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    For Norman

The best heroes are those who fight for others, no matter the cost.
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​A Small Favour
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The Blue Moon in the morning was dim and still, like it was sleeping off the night. Merry cradled a mug of synthetic coffee, the closest thing to real in Cowbridge and let the silence settle over her like a shield. The club was her refuge. The world outside had already burned once, and she’d walked away from the ashes. The silence here didn’t comfort her but at least it didn’t ask questions.

Wes, the day manager, glanced over with his usual amused curiosity. “I sometimes think you don’t sleep,” he said. 

Merry smiled. “That’s what the coffee is for,” she said. 

He gave her a look—half-joking, half-worried. “One of these nights, you’ll fall asleep standing up.”

“I don’t fall,” Merry said. Flat. 

Before Wes could reply, the door swung open. They both turned to see who’d be looking for a drink at this hour of the morning. Leanna stepped in, blinking at the sudden shift from the morning sunlight outside. Her gaze landed on Merry and she grinned, the expression lighting up her face.

“Wasn’t expecting you to still be here,” she said lightly, walking over to the bar. “Figured you’d have gone home hours ago and I’d just get to leave a message.”

“You’re in luck,” Merry said. “What message would you have left?”

Leanna looked at her quizzically. “What are you doing here at this hour?” she asked. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you sleep here.”

Wes choked back a laugh. 

Merry gave him a hard look and he raised his hands in mock surrender and moved over to the far side of the bar to begin checking the stock of the bottles there. Merry waited, then looked back at Leanna. “I do,” she said, keeping her tone carefully mild.

Leanna raised an eyebrow. “You sleep here?”

“Storeroom.”

Leanna blinked. “Seriously?”

Merry nodded.

“If it’s money -.”

“If it was, the stuff we sold from Dyn’s lockup would have sorted the issue,” Merry said mildly. “It’s not.” “Kevin moved that VR suite quick—we got our share.” She looked down at her mug. “I just don’t want to be anywhere else.”

Leanna opened her mouth, closed it again. There was a long moment of silence.

“What message would you have left?” Merry asked again, finishing her coffee. “If I had gone home, that is.”

Leanna blinked rapidly for a moment. “That I want to hire you,” she said. “I’ve got a trade in Newbridge. With an Outlander called Preston. Thought you might like to loom menacingly and keep things civil.”

A month ago, she’d have said no. No hesitation, no explanation. Stay quiet, stay off-grid. But Ethan had dragged her back into the light, and Leanna had made staying hidden feel like cowardice. She smiled. “When?”

“Tomorrow, a little after noon is when I’m meeting the contact,” Leanna said. 

Merry nodded. “All right,” she said. “How long are you expecting this to take?”

“An hour or two,” Leanna shrugged. 

Merry smiled. “Good,” she said. “I’ll not have to worry Damien again.”

“I’d not pass on another message,” Wes added, proving he was still listening to them, for all that he was at the far end of the bar. “I got enough grief last time.”

Leanna glanced sideways at Merry, a mischievous grin creeping across her face. “You know,” she said casually, “there’s a decent food stall a couple of streets from here. I’m thinking breakfast.”

Merry raised an eyebrow. “Breakfast?”

“Yeah, you know, that first meal of the day? I hear it’s good for you,” Leanna quipped, her grin widening. “Come on. My treat.”

“You don’t have to keep—”

“Ration packs and industrial sludge don’t count as food, Merry.”

Merry hesitated. Leanna saw it, but didn’t press.

“Fine,” Merry sighed. “But if you keep this up, I’ll feel guilty.”

“You, guilt?” Leanna snorted. “That’d be a first.”

Merry gave a brief laugh. “Fine,” she said, standing up. “Let me go and grab a couple of things, and then I’ll be right with you.”

Leanna nodded. 

Merry headed to her room. She didn’t expect trouble on Cowbridge’s morning streets. Still, habit was habit. She tucked her Little Joe crossbow and slingshot into her belt, then went to rejoin Leanna.

Cowbridge stirred like something hungover—streets slick from the night’s drizzle, neon signs still blinking nonsense. Rain streaked the walls like the city was trying to wash its face and failing. A few stragglers from the night before wandered aimlessly, their steps slow and uncertain, but most of the city was quiet. Merry walked beside Leanna, her boots clicking softly against the uneven ground.

The vendor’s cart was a haphazard contraption, cobbled together from scavenged parts and painted in garish colours that had long since faded. The smell of sizzling SMOP patties and cheap oil wafted through the air, blending with the faint metallic tang of the city. Single Molecule Organic Protein, an algae-based food substitute, textured and flavored to mimic the real thing. Some stalls worked magic with it. Others... not so much.

The vendor, an older man with a face like weathered leather, looked up as they approached.

“Morning,” he grunted. “What’ll it be?”

Leanna leaned against the cart, her easy smile already in place. “Two breakfast specials,” she said, sliding a handful of credit chips across the counter. “Extra sauce.”

Merry opened her mouth to protest, but Leanna silenced her with a look. “Don’t even start. You can buy next time.”

The vendor worked quickly, slapping together two sandwiches that barely held together under the weight of their contents. The smell was oddly enticing—crispy SMOP, fake eggs, and a mystery sauce that Merry decided was better left unidentified. He handed them over in waxy paper wrappers and Leanna passed one to Merry with a triumphant grin.

“There,” she said, unwrapping her own sandwich and taking a bite. “See? Actual food. Sort of.”

She examined the sandwich like it might explode. The sandwich tasted like salt, grease, and someone’s vague memory of spice. It wasn’t good. But it was warm. Real. A reminder of a world she didn’t want to miss, but did. She swallowed, giving Leanna a faint nod.

“It’s... edible,” she said.

Leanna laughed. “High praise coming from you.”

They moved away from the cart, eating as they walked. The streets began to stir with life, vendors setting up their stalls and early risers haggling over the day’s first deals. Merry glanced sideways at Leanna, who was tearing into her sandwich with a gusto that made Merry’s own cautious bites seem almost polite.

They reached the edge of the Fishponds Market just as they finished their sandwiches, tossing the wrappers into a nearby bin. 

“Let’s check in with Kevin. See if he’s found anything new on that card,” Leanna said casually. Too casually.

Merry raised an eyebrow. “You think it’s something?”

“I think Kevin looked nervous last time,” Leanna said. “That’s enough.”

Merry shrugged. “Sure,” she agreed. 

The Fishponds market buzzed with the kind of energy that only existed in places built on equal parts desperation and ingenuity. Makeshift stalls crowded together, spilling into narrow paths where vendors shouted over each other to hawk everything from outdated tech to hand-repaired cyberware. The air was thick with the scent of synthetic spices and the tang of machine oil.

A pair of men argued over a crate of scavenged tech, their voices rising above the din. Merry ignored them, her gaze sweeping the stalls for anything out of place.

Merry and Leanna wove through the chaos with practiced ease, their movements unhurried but purposeful. They reached Kevin’s stall at the far end of the market, tucked between a scavenger’s booth and a vendor selling dubious-looking batteries. His setup was cluttered, a controlled chaos of circuit boards, blinking monitors, and tools scattered across a rickety table. Kevin himself was hunched over a screen, muttering to himself as his fingers danced across a keyboard.

“Still talking to yourself, Kevin?” Leanna called out as they approached.

Kevin’s head shot up, his dark eyes narrowing behind smudged glasses. “Some of us have to keep ourselves entertained,” he replied, his tone dry. “What brings you two here so early? Don’t tell me you’ve got more junk for me to look at.”

Leanna grinned, pulling a small pouch from her jacket and tossing it onto the table. “Not more. The same. We wanted an update.”

Kevin snorted, but his curiosity got the better of him. He opened the pouch, pulling out the sleek, metallic credit card they’d found in Dyn’s storage unit. The embossed insignia caught the light, gleaming faintly.

“I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to carry this around,” he muttered, turning the card over in his hands. “You do know what this is, right?”

“Not really,” Merry said, crossing her arms. “That’s why we brought it to you.”

Kevin shot her an incredulous look. “It’s a Lethe card. Institute-grade clearance. You don’t just find these. You don't touch these. They ping satellites you can’t even see. You hold this? You’ve already broadcast a death wish.”

Kevin glared at the card like it might explode. He leaned in, voice rough with dread.

“You think the Orbitals are bad? They burn blocks and leave. But this...” He tapped the card, eyes wide. “This is Institute-level. You don't survive that.”

Leanna frowned. “Worse than Orbitals? Kevin, you’re being dramatic.”

Kevin leaned closer, his voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. “The Institute, Leanna. The bloody ghosts that step in when things get out of hand down here. You think they’re not watching for something like this? You think they don’t have people embedded in Cowbridge?” He shook his head, his voice rising slightly. “I’ve seen it happen. Someone gets their hands on tech like this, something that shouldn’t exist here... and then they disappear. No warning, no trial, no nothing.”

Merry’s gaze hardened, her expression unreadable. “Disappear how?”

Kevin scoffed bitterly. “How the hell should I know? One day, you’re there. The next, gone. And they don’t just take you. They take everyone around you. The whole block, if they’re feeling thorough.”

The tension in the stall thickened, Kevin’s words settling over them like a shroud. Merry’s jaw tightened, but she remained calm. “And the Institute would care about this card because...?”

Kevin’s laugh was dry and humourless. “Because it’s Orbital. The Institute exists to stop us from reaching them. To keep everything here down where it belongs. You think they’d let something like this slip through their fingers? This card is proof of a breach. If you activate it, you’re not just painting a target on your back—you’re handing it to them on a silver platter.”

Leanna glanced at Merry, the smile she’d been wearing slowly fading. “So, what? We’re supposed to destroy it? Pretend we never found it?”

Merry didn’t flinch, but the hairs on her neck rose. She’d heard whispers about the Institute. Everyone had. Most people dismissed them. The smart ones didn’t.

Kevin’s hands slammed down on the table, making the tools jump. “Yes! That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do! Burn it, bury it, drop it in the damn river—just get it away. Because if you don’t? The Orbitals might kill you quick. The Institute won’t. They’ll make sure you disappear in a way no one ever remembers your name.”

Leanna exchanged a glance with Merry, her expression unreadable. “Destroying it would be a waste,” she said quietly. “We’ll just keep it safe. Out of sight, out of mind.”

Kevin’s expression hardened, his usual sarcasm giving way to something colder. “You don’t get it, do you? It doesn’t matter if you use it. Just having it is enough to get you killed. And worse, it’ll get anyone near you killed, too.”

Leanna crossed her arms. “We’ve dealt with danger before.”

Kevin slammed his hands on the table, making the tools jump. “Not like this. You think you’re untouchable? You think the Orbitals are like Dyn or some lowlife gang you can scare off? They’ll burn this whole city to the ground just to make a point. You’re not just risking yourselves—you’re risking everyone around you. Me included.”

Leanna’s confidence faltered. “Kevin—”

“No.” He pointed a finger at her, his hand trembling slightly. “You don’t get to pull me into this. Whatever you two are tangled up in now, I want nothing to do with it. Don’t bring me any more tech. Don’t come to me for favours. Hell, don’t even say my name if you think someone’s listening.” He exhaled, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve got enough of my own problems.”

Leanna’s voice was quiet but firm. “You’ve always dealt with risk. What’s changed?”

Kevin leaned closer, his face pale. “The Orbitals and the Institute aren’t risk. They’re certainty. They don’t negotiate. They don’t forget. And they sure as hell don’t forgive.”

Leanna opened her mouth to protest, but Merry raised a hand, silencing her. “We understand,” Merry said evenly. She could understand why the man didn’t want to get tangled up with the Orbital Corporations. “We won’t come back.”

Kevin exhaled shakily. “Good. Because if I see you again, I’ll assume you’re already marked.”

He yanked a curtain closed across the stall, shutting them out like bad luck.

Merry picked up the card, sliding it back into the pouch and tucking it into her bag. “Take care, Kevin.”

No response. Just the curtain swaying like a warning flag and the weight of everything he hadn’t said.

Leanna hesitated, her usual bravado muted, before following Merry out of the stall and into the chaos of the market.

They walked in silence for a while, the noise of the market fading into the background. Finally, Leanna broke the quiet.

“Well,” she said, forcing a laugh that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Guess Kevin’s off the Christmas list.”

Merry didn’t smile. “He’s not wrong.”

Leanna glanced sideways at her, a flicker of doubt crossing her face. “You’re seriously worried about this?”

Merry’s expression was unreadable. “We keep the card hidden. We don’t use it. But we also don’t underestimate what it could bring down on us if we’re not careful.”

Leanna sighed, running a hand through her hair. “You know, for someone who supposedly doesn’t have friends, you’re awfully good at making people want to run away screaming.”

Merry gave her a sidelong glance. “You’re still here.”

“Yeah,” Leanna said with a wry grin. “Guess I’m just too stubborn to know better.”

Merry didn’t flinch, but Kevin’s words gnawed at her. She didn’t believe in ghosts, but the Institute’s reach had always been more than rumour. Even so, there was no sense in letting fear dictate her choices now. They walked on. The market hummed around them, but the warning clung like static in the air, a warning of a distant storm.
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​The Last Cup
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At eleven the following morning, Merry stood just outside Cowbridge Station, her back to the wall as she waited for Leanna. The morning sun caught the steel-and-glass facade, bouncing off muted signage and utilitarian lines. A handful of commuters passed by, their expressions harried, clutching bags and coffee cups as they hurried to their destinations.

Leanna arrived a few minutes later, her bag slung casually over one shoulder. Her pale brown hair, styled into a soft mohawk, gleamed faintly in the light. She offered Merry a lopsided grin as she approached.

“Morning,” she said cheerfully. “Please tell me you didn’t get here early.”

“No,” Merry replied. “I got here on time.”

Inside, the station buzzed with quiet efficiency. The walls were a neutral grey, the only splashes of colour coming from digital boards displaying train schedules. The hum of the machines filled the space, mingling with the faint murmur of passengers and the hiss of distant train brakes.

Leanna stepped up to the nearest machine, her ID card in hand. She scanned it, selected a return ticket to Newbridge, and waited as the machine processed the transaction. The ticket slid out with a faint click and she grabbed it, stepping aside to let Merry take her turn.

Merry approached the machine, sliding her ID - Meredith Tamlin. A name she wore like armour. Mary Whistler had died with Ireland. She selected the same route, paying with a few clipped movements. The machine dispensed her ticket, which she slipped into her pocket before turning back to Leanna.

“You ready?” she asked.

Leanna grinned. “Always.”

They moved through the automated gates, scanning their tickets before stepping onto the platform. The air smelled faintly of oil and damp concrete, mingling with the distant roar of an approaching train. Merry scanned the area, her eyes sharp as she took in the handful of other passengers waiting alongside them.

“You know,” Leanna said, leaning against a pillar, “you could at least pretend to relax. It’s not like we’re walking into a war zone.”

“Not yet,” Merry replied, her tone flat.

Leanna grinned. “God, you’re cheerful in the mornings.”

The train screeched into the station, its exterior battered and streaked with grime. They waited for the few disembarking passengers to clear before boarding, finding seats near the rear of the carriage where the windows were less fogged.

“You’re sure this Preston can be trusted?” Merry asked as the train jolted into motion.

Leanna shrugged, slouching comfortably into her seat. “Trust is a stretch. But he’s reliable. I’ve worked with him before and he’s not the type to get greedy.”

“Reliable doesn’t mean safe,” Merry said, her gaze fixed on the cityscape sliding past the window.

“Which is why I brought you,” Leanna said with a grin. “You’re my safety net.”

Merry didn’t respond, though the faintest flicker of a smile tugged at her lips.

As the train screeched to a halt, Merry stepped onto the platform and into the thick weight of neglect. The air was damp, heavy with mildew and burnt circuitry, the walls stained with a grime that had settled in for good.

The digital boards hung crookedly, their screens glitching and stuttering with outdated information. A handful of passengers milled about, their movements marked by a cautious wariness. Most avoided making eye contact, their shoulders hunched as if bracing against unseen threats.

Above all, the noise was different. Cowbridge had been marked by the quiet efficiency of a system that worked. Newbridge was filled with the clatter of malfunctioning machines, the occasional sharp bark of frustration from a passenger trying to scan a faulty ticket, and the low murmur of hurried conversations that spoke of people trying to move through unnoticed.

“Charming,” Leanna said dryly, her gaze sweeping the station.

Merry’s eyes narrowed as she scanned their surroundings. “Keep your bag close,” she said. “Places like this attract scavengers.”

Leanna adjusted her strap, her grin widening. “What, you think someone’s going to rob me? They’d be welcome to try.”

Merry didn’t respond, but her gaze lingered on a group of men loitering near the edge of the platform, their eyes flicking toward arriving passengers with a predatory air. She nudged Leanna forward, steering her toward the exit.

At the top of the stairs, a pair of children crouched by the wall, their hands darting into pockets as they pretended to play. One glanced at Leanna’s bag before catching her sharp glare and retreating into the shadows.

As they climbed the stairs out of the station, the disrepair only worsened. The walls were covered in layers of graffiti, some faded into near illegibility, others freshly sprayed in vivid neon colours that glowed faintly in the dim light.

“You’ve got to love the ambiance,” Leanna said, her tone light but her eyes sharp as she took in the surroundings.

“It’s a different world,” Merry said quietly, her voice laced with an edge of caution.

Leanna shook her head. “Nope,” she said brightly. “Just a different District. One that holds Nexus processing plants and isn’t as heavily invested in by UPaL as Cowbridge. Come on. Let’s get to The Last Cup and see if Preston’s beaten us there.”

“The Last Cup?” Merry said mildly. 

Leanna grinned. “Great branding.”

“Great epitaph,” Merry muttered.

“You’re in a bleak mood,” Leanna observed. 

“You hired me as a bodyguard,” Merry said. “That forces me to think of dangers.”

Leanna rolled her eyes, her grin widening as she led the way down the station’s steps and into the streets of Newbridge. “You think of dangers even when no one hires you,” she quipped. “It’s part of your charm.”

Merry didn’t respond, her gaze scanning the surroundings as they walked. Newbridge was a stark contrast to Cowbridge. The towering industrial spires loomed closer here, their skeletal frames of scaffolding and rusting metal casting jagged shadows over the streets. The air carried a tang of iron and faint chemicals, undercut by the scent of frying oil and SMOP wafting from food carts.

The streets themselves were narrower, crowded with hastily constructed buildings that leaned precariously against one another, creating a maze of alleys and dead ends. People moved with a nervous energy, their gazes darting as if they expected trouble to emerge at any moment. It wasn’t the kind of place where someone lingered without purpose.

The alleys were filled with detritus: broken drones, discarded synth-food wrappers, and the occasional glint of a syringe. A shadow shifted ahead, too quick to track, and Merry’s hand brushed her crossbow instinctively.

“I get why Preston picked this District,” Merry said, her tone low as her eyes darted to a group of men loitering near a corner, their conversation halting as Leanna and Merry passed.

“Neutral ground,” Leanna replied, her voice equally soft but unconcerned. “Too dangerous for anyone to try pulling a stunt here. Even Public Security doesn’t like venturing into Newbridge unless they absolutely have to.”

“Comforting,” Merry muttered. Her fingers brushed the hilt of her Little Joe crossbow, tucked neatly at her side, but she didn’t draw it. Not yet.

As they turned a corner, the café came into view. The Last Cup was a squat, unassuming building wedged between a repair shop and what looked like an illegal pawn operation. Its flickering neon sign displayed the name in bold English letters, a faint outline of a coffee cup beside it. Someone had spray-painted graffiti along the side of the building—rough letters that read “Nexus eats souls.”

Leanna pointed at the sign with a flourish. “See? Great branding. You’ve got to appreciate the flair.”

“Flair isn’t what I’m looking for in a café,” Merry replied, but she followed Leanna toward the door anyway. She paused for a moment before stepping inside, her gaze sweeping over the narrow street one last time. Nothing seemed out of place, but her instincts told her to stay sharp.

The café’s interior was dimly lit, with mismatched furniture arranged haphazardly and a lingering smell of burnt coffee beans. A handful of patrons occupied the tables, hunched over cups of synth-coffee or quietly murmuring to each other. In the back corner, a man sat alone, his face partially obscured by a hood. He raised his head slightly as they entered, his eyes narrowing before softening in recognition.

“There’s Preston,” Leanna said brightly, nudging Merry forward. “Let’s not keep him waiting.”

Preston leaned back in his chair as they approached, dropping his hood, the faint creak of worn leather audible even over the low murmur of the café. His jacket was patched with studs and faded band logos, his neon-streaked hair spiked upward in a mess of chaotic precision. A chain hung from his belt, clinking softly as he shifted and his boots were battered but polished, their steel toes catching the dim light.

Leanna greeted him with a warm smile. “Preston,” she said, pulling out a chair and sitting down opposite him without hesitation. “Looking as striking as ever.”

Preston smirked, his eyes flicking briefly to Merry as she took a slower, more measured seat beside Leanna. “I aim to please,” he said, his voice carrying a lazy confidence. “And this must be your muscle.”

Merry’s expression remained unreadable as she took in the details of his appearance. The leather, the chains, the bold splashes of colour—it all screamed attention-seeker. To her, it was the sort of thing that drew unnecessary eyes and announced a person’s presence long before they arrived. She’d already decided she didn’t like him.

“And you must be the reason muscle is needed,” she said. 

“Merry,” Leanna said, gesturing between them. “This is Preston. Preston, Merry.”

Preston gave Merry a once-over, his smile deepening. “You didn’t mention she’d be so... intense.”

Merry met his gaze with cool detachment, her voice as sharp as her glare. “And you didn’t mention your contact would look like a failed audition for a retro punk revival.”

Preston laughed, the sound low and unbothered. “I like her,” he said to Leanna. “You’ve got good taste.”

Leanna grinned, though she shot Merry a subtle warning glance before turning back to Preston. “She’s not here for a personality contest, Preston. Let’s keep things professional.”

“Professional?” Preston said, his laugh morphing into a grin. “Oh, I’m nothing if not professional.”

Merry leaned back in her chair, her arms crossed. “Professional doesn’t usually involve looking like you’re trying to outshine a neon sign.”

Preston’s grin widened. “And here I thought you’d appreciate the effort. But fine. If we’re skipping the pleasantries, let’s talk business.”

He reached down and produced a large canvas bag sat on the table in front of him, its seams strained by the bulk of its contents. The bag was patched and frayed, a testament to years of hard use, and Merry could already see the corners of faded boxes and exposed wires poking through the fabric.

Leanna smiled when she saw it. “You always bring the most interesting haul.”

Preston chuckled, his neon-streaked hair catching the dim light. “You know me, Leanna,” he said, his voice laced with smugness. “I like to keep things exciting. Thought you’d appreciate a little variety this time.”

Merry took the seat beside Leanna, her eyes narrowing as she examined the bag. “That’s your haul?” she asked, her tone clipped. “Looks like you’ve been dumpster diving.”

Preston’s grin widened. “Not everyone can shop at Orbital outlets,” he quipped, tapping the bag. “Treasure’s found where you look for it.”

Merry went very still. Her voice, when it came, was low and sharp, the calm before a storm. “You think I shop at Orbital-run stores?”

Preston, oblivious to the shift in tone, shrugged casually. “Well, you’re in the city, aren’t you? Guess I figured—”

“You figured wrong.” Merry snapped. Her pulse thudded once, loud in her ears. After Ireland, there were some things you didn’t joke about. She’d starve before she put a penny in their coffers. After what they’d done to Ireland—what they’d taken—there was no coming back from that. Her hands, resting on the table, were deceptively relaxed, but she caught Leanna’s worried glance anyway. 

Preston raised his hands in mock surrender, his humour faltering. “Okay, okay. No need to bite my head off. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“You should think before you open your mouth next time,” Merry snapped, her gaze piercing. “Because where I come from, siding with them gets you a lot worse than a sharp word.”

Leanna, sensing the conversation spiraling, placed a calming hand on Merry’s arm. “All right, let’s not make a scene. Preston’s here to trade, not argue philosophy.”

Merry leaned back, forcing herself to breathe. Letting Preston get under her skin was a mistake. She was here to keep Leanna safe, not argue about ethics.

Preston, clearly eager to shift the focus, gestured to the bag. “Look, no offense intended. Just here to deliver the goods.” He glanced at Leanna, who nodded for him to continue. “Let’s talk money.”

Preston pushed the bag across the table, the worn fabric snagging slightly on the rough wood. “All right,” he said, leaning back with a lazy grin. “Take a look. You’ll see I’m offering quality here. I pulled most of this from a ghost site a few weeks back.”

Merry’s eyes snapped up. “You went into a ghost zone?”

He smiled. “I like my odds.”

Leanna unzipped the bag with care, revealing a chaotic jumble of items inside. She began pulling out pieces one by one, appraising each as she placed them on the table.
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