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The sun had barely deemed it necessary to
grace the shanty town outside the limits of the glistening towers
of City Proper until well late into the day when its beams of
orange washed out all other colors. Perhaps that was for the best.
It was, after all, the only washing the refuse living and breathing
the orange-sparked air from their hidey-holes behind grime-dusted
building-leftovers would ever get.

The street, though lively, would never be
enough to support the few shops that clawed out an existence there.
And the shop, said to be one of the best noodle places either in or
out of City Proper, was not above 'substituting' ingredients now
and then. That was life. At least if one wanted to continue living
it.

The woman was dressed in cracked leather
boots, jeans, and hooded duster, all of which had apparently
acquired some of the local dinge on her way to the noodle shop. The
blunt pistol on her hip was simultaneously monstrously comic and
cruel. Tucked comfortably away though, it was the only part of her
that seemed impossibly impervious to the ever-angry elements of the
unincorporated district.

Ducking, she held up a section of the sadly
faded red banner that hung down over a third of the entrance. Her
eyes readjusted to the dimly lit afterthought of a room and
considered the six battered crates crowded around the L-shaped
counter. All but one complained of the boniness flop-ass treatment
they were currently being subjected to with each new
mouth.

"Welcome," the owner's voice was clear and
attentive, yet there was a distinct distance in the older man's
eyes as she sat down on the only free crate. None of the other
customers paid her mind. Their heads were buried in their bowls,
slurping greedily while their crusty chopsticks bounce-dip
bounce-dipped in an intricate dance to shovel noodles into gaunt,
unshaven cheeks.

Just above her head, five wooden slats,
graying and faded, hung like lifeless corpses nailed to their fate.
Their sins were coded in an archaic language that spoke to the
customers of noodle variations and prices. The woman ordered a bowl
of sliced pork miso noodles, and fondle-counted the number of
cockroaches stuck in the aged grease under her counter seat to pass
the time.

The noodles were good. She sipped them with an
admiration she thought impossible before now. So she questioned the
owner.

"Business very good?"

"Good? Not much could be called 'good' these
days."

As if to allow him to continue, she lifted the
cracked porcelain bowl entrusted with the care of her noodles to
her lips and sipped. He did just that.

"These times aren't just 'troubled' they're
downright adverse. It's been almost fifteen years since the war,
and still, we languish here like refugees... refugees in our own
country, mind you."
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