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The Hammer and the Goat

The Hammer that Walks wakes up, her mouth dry. It is often that way after the dreams come. The Hammer’s dreams are not the same as other people’s, more like memories viewed over and over. A silver-green face stretched wide, split by horns, a stub-winged shadow that looms over her, holding her fears in one hand, her anger in the other, making them one.

Making her.

It is true to say that she has not seen the Usurper for almost a year now, but it is also true to say that she sees the Usurper every day. That its imprint is seared so deeply into her essence that she cannot help but see it whenever she closes her eyes.

Sweating, she tries to sit up. Underneath fresh bandages, scabs pull tight on her skin, blotches of brown marking her flesh from collarbone to toe, freshly plugged holes where rivets once sat. She is not used to feeling weak, does not like it. As with most obstacles, the Hammer tries to fight, growling at her new opponent: herself.

The struggle is brief, painful, but at the end of it the Hammer is upright. She paws the area immediately around her, growing more frantic until her thick fingers find the coin.

Aware of the tremble in her limbs, the Hammer moves carefully, curling her right index finger as if there were a gun in her hand, invisible, and placing the coin on top. She touches her thumbnail to the underside of her finger, and makes some final adjustments. Fixated on her work, she does not notice the tip of her tongue peeking between lips.

The coin is tossed and the Hammer looks up, hopeful. It wobbles as it spins, humming softly. She cannot make it sing the way the man does but even the hint of song is enough to bring her blunt teeth out of hiding.

For the few moments it is airborne and alive, the coin distracts her, and the Usurper’s presence feels further away. Three blinks of relief before it lands, smacking softly into her palm.

Then, almost immediately, the sense of rage returns, knotting muscles in her shoulders. Quickly, she places the coin on her finger, tossing it, watching, enraptured, savouring each second of distraction before catching it, tossing it again.

Her lack of finesse begins to irk, the coin not quite resonant enough to satisfy. Movements become more hurried, the need to make song all-consuming.

But the Hammer is tired. The coin slips through her green fingers like water, clattering on the floor.

The Hammer hangs her head and moans. The man can make the coins sing. He should be here! The one called Harm with soft voice and softer bones should be here too. They claim to be her friends but they have left her here, alone.

An indignant bleat makes her look up.

The Hammer is not alone. The goat remains, watching her with dark eyes, uncharacte‌ristically kind.

‘Goat,’ says the Hammer.

The goat trots forward, allowing the Hammer to stroke her flank. The two share a little food and some water, provisions left by the two men. Are they truly friends, she wonders, then shakes her head. They will not come back.

The room she sits in is sparsely furnished, with a dusty, curving window, a puffy plasglass blister on the side of the ageing tower. There are many rooms identical in size and shape to hers, the people that lived here evicted by oversized rats and tainted spiders, skin-hungry.

Aside from provisions and the smell of the Hammer’s blood, the room has few possessions. The Hammer’s armour is stacked in a corner. It needs cleaning and reworking, and a new way to hold to her body. A scowl develops on the Hammer’s face, an indicator of thought. Plans to manipulate the shape of the plates form in her brain while her hands make fists, clenching around the handles of tools she does not have.

Unimpressed with this display, the goat walks to the door.

‘Goat.’

The goat turns her head to look round.

‘No.’

The goat bleats.

‘Goat, no.’

The goat snorts and trots out of the room.

‘Goat, no!’ she says again.

But the goat is gone.

The Hammer sits back, suddenly too tired to argue, too tired to fight. Eyes close and though she does not sleep, the image of the Usurper’s face is waiting for her, as always, with knife-edged memories, keen to cut.

She is a child again, hiding in the basement. It is not like before. Normally there are only a few of them, given work when it suits the owners.

The owners do not like her. They call her names, saying she is stubborn and stupid. Then they beat her. But the child knows she is not stupid. In fact, it is her intelligence they try to smother with their threats. They have a role prepared for her that demands she not think too much.

She is stubborn however, undeniably stubborn.

So when the other children, the ones with the colourful clothes come to join them, she says, ‘Why?’

And when the owners shush her and tell her to keep quiet, she asks, ‘Why?’

And when they slap her face: ‘Why?’

Even when they give up, worried looks going to the ceiling, she asks them.

No answers are given, most of the owners vanishing into the world where two suns light the sky, the red and gold far more preferable to the dusty lamp and its weak yellow pallor.

She watches the adults go, leaving the two groups of children behind, and considers their flight a victory.

Time passes, the new arrivals bringing a sense of novelty as they cluster together, the older ones hugging the younger.

She folds her arms, making it clear that she does not need any hugs. She is four years old for suns’ sake. Pride tilts her chin, taking her gaze above the ones huddling, rabbit-like, to the older children. They are of far more interest than the little ones. Soon, she thinks, they will see her bravery and come and talk to her.

The pose is held for a while, the desire to not be lonely outweighing the need to sit down.

Nobody comes but being ignored has its advantages. The older children talk of things above, interesting things. Many of the words are unknown to her but she savours the sound of them nonetheless: ‘Breach … Enlisting … Contact … Catastrophic … Annihilation … Mutation …’

The next part she understands too well.

‘What are you staring at?’

The question comes from a boy with wide-set eyes and a nose like a blob of glue. He is large: she thinks he must have reached nine years at least, possibly even twenty-seven. Never one for messing around, she answers truthfully. ‘You.’

‘Well stop it, alright? I got enough to worry about without a stupid kid like you getting in my face.’

‘No.’

‘No?’ He pushes her backwards, making arms fly out to either side, an impotent flap that does nothing to stop bottom hitting floor, hard.

Her face creases, not in tears, she has not shed any of those since she was three, but in anger. She gets up to find the boy has already turned his back to her, saying something to another boy about a fire.

‘No,’ she says, pushing him. He does not go far but the one step bumps two heads together, making both boys call out in pain.

The child shakes her head at him as he whirls round.

‘Right,’ he says, rubbing at an already swelling lip. ‘That’s it!’

She is pushed over a second time, then kicked. The boy seems keen to do more but the second boy intervenes. ‘Don’t mark her, dad’ll be angry if you mark her.’

‘Who’s going to notice one girl with what’s going on?’

The second boy grabs the first, looking very serious. ‘My dad.’

‘Fine,’ mutters the first, spitting at her instead of kicking, before allowing himself to be led away.

She waits on the ground a while this time, hugging the hurt in her belly until the raging fades to a dull ache. A few tears are blinked away and the child is happy none spill onto her cheeks. It only counts as crying when other people can see, this she knows.

Something thuds on the ceiling above, something heavy. Several of the babies start to wail, the children looking after them covering their mouths, hurried. A couple cry out in surprise, only to be hissed quiet by the others.

Sure that nobody is looking at her anymore, the child gets up.

A few seconds pass and the room begins to relax, relieved looks passing from one young face to another.

Then, as if waiting for them to let their guard down, there comes a sound from above, a rending shriek of metal. Massive hands punch through the ceiling, swollen silver fingers tipped with hooked claws, glistening, green.

This time, everyone screams. 

The hands withdraw and a face appears. Once a thing of awe and beauty, it has been stretched monstrous by the Usurper’s presence. The possessing infernal forcing Gamma’s body into new shapes to accommodate its essence.

The face pulls back and the hands return, widening the hole.

With nowhere to go, children run in pointless circles, screaming at the walls, at each other.

Except for one child. She does not run. Unlike the others, she already understands that running will not help.

The Usurper drops into the basement and wastes no time, reaching out with a long arm to grab a girl by her head. It would be a small matter for it to squeeze, ending the girl instantly but it does not. Instead the massive infernal, the Usurper, known also as Ammag and Green Sun, tilts its horned head, watching.

The child also watches.

And soon there is something to see. For an invisible aura wafts constant from the Usurper, called the taint. While the taint itself cannot be seen, it changes anything it comes into contact with, twisting and mutating. In seconds, the girl dangling from the end of its arm begins to shift, skin going pale, then green, veins rising over her body. Muscles swell like balloons, tearing where the strain is too much, and bones stretch to adult size and beyond.

When the Usurper lets her go, there is no girl that the child recognises, a newborn monster in her place.

The screaming of the other children changes pitch in appreciation of the spectacle, becoming frenzied, frantic.

Around and around the Usurper goes, tagging children, making them into half-breeds, their souls no longer fully human. The transformation takes a harder toll on some than others, but all survive, a growing gaggle of Usurperkin.

Through it all, the child does not run. Despite the strangeness of it, she recognises this for what it is, that she is changing one set of owners for another. And when her turn comes, she is waiting, and she is angry.

The Usurper looms over her, its small wings flickering with pleasure.

She glares up at it, hands on hips and asks a question: ‘Why?’

The Usurper’s clawed hand catches her face, puncturing it under the chin and behind one ear. Essence flares like a thin mist from its nostrils, reaching out, infecting, an answer of sorts.

The child begins to change.

Forcing her eyes open again, the Hammer picks up the coin, tossing it repeatedly until breath becomes regular. She squeezes it in a massive fist, focusing on the reassuring feel of metal.

Calm again, it becomes clear that something is wrong. ‘Goat?’

A quick study of the room reveals nothing. She calls louder this time but there is no answering bleat. This in itself does not mean anything, as the goat does not always deign to answer, but the Hammer’s face folds into a scowl.

She waits a while, picks at some more food, managing to smear nutrient jelly on both cheeks. Some water is drunk, the coin is tossed a few more times, dropped once.

She stops. ‘Goat?’ Her head is tipped to one side, listening. There are deep voiced squeaks and the whisper of small feet on smooth walls, but no goats.

With a grunt, she gets up. There is some pain but she is used to pain. Her wounds have already started healing but the feeling of weakness remains. Even infernally blessed bodies need time to recover. She knows she should wait, rest. Harm and the man said so. She looks at the dust collecting, fuzzy, on each chunk of the broken door. Hoof prints have been captured there. ‘Goat?’

Ignoring the way the world seems to wobble slightly with each movement, the Hammer walks out of the room. It is the first time she has been without her armour in years.

Outside, the air is cool, tickling exposed skin. She stretches out her arms, letting it play under armpits and across gaps in her wiggling fingers.

People toil in the circular gardens on either side of her. Little dots in bigger ones, working hard for a sickly harvest. The sight of the Hammer, blood-smeared, bandaged, makes them stare.

The Hammer stares back at them, and instantly, the people are working again.

She wanders to the nearest set of plants. It does not take long to find one with a bald patch. The Hammer nods to herself. ‘Goat.’

Another butchered stalk is found nearby. She nods a second time, following the trail.

Further ahead a man is staring at something in the ground. Whitened knuckles squeeze the handle of a gardening tool that is held the wrong way up, turning it from a device to tend the earth into a blunt instrument. Oblivious of the Hammer’s approach, he shakes his head, one hand tugging at his beard. ‘My dazzlefruit … it was perfect … gone … all of it gone.’

‘Heh. Goat.’ She gives the man a gentle slap on the back, catapulting him into the muddy remains of his plants. He splutters something, spits, but when he whirls towards her, any insults die on his lips.

‘Ah,’ says the Hammer, raising open hands. ‘You soft.’

A few scattered hoof-prints suggest the goat has run rather than walked away. The Hammer examines them, sees that they point towards another set of thick towers, and walks on, leaving the man to languish where he is.

She finds more gardens, these ones filled with a failing crop. Old pipes rise in the middle of each one, the water they used to share reduced to a dribble, then to rust. The locals tend to them anyway, every last resource needed from all of the surrounding villages to satisfy Slake’s collectors. Like the goat, the factory-city is always hungry.

At some point she loses the trail and is reduced to meandering from one tower to the next. The red sun is directly overhead, the gold moving to join it, one of her shadows chasing the other, like hands on a clock. It is getting hot. The Hammer is getting thirsty. Her cool room, with its meagre rations seems suddenly appealing.

She is considering turning back when another sign presents itself: fresh droppings deposited in a doorway, already stepped in several times.

She points at them, grinning. ‘Goat!’

At the edge of the village now, the Hammer considers the possible places the goat could have wandered to. Shells of broken vehicles moulder in the landscape, offering shelter. A copse of trees, discoloured by disease, is not far either. Then there is one of the struts that once supported the rings that orbited Slake, connecting the villages together.

She has to squint against the sunslight but there appears to be a familiar silhouette balancing on top of the strut, stable where it should be precarious.

The Hammer lumbers towards it, her bounding gait more restrained than usual. Partway there, old instincts warn of something else, something watching. The horizon is given a quick look, as are several nearby clumps of earth. Nothing else presents itself. As she nears her destination, she hears the sound of crying.

A boy, no more than ten years old, stands in the shadows of the strut, clutching his chest. Wheezy sobs escape from his mouth. The taint has touched him but lightly, making the hair on his arms thick and curly, like a thousand baby spider legs waving in the breeze. The effect is enhanced by a roughly shaved head and face. An old vest is worn, and trousers rolled thickly at the ankles.

He is watching the goat, hateful.

The goat is ignoring him.

Such is the boy’s anger that the Hammer gets quite close before she is noticed.

‘Why cry?’ she asks.

The boy leans back to look at her properly. An expression of surprise flits over his stubbly face, followed quickly by fear.

‘No kill you,’ adds the Hammer.

The fear melts a little, not going away completely but hovering close by in case it is needed. The boy points a bitter finger at the goat. ‘It kicked me!’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. I was only playing with its ear.’

The Hammer grunts in understanding. ‘Fair.’

‘No it isn’t!’ says the boy.

In answer the Hammer takes the boy’s ear between thumb and finger and tugs it, gentle. ‘I play.’ The boy screams. ‘You like?’

‘Oww! Stop it, stop it, please!’

She lets go. ‘See?’

The boy rubs at his ear. ‘Yes.’

‘Next time,’ she points at the goat, ‘bring food.’

‘Okay.’ 

She touches her ear. ‘No pulling.’

The boy sniffs. ‘Okay. Who are you? My name is Dal but my brothers call me Dally.’

The Hammer nods. ‘I Hammer.’

Dally’s eyes go extra wide. ‘You’re the Hammer that Walks!’ He takes a few steps back.

The Hammer scowls. ‘Where home?’

Dally points at some faraway towers. ‘Over there. I haven’t come this far before but I wanted to stroke the goat.’

‘Go home.’

‘I will. Where are you going?’

She points back towards her own tower. ‘There. Sleep.’

Dally waves and begins to scurry off. As soon as he has moved away the goat hops down from the strut and comes to the Hammer’s side.

They only manage a few paces before the goat stops, her head raising sharply. The Hammer rests a hand, comforting, on her back. Something isn’t right.

A shape unpeels itself from behind the carcass of one of the old carriages. A human body wrapped in a cloak that bulges with inhuman additions. One of the half-alive from Wonderland, scavenging for living parts.

Most know better than to steal direct from the villages. They are the property of Slake, and Slake is the property of the Uncivil. Though the infernal is ambivalent about the actual people that live there, she is careful to protect the feeding processes. For Wonderland to create its marvels, it requires the factories of Slake, and for Slake to function, the villages must remain productive.

A lone boy however, taken from outside the Uncivil’s protections is a different matter entirely.

The goat takes one look at the alien shape and bolts. The Hammer sees it looming over Dally, a new master threatening to break or destroy.

She runs, one step, two, a bound, a short leap, each one that follows sailing her a little further, a little higher.

When she catches up with the robed figure, she is coming from above, her shadows eclipsing those below, out-looming the loomer.

At the last moment it senses her approach, looking up. There is a glimpse of a puffy scar-riddled face, the sound of tearing fabric as its additional limbs start to extend, and then her fist is coming down, all of her strength and momentum behind it.

Neither true infernals or true half-breeds, the half-alive are humans augmented by the Uncivil and her Necroneers. In some, dead limbs are grafted to living tissue and animated with inert essence. In others, failing muscles are rejuvenated, bones replaced. It is said that if one can gain the Uncivil’s favour that endless life is possible.

The Hammer’s fists have little respect for such life. While the Usurper has made her a thing of strength, the Uncivil creates brittle things tenderly tied with essence. It is a simple matter for her to pull them loose.

There is a flurry of activity, the Hammer’s fist cracks against the half-alive’s skull, her knee driving it to the floor beneath her. In response, the half-alive’s extra arms, bone-bladed, thrust for the Hammer’s head. She catches each as they come, tearing them free with ease and tossing them over her shoulder. The original body parts do not fare much better under her care.

Seconds later the half-alive is fully dead and the Hammer is standing up.

Dally is watching her, his eyes so large they threaten to pop. His body shakes for a moment, his jaw quivering, then: ‘Wow! That was amazing! That was the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen! Wow!’

The Hammer shrugs. ‘Weak.’

‘Not to me! I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you.’

He is impressed with her. Why? It was nothing, it means nothing. And more than this, the sense of hollow victory is familiar, tickling memories.

As adrenaline fades, the Hammer sinks to one knee, her injuries demanding their due. She takes a moment, closing her eyes, and though she does not want to, she remembers.

The first days after she was changed into a Usurperkin are a blur of movement and violence. As the Usurper travels the fringes of its domain, it creates new Usurperkin and though a few flee in horror, most stay, embracing their new power and bowing to the Usurper’s majesty.

They travel together, a growing horde, fighting anything that comes their way, showing off, doing all they can to impress their infernal master.

Of them all, the Hammer that Walks is the Usurper’s favourite. She is bigger than the others, stronger, sharing a link with the infernal that the others envy. Already, she is called Usurper’s Daughter and is allowed to walk at its side where others follow behind.

They are children in the bodies of monsters, pumped full of rage and hate, freed of rules and set loose on a broken world.

All of them have new names now. One of the strongest is called Knuckle but she remembers that once, in another life, he was just a boy and that he hurt her.

He is standing with a group of Usurperkin in the ruins of a settlement that none of them have bothered to learn the name of. There is little point, such details are rendered irrelevant from the moment they arrive.

She is taller than him now, easily able to reach his shoulder to tap it.

He turns, it is the first time they have been so close since the day in the basement. Like her, he has been changed, his body thickened and swollen, potent muscles twitching under skin turned green. His face has altered less than the rest of him, the features bigger but still recognisably, shockingly human. Though the nose is now a different colour it has the same blobby shape.

Any concern Knuckle has for personal safety is swept under pride. His chest expands as his fists move to rest on hips. ‘What?’ he growls.

She takes a moment to enjoy the fact that she can see the top of his head. Knuckle lets his hair grow wild, the dark locks already hiding his eyebrows.

He raises himself to his full height, not quite on tiptoes but not far off. Their eyes are almost level now. ‘What is it?’

‘No.’

‘No?’ he asks.

‘No,’ she replies, striking him squarely in the face.

This time, he moves more than a step away, staggering several feet before managing to regain his balance.

Despite the shock, the outrage, something in Knuckle’s nature exalts in the moment and the fight that it heralds.

The Hammer is no different.

If they didn’t hate each other so much, they might smile.

He knows she is the stronger, he knows she is faster. The Hammer knows it too. Knuckle fights anyway, because he has to, because he wants to and because, in the moment that they engage there is a feeling that anything is possible.

No subtlety is brought to the fight, both combatants so eager to hurt the other that neither bother to defend themselves. Blows are exchanged.

The Hammer feels his fist connect with her gut, then her cheek, jarring teeth. It hurts, but no more than her old beatings used to. It is nothing to fear.

Her fist is a different matter. It is wrecking ball to the masonry of Knuckle’s face. He roars with anger before throwing himself at her.

Bodies crash together and the two giant Usurperkin fall to the ground. Fat veins rise along arms and necks and temples, standing purple and proud. Knuckle begins on top, trying to pin the Hammer’s hands with his own.

He establishes a hold, snarls a smile.

She gives him a bloody one in return and begins to push back, forcing him to watch as his arms move slowly upwards, her own inching off the floor, overmatching his power and bodyweight and gravity with sheer strength.

The Hammer swings Knuckle off her, reversing their roles. She pins his wrists in one of her huge hands, cupping his head with the other.

He bucks and kicks, trying to dislodge her. Rage still drives him rather than fear but it has a desperate edge now.

She places her thumb over his right eye.

Another Usurperkin, one of Knuckle’s group, has moved alongside her. He does not interfere, does not dare, but he does speak. ‘Don’t kill him.’

The Hammer nearly laughs. That is exactly what she intends to do. She presses her thumb down, feeling the soft jelly begin to bend underneath it.

‘Don’t!’

Ignoring the thrashing body beneath her, the Hammer looks round. ‘Why?’

The other Usurperkin seems lost for words. He is not as big as her, not even as big as Knuckle. She does not know his name. She doubts the Usurper even notices him.

Unimpressed, the Hammer returns to her opponent. She takes her time, feeling the need to make Knuckle suffer. She does not understand this need but then, in the Hammer’s life, understanding is not required.

The resistance grows slowly under her thumb and Knuckle begins to scream properly now. It annoys her, the screaming; she wants to hear the sound his eyeball will make when it pops.

Her thumb slides deeper into Knuckle’s skull and she realises she has missed it. A sense of anticlimax takes her then. It is only a slight press further and Knuckle will be dead but she does not feel the thrill she expected.

Somehow, the other Usurperkin has interfered and ruined her fun. It is not supposed to be like this. She wants to hear the pop!

She looks at Knuckle. Watery blood runs down the side of his face, thicker blood bubbles from his nose. His remaining eye has become animal, terrified. The sight repulses her.

Releasing him, she stands up, wanting to be elsewhere, anywhere.

The other Usurperkin nods his thanks to her as she goes.

This is a mistake.

Rage flies back into her body, surging from brain to fist in an instant. He crumples around her arm, enabling her to bring her other fist down on the back of his head. There is a crack, satisfying, and then he is supine in the dust.

It would be easy to do more, to crush him beneath her feet, but the Hammer walks away, unsure why this victory has been so joyless.

An insistent finger brings her back to the present, prodding skin, still tender. The Hammer opens her eyes and growls at Dally. ‘No.’

The boy and his finger retreat quickly. ‘Sorry. You’d stopped moving for so long I thought you were dead.’

The Hammer rubs at her face. ‘Not long.’

‘It was. One moment you were talking and then you just stopped. For,’ he lets the beginning of the word drag out for emphasis, ‘aaaaaages.’

‘No!’

Dally seems ready to argue the point but a look from the Hammer changes his mind. ‘What now?’

She points at him. ‘Go home.’

Disappointment claims his face but he nods and turns away, feet dragging, slow.

The Hammer pushes herself up and looks around. The surrounding area appears quiet. ‘Goat?’

‘Your goat’s gone,’ says Dally, suddenly at her side again.

‘Where?’

‘Umm …’ Vaguely, he points. ‘… That way. I could help you find it, if you want?’

‘Why?’

‘Why what?’

‘Why help?’

‘You saved me from getting harvested by that half-alive!’

The Hammer considers this, grunts.

Dally beams and the two set off together.

Villages are left further behind, the goat’s trail taking them off beaten pathways and broken roads, where grasses grow unkempt, and the ground beneath is riddled with loose stones, treacherous.

Neither talk much. The Hammer is too tired and Dally too wary. He spends most of the time watching her out of the corner of his eye, and trying to stand taller. Arms are held out from the body, but instead of making the boy appear bigger, it underscores scrawny arms and oversized clothes.

The Hammer doesn’t notice. She is too busy worrying about the goat and feeling the strain on her still-healing wounds. She should be resting, not wandering out here, armour-less and weak. Fatigue and pain shorten an already short temper, each step accompanied with a soft growl.

Dally puts an extra few feet between them, suddenly happy to be small again.

A lone tree juts out ahead, defiant. The trunk is gnarly and twisted, the leaves fat and covered in yellow moss. Nestled within the upper branches is an old woman, her skin blending with the bark, her hair with the spiderwebs, glistening, decorative.

Dally comes to a stop, urging the Hammer to do the same. ‘We should go round.’

‘Why?’

His voice takes on an edge of awe as he repeats words said to him by others. ‘That’s the Woven Woman. The spiders made her and the spiders feed her.’

The Hammer pauses to grunt at Dally, then continues forward.

Leaves rustle as the Woven Woman turns her head, tugged by silken strands that connect her temples, cheeks and chin to the branches. She peers down at them, eyes like grey acorns, shrunken. ‘Who comes? Who is it disturbs our sleep? Is it food? Perhaps. But which is the food? The big one or the little one? Makes no difference to us. Babes and brutes, we wrap them the same, break them down till the flesh slips off the bone and down the throat.’ She leans forward, making wood creak like old joints. ‘Well, what’s it to be? Talking? Trading? Or are you for the feasting?’

The Hammer squints as she looks up, blinded by the sunslight. ‘Goat,’ she says.

‘Please don’t get angry,’ adds Dally quickly. ‘We’re looking for a goat. Have you seen one?’

‘So a trading is it? A goat has come by our tree, skittered round our root-webs not long ago. We can tell you where and when. We can tell you exactly where it went … for the right offering. Which will you trade, the brute or the babe?’

Dally takes a step back, whispers: ‘We should run.’

‘No,’ says the Hammer, though to who it is unclear.

‘No?’ replies the Woven Woman. ‘We must be paid, in blood and meat or coin as sweet.’

‘Coin?’ asks the Hammer.

‘Yes, we will take your coin.’

‘Take coin?’ The Hammer’s voice rises in anger. ‘My coin?’

‘We take your coin or we take you both, dress you in silk. Two pretty packages for our many teeth.’

‘My coin!’ roars the Hammer. Rage follows quickly, washing away the need for words. This is not the first time she has been threatened, nor will it be the last.

Leaping half the height of the tree, the Hammer digs her fingers in, pushing easily into rotting bark, to haul herself upwards.

‘Come them, brute! Come to us. Our webs are wet and waiting, our jaws, juiced and jagged.’

The Hammer just growls and continues to climb.

‘We will digest your innards for seventeen spins of the suns!’

Reaching one of the thicker branches, the Hammer hauls herself up.

‘You will lay the ground for many, many eggs! You-Ahhh!’

Thick fingers encircle a scrawny ankle.

The Woven Woman lunges for the Hammer and it seems as if the whole tree lunges with her. But the Hammer does not care. Still gripping the Woven Woman’s ankle, she presses her feet against the trunk and kicks away, taking the Woven Woman with her.

Whatever binds the human body to the tree, be it silk or skin or moss, tears, and the Woven Woman screams.

The Hammer lands and brings the old body down onto the ground.

Again, the Woven Woman screams. In the sunslight she is a pitiful thing, a featherless bird, scrawny, ugly.

The Hammer strikes, splintering eggshell bones, roars and raises her fist to strike again.

This time, it is Dally who screams.

The Hammer looks up, expecting to find him in trouble. From spiders or raiders, or even the tree itself. But the boy is unharmed. He is looking at her, horrified.

It is like ice-water in her face, dousing the anger. How many times has she been here? Victorious. Empty. Another broken form in her fingers.

She does not remember her first battle anymore. There is the time she defeated Knuckle, and then her memories become less distinct. In the early days after her change, the fighting is so frequent, so savage, that it blurs together, a montage of bloodied knuckles and shattered bodies.

But a memory comes to her now, so sharp that she forgets about goats and boys and the enemy in her hands. Images of the past painting over the present.

There are fights, endless, one, then another, and another, and she wins them all. Again and again proving herself the strongest of the Usurperkin, the quickest, the most successful. As the half-breeds grow more confident, some start to carry makeshift weapons but the Hammer prefers her fists. She considers them deadly enough.

At first the Usurper travels with them from place to place, taking whatever life it finds and twisting it into new shapes. Plants, people, animals, treating everything the same way, as things to be claimed or destroyed.

And yet, even the Usurper is not without limits. The light of the suns beats down on its head, the winds seem to push against it, every microbe of the world wearing on the infernal, trying to force it back.

Close to the Breach, reality is weak, and the Usurper is untroubled by such forces. However, the corruption has only extended so far, and while it is able to shore up the areas near the Breach, making a habitat more agreeable to its nature, there are borders it does not dare cross.

Increasingly, it pulls back to the Fallen Palace, allowing the lesser demons and the half-breeds to go in its stead.

The Hammer that Walks takes to the work quickly, extending the Usurper’s reach, enhancing its reputation. Only in the quiet times does she doubt, finding a small emptiness inside that no amount of violence can sate.

Briefly, she sees Dally’s face again, and her own form reflected in his eyes, two tiny Hammers, both lost. She is so sad. So alone. The boy is still crying, and her fist has moved several times of its own volition. But neither her body’s automatic reactions nor the Woven Woman’s pain-laden shrieks reach her, for she is slipping away again.

To the last time she felt this way.

She finds herself standing in the Fallen Palace once more. The courtyard is full of her fellow Usurperkin, each trying to distinguish themselves from the others. Some have spiked their hair to add to their height, others have marked their flesh in dedication to the Usurper, though she also notices a few gather around other demons. She does not like that.

While she has been away more Usuperkin have been made, along with other half-breeds, their flesh a collage of colours, unnatural, their bodies full of lumps and twists, extra bits of bone, unwanted, trying to find a way into the light.

There are other infernals here too. She knows a few: the Felrunners, the Backwards Child, Gutterface, who all contested the Usurper for possession of Gamma’s body and lost. They are forced to serve now, their essence forced into loyal shapes. So long as the Usurper endures, ambitious natures are held in check. Enemies made into subjects, kept close on invisible leashes.

And then there are the favoured ones, like her. The Knights of Jade and Ash, encased in their living, writhing armour; and the Man-shape, ordinary looking, servile. She does not understand why it is cherished so, given how small it is, but she does not question the Usurper’s judgement. None of them do.

It occurs to her then that this is a massing of force, and that it has been brought together for a reason.

There is growling and shouting, and bravado fills the courtyard, the half-breeds and lesser infernals noisy by nature. By contrast, the greater infernals say nothing, do nothing, a group of fleshy statues, grotesque.

And so when the Usurper makes any move, it draws attention. The infernal raises a claw-tipped hand and everyone stops. Its fingers point towards the Hammer, as do the eyes of all present. They beckon, pulling her forward, an irresistible gravity that she does not resist.

It is well known that the Usurper enjoys public acts. If a servant is to be rewarded or destroyed, all get to see it, a constant stream of reminders of who their monarch is and why they should serve it well.

The Hammer strides proudly forward. She has nothing to fear, for she has served as well as any here and better than most. But when the Usurper turns its gaze upon her, a small worry rises. Perhaps it will sense her lack of joy. Perhaps it will punish her as her old owners used to. For the briefest of moments, she is a child again, angry and helpless.

She keeps walking however, she has no choice, drawn closer until she stands before the Usurper. For a full minute it studies her, reading things in her essence, evaluating.

The assembled dare not make a sound, dare not move. All watch, waiting for the judgement to fall.

Then, the outstretched hand turns over, clawed thumb pausing over her eye, her right eye. The Hammer remembers Knuckle, how she maimed him but did not kill.

The Usurper’s thumb flashes forward, too fast for her to stop. It passes her head, plunging into the meat of her shoulder, claw, digit, all swallowed up, the infernal’s palm slapping the outside of her arm.

She is close enough to see the scars that riddle its shell. Not battle scars, for little in the world exists that can harm the Green Sun of the infernals, but stretch marks, tears where essence leaks, wafting when it is still, spurting when it moves. A slow bleeding of the soul.

The Usurper removes its thumb and leans forward, mouth opening to cup the wound. She feels teeth settling either side, pressing but not cutting, then there is an exhalation, not of breath but of essence, a fresh injection of the Usurper’s power.

Muscles tighten and bones strain, her body expanding an inch in all directions to accommodate. Whatever doubts she has are washed away in a tidal wave of malevolence.

The Hammer throws back her head and roars in triumph, the other Usurperkin joining her, taking pride in her elevation, hoping that one day, they will join her.

But the Usurper has not finished. It steps away from the Hammer, arms raised high, and the roaring stops. This time the fingers beckon the Knights of Jade and Ash. They come forward, each bearing a piece of metal, thick plating torn from tanks. They place them against the Hammer’s skin, measuring, pressing them into place. When each is ready, the commander of the knights raises a rivet gun, blackened, rusty. Usually a robotic arm would be used to manoeuvre the weighty tool, but the commander manages just as easily.

There is a crack, thunderous, as the first rivet slams home, punching through plate, through green skin, hooks spreading, grabbing hold inside.

The Hammer roars but she does not move.

Standing there, under the gaze of the court, in the Usurper’s shadows, she does not move.

Another rivet, another shout blasting into the sky. Each sends her rage soaring, burning up a little more of the girl that was.

It is only when they have lowered the helmet into place that the tears fall. Unseen, unfelt, they do not count.

Fresh tears prick her eyes, bringing her back to the present. She bats them away with furious blinks before looking around.

Neither Dally nor the Woven Woman have seen her face, both too busy attending to her bloodied fist, and where it will go next.

The Hammer swallows in a throat suddenly raw. ‘Where goat?’ she asks. And this time, the Woven Woman is all too eager to help.

They walk slowly towards the cave, the Hammer pacing herself to conserve what remains of her strength.

‘I wasn’t scared,’ says Dally. ‘Before, with the Woven Woman. I was just … surprised.’

‘You screamed.’

‘Yeah, ’cos I was surprised.’

The Hammer snorts.

‘That was amazing though, what you did. The Woven Woman was all,’ he sticks out his arms and splays his fingers, ‘“I’m going to wrap you and eat you,” and you just went up that tree like it was nothing and beat her up. It was amazing!’

The Hammer shrugs. ‘No.’

‘It was!’ Dally insists. ‘You’re amazing! You don’t take anything from anyone.’ He is interrupted by a rumbling sound that passes as much through the earth as through their ears. Dally’s eyes widen in fear, then again in excitement. ‘That must be the Tree Lizard the Woven Woman warned us about. I can’t wait to see what you do to it!’

The Hammer smacks a fist into her palm. ‘You like?’

‘Yeah!’

For a moment the Hammer looks sad, then she thinks of what a tree lizard might do with a goat. She rolls her shoulders, cracks her knuckles one by one, ten little thunderclaps, and jogs up to the cave entrance.

It is wide and high, easily enough to accommodate the Hammer’s bulk. Inside, the generous space is filled by a body, thick and powerful. The Tree Lizard is named for three reasons: its size, the dull hue of its scales, and the fact that shrubs grow in patches all over it, like moss on a mountainside. Claws as big as the Hammer’s thighs tip each of the Tree Lizard’s limbs, and rows of teeth glisten in a mouth far too large.

It regards the Hammer with slitted yellow eyes and makes a low unhappy rumble in its throat, threatening.

The Hammer does not care. She looks around the floor of the cave for bones but sees only the skeletons of birds, scattered and artful. Moving further into the cave, she peeks into potential hiding places.

A second rumble heralds the movement of the Tree Lizard’s head as it descends towards her.

The Hammer raises her fists, looking up into a face full of teeth, jaws big enough to swallow a Usurperkin in one swift snap.

But it is not this that shocks the Hammer.

Atop the Tree Lizard’s head is a crown of wriggling vines. Though they appear like plants reaching for the suns, they are in fact burrowing down, inching their way towards the Tree Lizard’s brain.

Watching them, balanced on the creature’s broad skull, is the goat, dark eyes rapt, following each convulsion of the fibrous worms. A bearded chin dips down as she snares one of the burrowers and sets to work, devouring the devourer. Sensing the threat, the others burrowers go still, waiting for the danger to pass.

And, instantly, the Tree Lizard stops, and lids half-close as the great beast growls again, softer this time, a sigh of relief.

Not used to being ignored, the Hammer stands ready, fists clenched, muscles taut.

The goat lifts her head, bringing a writhing form into the light. There is a brief struggle, and then, as if by magic, the burrower is gone.

The goat burps.

Meanwhile, the other burrowers return to their digging, mindless and hungry. The Tree Lizard’s eyelids twitch, and it makes an unhappy sound, tipping its head.

The goat leans at an alarming angle but does not fall off. She quickly bites at another burrower and again the others freeze, giving the Tree Lizard a respite from the constant tickling pain.

Fists uncurl, and the Hammer scratches her head, unsure what to do.

One after the other, the burrowers are winkled out of the Tree Lizard’s skull and eaten. As each one is removed, the great head sinks a little lower. Eventually, its chin touches the floor of the cave. Teeth are veiled and soon, snarling turns to snoring.

Mission complete, the goat skips the short distance to the ground, arriving at the Hammer’s side.

‘Goat!’

The goat bleats, and the two leave the cave.

Outside, Dally is waiting. ‘Did you kill the Tree Lizard?’

‘No.’

‘Did you fight it?’

‘No.’

‘What happened?’

She gestures back towards the cave. ‘Sleeping.’

‘Oh, I see.’ He pretends to attack an invisible foe. ‘You knocked it out with one punch!’

The Hammer pauses, smiling at the image before walking past. This is taken as agreement.

‘Cool!’

Dally talks about the punch that never was as they return to the village, while the goat follows at a distance, glowering. By the time they get back, the suns are spiralling towards the horizon and the ‘Hammer-punch’ has become a thing of legend.

‘Go home,’ says the Hammer, then a second time, warmer. ‘Go home.’

Dally waves and runs off, excitement carrying him quickly away.

Not long after, the goat appears at her side again. The Hammer strokes her ear. ‘You like?’

The goat bleats, firm. She does not.

The Hammer chuckles, moves her hand down to the goat’s back instead.

When they return to the room, she finds she is exhausted, dragging her feet as much as lifting them. Moments after her head has touched the wall, the Hammer is asleep. As ever, the Usurper is waiting for her.

Sunslight smudges on dirty plasglass, making a bloody brown. The Hammer sits up, abrupt, startling the goat. She snatches up the platinum coin, tossing it several times, banishing the past.

Her hand moves across to her shoulder, double checking. Having lived in her armour for so long, it is still a surprise to find skin, not metal. She feels the scabby plug beneath the bandage but little pain. Despite the dreams, she is sleeping better, healing faster.

After food, a restlessness sinks in. Her old strength has not fully returned but she is alert again, healthy enough to be bored. For a while she practises with her coin, the goat’s head tracking its progress, up and down.

She catches it, making a fist as she stands, and goes over to the pile of armour. She takes each piece and lays it out, touching in turn every hole left by the rivets. When she is done, she touches the corresponding scabs on her body, thoughtful.

The goat watches the Usurperkin walk to the doorway, watches her leave. She waits a while before getting up and walking casually to their bag of supplies. Dark eyes regard the empty arch, glancing occasionally at the bag.

At some unknown signal the goat begins to nose around the bag, worming her mouth inside the flap to find the treasures within.

The Hammer moves through the rooms in the tower, scattering rats and other skittering things. Scavengers have already taken most items of value, but sometimes she stops, pulling scraps of leather and plastic from the dust.

When she has exhausted the tower, she goes outside, moving through the village with purpose. Worn-down inhabitants continue with their daily drudgery, doing their best to ignore the Hammer, hoping she will reciprocate.

She barely notices the people, focusing instead on the broken machines still peppering the surrounds. Each one is gone over slowly, lifted, flipped, scoured for anything unpicked by previous looters.

At last her hands are full of materials, shreds and strips of this and that. A girlish grin sketches itself across her face as she bounds back to her room.

The room is not as she left it. Their bag of supplies lies on its side, like a dying creature vomiting its insides across the floor; a stream of half chewed things, still wrapped.

‘Goat?’

The goat appears to be asleep.

‘Goat?’

The goat looks up, an innocent expression belied by a dirty mouth.

The Hammer points. ‘Bad goat.’

The goat snorts and the Hammer shakes her head, going to where she has laid out her armour. Pieces are held up, touched together, angles and flexibility played with.

The goat goes back to sleep.

Odd strands of material are twisted together for strength, then threaded through the holes in the plates. The Hammer checks the length of each one, muttering approval when any is of sufficient length. Pieces that are too short or too frayed are discarded randomly, dropped or thrown over her shoulder.

Footsteps running up the stairwell make her pause.

She and the goat turn to meet the intruder. The goat bleating, the Hammer clenching her fists.

Neither expect the small boy to appear.

‘Dally!’ exclaims the Hammer.

A hairy hand is waved in greeting, then wiped over a sweaty brow. Dally is agitated, forcing out words, breathless. ‘They’re … coming … right now!’

‘Who?’

He holds up a hand, gulps down some more air. ‘These two greenskins, big ones. They’ve been asking around, moving from village to village. I heard them talking to my mother’s friends. They were asking lots of questions and now they’re coming here! I thought you’d want to know.’

The Hammer scowls. ‘For me?’

‘Uh, no. They’re looking for a man and a special sword. They say he’s got a little baby with him and a goat. They’ve been tracking him. And I heard you came here with other men and I thought I should tell you.’ Dally looks at the goat. ‘I don’t care if they get the goat but I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.’

‘You don’t?’

‘Of course not! You’re my friend. My mum says I’m not supposed to be friends with you but don’t worry,’ he winks, ‘she doesn’t know I’m here.’ 

‘How long?’

Dally shrugs. ‘Don’t know. I ran as fast as I could but they have longer legs than me.’

The Hammer nods and starts to put on the armour. The greaves are easy but tying the knots along her side to link breast and back plates is challenging. Fingers fumble and the Hammer begins to growl with anger, making Dally retreat and the goat bleat with alarm.

She tries again, fails. ‘Stupid hard!’

‘I could help,’ says Dally, making the Hammer glare at him. He takes another step back. ‘If you want.’

A few deep breaths are taken, exhalations rumbling, ominous. ‘Yes,’ she says.

Dally brightens and scampers over.

Shortly afterwards, it is done and she pulls on her gauntlets. Experimental movements are made, arms are raised overhead, swung back and forth. ‘Yes,’ she says again.

‘Where’s your other arm bit?’ asks Dally.

He refers to the missing bracer, torn free to make a cast. An apology for a leg easily broken, not so easily fixed. ‘Gone,’ she says.

‘Oh, that’s bad.’

‘No,’ corrects the Hammer, ‘good.’

They go outside together, finding the gardens as they left them, a couple of people in washed out clothes wandering through, aimless.

Dally goes to watch for trouble while the Hammer crouches just inside the tower.

She does not have to wait long.

‘They’re coming! They’re coming!’ shouts Dally, not quite thrilled, not quite scared.

‘Hide,’ says the Hammer, and he does.

Heavy boots crunch on the path, a pair of voices talking to each other, deep, growling, unmistakably Usurperkin.

The Hammer listens, letting them get close before whispering: ‘Goat, go!’

The goat looks up at her and chews a couple of times.

‘Go!’

The goat looks away again.

The Hammer smacks the goat on the rump, launching the animal through the tower’s exit. A series of vitriolic bleats follow.

It catches the attention of the Usurperkin, who run over. Peeking round the corner, she can only see one of them. Not the biggest of her kind but not small either. Scavenged plates of metal clump over parts of his skin. No helmet, the Hammer observes. A long pipe is balanced over one shoulder, each end sharpened to a rough point.

He stoops over the goat, who tries to run. A large hand catches the goat by the neck, making dark eyes seethe with anger. She kicks out, hooves clonking on a thigh plate. The Usurperkin laughs. ‘Got it!’ he shouts.

At the exact same moment, the Hammer charges. Her opponent has time to hear her, to turn, give a look of surprise, then horror, a black-painted bottom lip curling down, and then she is on him.

She takes his wrists in her hands, squeezing hard, lifting him up but not stopping.

The pipe is dropped.

The goat is dropped.

The Hammer keeps running.

Boots flail in the air in front of her, sometimes glancing off her stomach. She ignores the distractions, driving the tip of her helmet into her enemy’s unguarded throat.

While he coughs and chokes in her grip, her forehead still against his neck, the Hammer charges across the nearest garden, obliterating crops. She hears the other Usurperkin cry out behind her. Another male, not far away. She grunts as the one she carries makes a more concerted effort to kick at her, but keeps going. She is almost there now, almost at the centre.

One last kick is endured, and then the Hammer skids to a stop, opening her hands. The Usurperkin flies away from her, momentum still with him, falling straight onto the old perforated tube that once watered the area. It is not that sharp, but speed and weight give it an edge, so that it rises quickly from the Usurperkin’s chest, a magic tree of metal, sprouting full-grown.

There is a gurgling sound, proof of life. The Hammer steps round the tube, delivering two swift blows to the Usurperkin’s forehead. Each one drives it further down the shaft.

The gurgling stutters in time with each impact before cutting off, dead.

Though impressive, the exertion takes its toll on the Hammer. She leans on the tube, letting it share the burden of her leaden limbs, while wounds complain and her heart beats her breastplate from the inside.

‘Behind you!’ shouts Dally.

The Hammer grunts, forces herself to turn.

The second Usurperkin is nearly on her, his weapon raised high; a jagged blade wedded to a steel pole. He wears little in the way of armour, of anything, a few bits of cloth covering his hips and legs, and a single studded band over his head, angled to cover an empty right eye.

Her own widen in recognition.

It is Knuckle. A few more scars but otherwise unchanged.

Now that she has seen him, he stops, pulling back, glaring from under a thick fringe. ‘You!’ He lowers his axe. ‘You getting prey for the master? So am I. No need for us to fight. Goat is here, man and Malice won’t be far. We can hunt together. Share the glory.’

She shakes her head.

‘Then hunt well, if you can.’ He laughs. ‘You are tired, I am not. I will find them first, take them to the master. This time, the Green Sun will shine on me!’

She takes a deep breath and shoulder plates groan. ‘No.’

He is already partway through leaving when the sense of what she has said filters through. He stops, looks back. ‘No?’

‘No,’ she says again, leaping forward.

She has hoped to surprise him but she is weary, not as fast as usual. Knuckle hops back, maintaining distance, just out of the Hammer’s reach, just inside his axe’s.

He swings, and she remembers not to block with her bare arm. The blade bites deep into the bracer, sticking there.

From somewhere behind them a stone sails, bouncing off the back of Knuckle’s head. Both he and the Hammer ignore it.

She pulls her arm up, yanking the axe with it, trying to unbalance him. He goes with her for a moment before grabbing the haft in two hands, pulling back.

Normally she would laugh at such efforts but fatigue is weighing on her, allowing him to check her momentum.

The axe comes free and he brings it up, high, ready for a heavy attack.

Her instincts tell her that the time to act is now but her hand travels slowly, as if moving underwater.

Another stone comes in, this one skimming the edge of Knuckle’s ear. He hisses through his teeth, glancing round for the source of the irritation. When he sees it is Dally, his lip curls in a sneer and he returns his attention to the Hammer, just in time to get struck in the face.

She aims for the left side driving the ridged edge of her gauntlet into his eye socket. It is not deep enough blind him, but when he looks up at her, it is through a watery slit.

Furious, Knuckle swings for her, wild. She backs off from the first attack, slaps away the second. Already, skin puffs out around his injury, pressing eyelids together.

She waits, giving ground, measuring her breath, trying not to sway. Another swing nearly drops her, sparks springing where blade scrapes greave.

Then, he blinks.

She lunges forward, striking as hard as she can, the same spot. Knuckle spins, and when he faces her again an egg of swollen flesh seals his eye.

He manages to swing the axe one last time before she drops him.

‘Wow!’ shouts Dally, running over. ‘You did it! You beat them both.’

The Hammer nods. ‘You help.’

He grins. ‘I did.’

She looks round for the goat as Dally begins to hop back and forth, cutting at the air with a stick.

‘What this?’ asks the Hammer.

‘I’m practising. I’m going to be like you when I grow up!’

‘No!’ It is practically a shout.

Dally falls over, crushing several limp-petalled flowers in the process. His bottom lip begins to quiver.

‘No,’ she says again, snatching the stick from his hands. ‘Not me. You weak.’ She snaps the stick. ‘See? Not me. Be you.’

‘I don’t understand. You don’t want me to be like you?’

She grabs the front of his tunic and lifts him from the mud. ‘Be Dally. Live longer.’ She stands him up. ‘Be happy.’

Dally sniffs. ‘Okay.’

‘Go home now. To mother.’

‘Okay. Will I see you tomorrow?’

The Hammer shakes her head and Dally sniffs again. She taps her fist to her chest. ‘Not forget.’

‘Me neither. Say you’ll come back one day and visit?’ He looks up at her, hopeful.

She scowls, then the lines smooth from her face, making it seem younger. ‘Yes.’

‘Really? You promise?’

‘Yes.’

Satisfied, Dally waves and runs off.

When he is out of sight, the Hammer crouches down by Knuckle and snaps his neck. She stands up again. ‘Goat?’

The goat has not gone far but she has turned her back to the Hammer.

‘Goat?’

The goat makes a point of looking in the opposite direction.

The Hammer sighs and starts to collect some stalks from the garden. When she has a handful she returns to the goat. ‘Goat?’

The goat looks at the offering, sniffs and looks away.

The Hammer goes back to the garden. Three times she adds to the load in her hands before the offering is accepted.

It is not easy to fit the whole bundle into the goat’s mouth but both are stubborn and in the end, the stalks are wedged into place, protruding several feet either side of her jaws. When the goat walks she looks like a tightrope artist, head bobbing, comic.

The Hammer laughs, then turns.

She sees something on the horizon, a group of people walking into the village. The two leading the group are familiar. Teeth are bared, delighted. Harm and the man have come back! She did not expect them to return but they have.

‘Goat, come,’ she says. And the goat does.

The bodies of the Usurperkin are hidden away, and the Hammer goes swiftly back to the room, taking off the armour, resuming her place by the window. The goat deposits the stalks in a messy yellow heap and settles down beside them.

She takes one of the shoulder plates and begins to bend, bullying the metal into a better fit. It will be perfect for when her friends arrive.

The Hammer tucks her smile away, putting it on the inside. She is not ready to show them how she cares, not yet. But she knows that she will, someday soon.
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