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Sendrin hauled himself to his feet as the bus
descended from the express lane, down into the local traffic nearer
the street surface. Shuffling forward, gripping the
floor-to-ceiling poles to keep from falling onto the laps of the
other passengers, he took out his collapsible cane and extended
it.

 


A woman looked at the device with a furrowed brow,
and then up at him. He didn't blame her for being confused. It was
likely that she had never seen such a device in her life. When he
had decided he needed it, he'd had go deep into the archives to
find a design he could send to the fabricators.

 


As the bus came to a stop, he lowered himself down
the steps and out the door onto the pedestrian walkway. Passengers
behind him shoved past, impatient with his slow pace and determined
to make him pay for their inconvenience. He leaned on his cane,
holding back from being pushed over on his face. Sendrin sighed and
turned down the street that everyone else was ignoring. There was
no point in getting angry at them.

 


The traffic slowly fell behind him as he made his
way down the street. Building facades on either side gave way to
manicured parkland, painted in shades of russet and brown dotted
here and there with the blue-green of evergreen trees and shrubs.
At the end of the street, a white edifice gradually grew in his
vision, a massive columned structure exuding permanence and power.
As it loomed closer, he scanned the building for an entrance that
wasn't prefaced by a broad expanse of stairs, but found none.

 


Damn them for making it so difficult. Didn't they
have people coming in who would see those stairs the way he did, as
a daunting obstacle? Didn't they? No, actually, they probably
didn't. He looked down at the cane in his hand, a one-of-a-kind
artifact in this world of perfect people, and knew that nobody had
thought of him when putting the building together. That was
alright. It was a small price to pay for what he was after.

 


Sendrin altered course, walking out into the empty
street, angling towards the brass railing that extended down the
broad stairs in front of the entrance. Reaching it, he took the
railing in his free hand, and began hauling himself up. His legs
ached. His back ached. More than anything, though, he was tired. He
felt like gravity had doubled since he started his trip, and the
climb wasn't making things any easier. But he pressed on, head
down, focused on putting one foot in front of the other.

 


A hand touched his elbow. "Sir?" Her voice was
young, perfect, soft.

 


He looked up. A young woman who looked like she
couldn't be older than twenty gave him a concerned smile. "Do you
need any help, sir?"

 


"Yes," he said, gasping as tears sprang to his eyes.
Nobody had said that to him in years.

 


She took his elbow and put it over her shoulder,
taking a good deal of the weight from his feet. This was no token
assistance, and he gladly let her help him up the stairs. When they
reached the top, she helped him through the doors and to an
upholstered bench nearby, where she gently set him down, and then
sat next to him. She said nothing while he rested, regaining his
breath and his strength, a gentle hand laid on his shoulder.

 


"Thank you," he said, once he had gathered together
enough of himself to do so.

 


"Welcome to the Temple of Surcease," said the woman.
"My name is Lorna Grahs."

 


"Sendrin Tolberti." He transferred his cane to his
left hand to offer his right for a shake.

 


She took it in both hands. "I'm pleased to meet you,
Mister Tolberti. What can I do for you?" She didn't say it like a
"sales associate" hoping to make a commission from making you think
she actually cared. She sounded sincere, and the simple kindness of
that sincerity was like cool water flowing gently over the inflamed
welts on his soul.
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