detergent dragged out onto the sidewalk with a mop and left to evaporate. There was old anxiety here, baked into the stonework, and fresher versions layered over it, still loose, still undecided about where they belonged. Sound travelled oddly, bouncing off corners that hadn’t agreed on their angles yet, arriving a fraction later than it should. Roxy stood still and let it present itself properly.

Dogs were already out, more than she expected for that hour. Too many at once, crossing paths without rhythm, pulling ahead of their owners and then doubling back as if unsure where permission lived. One barked down the block and wasn’t corrected quickly enough, the sound carrying farther than it needed to before collapsing into embarrassed quiet. Another lingered too long at a doorway, nose fixed, body angled, waiting for something to resolve itself. Humans followed behind with varying degrees of attention, some already absorbed by glowing screens, others tugged forward by leads that stayed tight even when there was no reason for them to be. The street wasn’t dangerous. It was undisciplined, and undisciplined streets always mistook noise for activity.

Roxy began to walk when she was ready. Not fast, not cautious, just forward, straight down the centre line of the sidewalk where movement made sense and hesitation didn’t. Her pace was steady enough to let things arrange themselves in relation to her rather than in response to her, and she noted the changes as they happened. Heads turned slightly, not in alarm but in adjustment, the way bodies recalibrated when something entered their peripheral vision and refused to disappear. A small dog across the street froze mid-sniff and looked away first, its owner shortening the lead without quite knowing why. A larger one stiffened, weight shifting back toward its handler as if it had misjudged the distance required. Roxy logged the corrections and continued.
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