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Going Down
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
“You can come inside now. She’s gone home.”
Einan drew in a deep breath of the humid night air before he turned to face his boss, framed in the kitchen’s doorway. “Sorry. I...I just forgot. I tried to calm her down and it—”
Lano waved away his apology. “Forget it. I told Jaril twice already to knock off the temper ‘round you, but she...well, you know. She just gets riled and then it’s duck and cover for everyone.”
Einan had to grin. “Yeah.”
It hadn’t been funny at the time, though. Jaril stomping through the kitchen, throwing down plates and cutlery every which way and cursing over some customer bitching at her about an order, had scraped saw-edged teeth on his talent. Automatically, he’d reached out to soak away some of her anger, forgetting that was the very last thing he could or should do any more—the shock to his empathy had sent him reeling. He’d had to bolt outside before he puked all over Lano’s kitchen.
“Biene ‘n me can finish up, if’n you like. You been working like one of them machines they build in the factories up in Nordat. You get your supper and hit the sack.”
Einan followed Lano back into the kitchen. There were a few dishes, a couple of saucepans left to be done, but he felt so jangly and nauseous....
“Are you sure? I don’t mind—”
“Nah. Figure I owe it for inflicting our girl on you. There’s still some stew if’n you want something hot.”
“Just some bread.” The idea of food made Einan’s stomach roil queasily. “Any of those herb rolls left?”
“In the breadbin.” As Einan slung his apron on the hook, Lano touched his arm. “You get some sleep, you hear? Them dark circles under your eyes are blacker than my frying pans.”
Einan gently brushed away Lano’s hand. “I’ll try, boss. ‘Night.”
“Take the blessed bread, for holy Nardi’s sake.”
Einan made a sarcastic bow, hands together, saluting the god of bounty, but he doubted Nardi gave much of a shit whether he ate supper or not. He grabbed a couple of rolls out of the bin as he passed, just to keep Lano off his back. Who knew, he might even eat them, if he washed them down with some giazo later.
He only lit up after he cleared the yard. Lano was pretty easy going but he disapproved of jetka weed, and there was no point in poking him just because.
The cool smoke kissed his throat. Slowly the click-scratch-chatter of dozens of souls and their troubled feelings, eased back. Not quite to silence, but enough so he could relax his control. His talent felt battered, fraying at the edges. Losing himself in someone else tonight had been a stupid mistake. He just couldn’t do that kind of thing any more, and he knew it. He just...kept thinking he’d get better somehow. It’d been nearly a year. It wasn’t getting better, and he was a fool to keep hoping it would.
He desperately needed a full night’s sleep, especially before Jaril came on duty again, but tonight wouldn’t be that night. He’d have to make do with weed and booze, and maybe one of his carefully hoarded pills. He’d only taken five since he’d arrived in Kundo. One day the hospital would stop dishing them out and he’d only have what he’d saved for the very worst nights. He’d manage without, tonight.
The scent of rust, motor lubricant and decay burdened the humid air, overlaying the jaiger shit and drain stink as he walked down to dockside. Two of the sparse lamps flickered, threatening to go out. Kundo was bigger and richer than Minwal on the north coast where he’d spent almost half his life working, but ‘The Bird’s Nest’ wasn’t in the wealthy part of the city. The street lighting here was little better than in Einan’s tiny two jaiger hometown on the plains.
He walked down to the water’s edge. The rising tide slap-slapped against the banks, and pale shapes floated in the oily dark water. His hand shook as he lifted the smoke to take another calming drag of the weed.
Logs, bits of sail—just crap, he told himself. Not drowned bodies.
He stared until the drifting forms made sense, until his nausea eased down and he could unclench his hands. First time he’d come down here, he’d thrown up as a piece of timber floated past. He was getting better, he told himself, if he could come here now and be rational. A little hand trembling was nothing. The nightmares were just as bad, but he could handle them. Or the giazo could.
When he’d faced down his terrors long enough, he turned southwards, towards the old warehouses and tenements. There were more gas and oil lamps than electric down here, pale glows showing in the windows of boarding houses and leaning wooden terraces. Here and there, indigents who skulked in the ruins of buildings, had set fires on the ground or in metal barrels, cast off crates—whatever might make a makeshift fireplace or stove. The ashy, distinct scent of burned houses settled in cool shadows, where moisture pooled and trapped it in the timbers and refuse. Better street and house lighting would mean fewer fires, but the comfort of the poorer folk was never much of a concern in the big city, and who cared if the shiftless burned to death?
There was no city lighting at all now, but enough from the moon and the small spill from window lamps for him to make his way along the potholed road. He walked past three men cooking something—he really didn’t want to know what—over a small fire in a tin, out front of a closed down store. He resisted giving them the lecture about safe handling of open flames in an urban situation. Not his job any more. Not his concern. All he cared about was that the men’s curiosity didn’t turn hostile.
They were bearded and elderly, dressed in heavy, greasy coats despite the oppressive heat. A distinct smell of urine and rotten food floated around them, barely covered by the smoke and the roasting meat.
One of them raised his bottle in salute as Einan walked past. Einan reached into his pocket and found the end of his packet of weed, tossed it at the man along with an almost empty box of papers.
The guy caught it and grinned. “Thank’ee, thank’ee kindly. Want a slug?”
“No, thanks, the weed’s fine.” He had another full bag in his pocket. What he’d given away would give them all a few welcome puffs, or one of them a long, luxurious smoke. “Evening to you all.”
They mumbled back in a friendly way, and Einan walked on, surprised a little at his gesture. He didn’t have money to burn, not with the tiny invalid allowance his only income on top of bed and board at Lano’s. But at least he had that bed and board. These ones didn’t. “Full employment” the governors claimed. Yeah—if you weren’t sick, crazy, drunk or too old to work in the factories or the docks, or too proud to beg for temple assistance. Pride might disappear in the wet season, but for now a free man’s fire might offer more comfort than temple charity and lectures.
By day, all that could be seen down at the docks were the boats and the rollo carriages, the urtibes and jaiger carts and the dockers, the traders and the revenue inspectors. But now, in the dark, there were people everywhere, sleepless and peaceless as he was, hunching over fires or lamps, scurrying about from one dark hidey-hole to another, clutching sacks of belongings in one grimy hand, and a rushlight in the other, if they had nothing better to see by.
He was the only one out for a walk, without purpose. The only one who didn’t look as if he belonged here. But appearances lied. Only Lano’s kindness and the scraps of Einan’s sanity, divided him from the desperate men living among the litter and the ruins, the flotsam of a booming urban economy that fell through the cracks, unwanted.
A powerful gas lamp flared blue-white to his left. Were the Corps down here again? He’d heard their bells a few times over the past weeks. But it wasn’t a corpsman carrying the light, but a civilian, holding it at shoulder level as he talked to two men. The guy was so tall that though the lamplight illuminated the hair of the men he spoke to, his own face was in shadow. Wearing a tabard—a temple worker, then, though Einan couldn’t read the insignia. Strange he was alone. Einan had seen temple workers around Kundo a few times and they were always in teams, same as in Minwal. But he was doing what they all did—handing out food and flasks of clean water, mouth moving in prayer or lecture.
The homeless men would welcome the food, and the clean water was a bare necessity. But no one chose to live like this if they had realistic alternatives, and telling them off for using booze or weed to ease the pain, was just insulting. Einan’d had his fill of sermons from well meaning do-gooders determined to impose their values on him.
He blew a plume of smoke in the general direction of the busybody, just because, and strolled off before the man spotted him and decided to come save him instead. He couldn’t detect any emotions from the three of them, with his talent muted right down because the jetka had him in an almost placid state, nice and numb. He should go back to his room while it lasted.
From a safe distance, he stopped and turned to look back at the temple guy. He was still talking, his companions wolfing down the food and nodding. Who knew what he was saying to them. They weren’t paying much attention but probably figured it was only polite to listen, since he’d brought supper. Einan couldn’t scrape up the interest to care.
The numbness wore off before he got back to his airless, stuffy room behind the restaurant stores, but now, close to midnight, the scratching of other souls had died down as their owners went to sleep.
By the light of his little kinetic lamp, he stripped off and washed his face and neck under the pump out the back, wondered if he could manage another day in his shirt or if he should break out a clean one. Still bare-chested, he went back to his tiny room, carefully leaving the door unlocked. Low ceilinged, and barely big enough for a narrow bunk bed and a shabby chest of drawers, it had been a tool and junk room until Einan had answered Lano’s call for a kitchen hand.
To Einan, this bare, isolated shed was worth more than gold. He’d tried a boarding house for a few days, but other people’s troubled emotions constantly scraping on his empathy had been torture. He’d fled, preferring to live on the street. Lano hadn’t hesitated when he learned Einan was sleeping rough, telling him he could live on the premises in exchange for wages. Lano had given him a haven.
But his dreams followed him wherever he laid his head, and his walk hadn’t brought him enough distance from his thoughts. So he split the seal on a new bottle of giazo, and gulped back some of the raw spirit, coughing at the burn. It tasted like piss, but the looseness in his bones and head was worth it. A ketiz pill washed down with it would make him mellow, smooth it all out, but he didn’t need that yet.
He swallowed another mouthful of booze and wondered if he should eat. He hadn’t eaten since noon. He should be hungry, but he wasn’t. He pulled the squashed rolls out of his pocket. The bread’s herby aroma smelled rank, and forcing himself to take a bite made him gag. He shoved the rest of it into his tin. He’d toss it out for the birds tomorrow, maybe. More charity from the hopeless, he thought, sneering.
He reluctantly turned off the little lamp, telling himself the door was unlocked, the river downhill with no rain forecast, and there were no hills here to slip. He was safe. No one was in danger, and no one needed him. He forced himself to think about...yeah, temple boy. Man, really. Big guy, built like a shitting urtibes. Two urtibes, stacked one on top of the other. Not the usual temple milksop. Someone made to work hard, build big—not mouth platitudes at drunks, preaching to hobos.
For once, the distraction worked. His drifting thoughts let the booze and exhaustion and the end of the weed in his system tug him down before the other demons could catch him and tear him to bloody shreds.
~~~~~~~~
The only disadvantage of working for a kindly man was that Lano insisted he took the statutory day off whether Einan wanted it or not—and that he also go out for some fresh air. With Lano’s telepathy, there wasn’t even an option of lying to him about it.
“You’re always telling me to get some sleep too,” Einan grumbled as the old man stood in his doorway with a determined expression on his lined features.
“Yeah. But you get enough time for that. You just ain’t using it. Go smell the flowers or something.”
“It’s high summer, Lano. The flowers died weeks ago.”
“Then get a suntan. Don’t want to see you back here before sunset. Shoo.”
There was no arguing with him, so Einan left. Lano was right, of course. He needed fresh air, but more than that, he needed to get away from this part of town. The people here were too desperate and poor. He needed to feed on something a little more nourishing.
Kundo—a city full of incomers, immigrants from Darsino, farm boys hoping for more than they’d get on the family farm, women looking for second chances, men looking for quick cash and a ticket home, eventually—offered lean pickings for an empath hungry for human contact. None of these people had quiet spirits or happy souls, and felt like an acid bath on his talent. He needed more.
He walked a mile south and finally stopped in at a civic park he’d discovered on his first week at Lano’s—a large field with a few straggly trees and grudgingly planted flowerbeds. Last week, there’d been families playing, eating picnics, enjoying themselves. But the temperature had climbed, and now the brown-grassed space was empty, the flowers all wilting in the sun. The only people around were drifters like him, taking what shade and ease they could find under the trees. He needed more than them, today.
So that left the monthly baby blessing at the temple of Mother Nenin. It hadn’t been his first choice because he’d been brought up not to mock the gods. He might be an atheist in all but name now, but he couldn’t help being a respectful one. Still, he wasn’t too picky to use the gods to find some peace, since they’d been kind enough to destroy it in the first place.
At the temple, the carefully arranged flowers drooped sadly in the heat, but the priestesses and their acolytes had done clever things with ribbons, brightly coloured inspirational drawings and embroidered banners. The really old temples were on the north side of town, miles away. This was a new timber building, hastily knocked up to serve a growing population. Sitting at the back, fanning himself with a devotional text and passing for a worshipper, Einan couldn’t help assessing its fire hazard potential, noting the exits and water supplies. He’d tended to the aftermath of three fatal temple fires, and worked with pyros to douse a half dozen more before they got out of hand. Timber buildings and oil lamps were a bad mix, and pretty flags, covered in holy words or not, just made the fires love temples even more.
He shoved thoughts of flames and ruins and burned bodies out of his mind before they destroyed what he wanted to achieve. No point coming to a temple of a goddess he didn’t believe in, just to let his imagination run amok same as it could in Lano’s spare room.
He let his control relax, extended his talent to the young families, all eager for Mother Nenin to protect their new offspring through the first five perilous years of life, and to show friends and relatives how perfect and special their babies were. He sensed the infants first, all bright and untainted, wonderfully alive and simple in their greedy happiness, pushing away the images of babies whom he couldn’t sense, drowned and suffocated. Given his druthers, he’d sit and watch babies all day. But that tended to give a body a reputation and make the mothers worry, so he didn’t. Except for here where anyone could look, and a few, like him, could soak up the healthy, joyful emotions of innocents.
The parents were more complicated. Mothers proud, anxious, nervous. Fathers proud too, but worrying with a more distant focus, as if their minds, lacking the distraction of a child at their breast, weren’t just on their families—maybe on jobs or money or housing. He tried not to concentrate too much on the adults, but he couldn’t help catching the flavour of their thoughts as he sifted through the crowd. He preferred the children’s minds instead. Some of the siblings were bored or grumpy, some fascinated by the ritual, and one little girl had burst in tears because the priestess’ headpiece frightened her.
Easy emotions, sustaining. Einan had tried to explain it once to a school friend. The best he could come up with was that it was like taking a really deep breath after recovering from a cold, feeling in perfect health, his soul less damaged, even for these fleeting minutes. Life and food to any empath, especially the broken ones like him.
Tucked in the corner as he was, no one paid any attention to him. As his insatiable talent took what it needed, his attention wandered, automatically assessing the crowd as he was trained to do and couldn’t stop doing even now.
This wasn’t a wealthy temple. Best clothes were painfully well pressed and cleaned, shabby but spotless. Children wore hand-me-downs and shoes polished almost beyond what the leather could bear. Bringing a child for blessing was respectable and right, and the poor of Dindornes always tried to be both. Their gods didn’t spare them for it, though. Einan knew that personally.
His eyes drifted from the assembly to the temple inhabitants. Three priestesses, as many acolytes, a male attendant—a small enough number for a temple this size. There was an infirmary attached, and bound to be a school, so there had to be staff and volunteers there too. He wondered—
He frowned. There was that guy again. The big one. Einan stared, wondering how he’d missed someone that size. The fellow had to have been there all along, pressed against the wall, black curly hair tidily slicked down, a clean green tabard over what seemed fairly ordinary work clothes. He wasn’t part of the ceremony—he was just watching, like Einan himself.
But he wasn’t enjoying himself. From what Einan sensed, once he focussed attention on the man, he was doing anything but. Waves of sadness washed outwards from him, muted by the joyful emotions of the others, yet unmistakable. And now Einan had identified the source, unavoidable too.
All the placid good feeling building inside him disappeared in seconds. Curse the bastard! Now he just wanted to leave, walk away from this borrowed unhappiness, but he couldn’t without making it obvious. The ceremony had reached the quiet bit with the anointing, so all he could do was sit and grit his teeth. Who was this man, to sit there and destroy his damn tranquillity like that? If he hated the baby blessing, why inflict it on himself like this? If a body didn’t like kids, a temple of Mother Nenin was a stupid place to come.
As if he sensed Einan’s hostility, the man glanced his way, grimaced, then silently rose and slid out the side door, unnoticed by the priestesses, ignored by the assembly. Was the guy an empath too? And what had caused such intense, pure sadness? Nothing like Einan had ever felt before—none of the sharpness of grief or anger, just a long, low tone of sorrow, striking painful harmonics in his soul. His departure left behind the brighter emotions of the children and families—but now they felt hollow, tinny and meaningless, tinkling silver bells against the deep resonant chime of misery.
Now he felt slightly disgusted at himself, living vicariously through the rich lives of others when his own was so empty. As soon as the anointing ended, he made his own discreet departure.
Damn that man! Okay, sure, he had to be pretty miserable to emote like that, but finding a little serenity was so bloody hard these days. Ketiz made him feel dead and cold, the weed was bad for him and so was the booze—places like the temple were the only safe alternative, but now that was spoiled too. Screw it!
Escaping the temple, he slouched along the road, hands in his pockets, scuffing the dust as the midday sun beat down on his unprotected head. It looked like the advice he’d been given at the hospital might be his only choice after all, but isolation? For a year or more? He’d die and that was the plain truth. Even the pain of sensing the negative emotions of temple guy, or the hobos down at the docks, was better than starving for the feel of a human soul against his. He had a greedy talent, and it gave him no peace at all.
He kicked a pebble and it bounced off the rim of a jaiger cart, parked in front of a stable. They said it was empathic overload, but he had his doubts about that. Corpsmen went crazy from time to time, empaths or not. He’d just been unlucky to be hit by that bullet, was all. Even if he was right, the hospital couldn't help crazy any better than they could overloaded empaths. He was still screwed—looking at a life on the dole, or crawling back to his father.
He glared up at the cloudless, unforgiving sky. He’d never be that desperate, no matter how bad things became. Pa’d told him not to darken his door again and by holy Wen, Einan wouldn’t until they dragged him home in a wooden box or Pa took back those shitty words of his. The sun would go out before that happened, of course.
And now he was thinking about his family. Terrific. Damn and blast that temple guy!
~~~~~~~~
He walked off his bad temper eventually, though it took a few miles and painful blisters on his feet before he did. He returned home after sunset just as Lano had insisted, ate supper for once, and managed to sleep with only a swig of the giazo for insurance. He grudgingly admitted to himself that Lano might just have had a point about the days off. Ironically, if he’d not been in such a foul mood, he might have easily fallen into depression instead. Maybe he should have gone back and thanked priest boy, instead of cursing him.
He didn’t thank the guy for his blisters the next day, but the restaurant was busy enough to distract him from his woes. Too footsore to walk off his insomnia that night, he climbed up on the restaurant’s rickety roof to smoke his weed, making sure to keep well away from the windows of Lano’s apartment. Lano had raised a family, buried his wife from there. Now it was just him, Biene, his widowed daughter, and Jaril who kept things running. Oh, and Einan too, though the business kept him running more than the other way around.
Staring across the low roofs of the dock district up to the twinkling lights of the inner city, he wondered how his old team were doing. He hadn’t passed on his new address to anyone, not even to his Ma—wasn’t sure how long he’d be staying here, or if he even wanted anyone to know how far he’d sunk. The smarter ones on the team—those who’d tried and failed to help him deal with all the shit—might think to write to the hospital, but he doubted it. He doubted they gave him much thought these days. The corps was so overworked and understaffed, they didn’t have time to wonder about the fate of one of their own who’d left, however unwillingly. He missed the people, missed the job. But crying over it was just a fool’s waste of watery tears.
The heatwave continued. It felt sometimes like it’d never rain again. Not a cloud crossed the sky, and the dust blew in every crack and open window. It made people fractious, and the farm boy in Einan’s soul couldn’t help worrying about whether it was the start of a drought or just an overwarm summer before the autumn rains. He didn’t like to think of the rains much, but a shower or two, a brief storm, sure would be welcome around about now.
Despite the heat, work stayed busy. Lano even started to make noises about taking on more staff, another cook, a third waitress. Einan wasn’t sure he was too happy about that idea. If they were people like Jaril, angry and jagged of spirit, he couldn’t stay. But he said nothing to Lano, because it wasn’t his place and it wasn’t fair. If things didn’t work out, he’d move on. This wasn’t his home. He only called two places ‘home’ and neither of them were in this city.
Kerne night rolled around and as usual, the kitchen was flat out. The last working day of the week, and pay day, when men without homes and kitchens of their own splashed out a little on a good hot meal, some of Lano’s best jilaj, and Biene’s excellent berry pies. A few brought booze with them, though it was illegal and Lano tried to discourage it as best he could. Never threw a body out though, because like he said, better they drank and ate in company, than drank alone and got mean and moody with it. Einan, who was mean and moody enough without the booze, had to agree.
Working with hot water in this weather was a trial, for sure, forcing Einan to work bare-chested under his apron out of sheer self-preservation, and even then, he had to stop every few minutes to go outside, wipe his face and neck and breathe a little, though it was hardly any cooler out than in. The heat wore on Biene’s placid temper as much as Jaril’s more prickly nature. Both of them were soaked in sweat, hair curled and plastered to their faces as they brought in their trolleys of dirty dishes, frowning and unable to muster the energy for the usual banter, their weary irritability a test for Einan’s empathic control.
The temperature affected appetites too, going by what was left on the plates Biene and Jaril hauled back. Easy to sympathise with the ragged men coming in from hard jobs to eat, and going home to stifling clapboard rooms. If only it’d rain....
“Should serve half, charge double,” Lano grumbled, wheeling a dish trolley out back to him, and putting a pan on the drainer to be washed. “If’n I had one of them fancy new coolers, I could sell salads and cold meat, but I ain’t got room for that.”
“Working men want a hot meal, even in this—”
Einan heard the scream at the same time he sensed the sharp thrust of anger and fear from someone—Biene? Lano rushed out, Einan hot on his heels, and found Biene fighting off two burly drunks, and Jaril, spitting and cursing, being restrained from helping her by a third man. One of the guys holding Biene had a hand over her mouth, cruelly clamping it shut, and the other had her blouse open and a knife to her bra strap.
Lano yelled, but Einan didn’t hesitate—the guy wanted to hurt someone, and wouldn’t listen, he already knew that. He grabbed a saucer from the nearest table and skimmed it at the man with the knife, hitting him on the forehead and dragging his attention away from Biene. Lano whisked up their old fire extinguisher, pumped it and aimed it right in the eyes of both Biene’s attackers. They yelled, dropped her, and she bolted. Einan chucked a saltcellar’s contents at the man holding Jaril, forcing him to let her go, and to turn on Einan instead.
“Get the maintainers!” Einan bellowed at Biene’s back. Lighter and fitter, he easily dodged the aggressor’s charge, and tripped the guy, sending him headlong into the corner of the table. Then the other two roared and attacked.
The mêlée was brief, but far too exciting. The four old customers who’d been cowering in the corner away from the three hulking drunks, did their best by throwing plates and salt—one managed to hurt himself trying to fling a chair—but they had little effect on the brutes. In the end Einan’s feet and strong hands, and Lano, wielding the extinguisher like a maniac, were what managed to bring the bastards down to the floor, groaning and holding various injuries, too hurt and drunk to keep up the fight. Jaril found some rope from out back and when Biene returned from pressing the alarm, she and Jaril took great relish in tying their attackers up with very little mercy at all.
By the time the local CPC crew and two Maintainers finally arrived, Einan and the others were down to treating the injuries of guilty and innocent alike. He’d already bandaged the worst cuts, applied cold compresses to broken noses, rinsed damaged eyes, and supported an old customer’s probably broken wrist in a sling.
The corpsman who came over to check out the wrist, noted the professional job. “You’re trained?”
“Ex-Corps.” Einan nodded at the men tied up in the middle of the room. “Those three are trouble—keep ‘em in restraints, will you?”
The man nodded. “Will do. You didn’t leave much else for us to fix,” he said, grinning.
Einan managed a slight smile, and gladly surrendered the scene to the professionals. He staggered as he straightened up, the hate and anger from the thugs, fear and other turbulent emotions from the customers and the two women, hitting him like an avalanche.
“Hey, you—need to ask you some questions.”
He grabbed a counter top and peered at the Maintainer with his officious notebook. “Yeah?”
“Your name?”
“D-Derzo Einan. Work here.”
“And you saw—”
One of the men snarled abuse at the corpsman treating him, spewing out his rage and frustration, and Einan’s gorge rose as his talent drowned in the ugliness.
“Sorry. Excuse me.”
He pushed past the officer, stumbled out the back and threw up until he was dry heaving, hurting himself with the raw effort to bring up non-existent stomach contents.
Some time later, he felt something cold on the back of his neck, a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “Easy, easy, there, boy.”
“Th-they done?”
“Just hauling the worst of ‘em away now. Appreciated your help tonight, boy. Biene too.”
Einan stood, his vision briefly blanking out, but Lano’s wiry hand under his elbow stopped him falling. The old guy helped him over to the woodpile to sit, and took the cloth from Einan’s neck.
“I just did what I was trained to, is all.”
“Maybe so, but me and mine is grateful. We’re in your debt.”
Einan shrugged off the careful grip, and wiped his face with his sleeve. “No debt. I...uh...think I need to—”
He bent and puked again, then held his gut. Damn it, he hated the dry heaves.
“You get along inside, boy. You want someone to sit with you or something?”
Einan shook his head. “No. Just need to be alone.” He stood up, swaying. Would he make it to the shed? He’d die trying at least. “See you in the morning,” he slurred.
“No, you take the damn day off, and the next, if’n you need it. Son, you ain’t looking too good. You sure you don’t—”
“I'm fine,” he snapped, lurching away. Even Lano’s kind concern scraped at him. He had to get away from people.
Back in his room, he didn’t even hesitate. He fumbled the drawer open and shook out one of the pills, washing it down with three big gulps of giazo. He didn’t want a chance to think, or to dream tonight.
But as soon as he lay down, the dark closed in and his heart started to race. Even through the growing haze of the sedative, he knew what that meant, knew that he couldn’t fight it. Turning his little lamp on, seeing the windowless walls looming over him, only reminded him he was inside, that he could be trapped.
He surged up, staggered for the door and his boots, grabbing the bottle of giazo and his shirt. He dragged in lungfuls of humid air, shivering in the still oppressive heat. He had to get away...somewhere...not here....
He walked shakily down the street, shirt still in one hand, bottle in the other, trying and failing to subdue the panic in his head, the churning in his gut. The pill had only made his thoughts fuzzy, so he couldn’t think, couldn’t...escape. Couldn’t sense anyone, like death surrounded him. He gulped down more giazo and stared up at the moon, straining for some relief to his fear.
He sank down onto a hay box outside a store. He wasn’t sure where he was, but then he didn’t much care either. The air felt heavy, like a blanket over him, suffocating. Only the bite of the booze seemed to offer him a space to breathe, so he drank more of it.
Gradually the desperation faded, hopelessness replacing it. He was a failure, a disappointment, just like Pa said. He’d left his family to follow a dream that was ashes now. He couldn't even deal with a simple brawl without losing it. He may as well be dead for all the good he did anyone.
He scooped some water from the trough next to the hay box, splashed himself to cool off. He wiped his face with his shirt, thought about putting it on but then figured it was too much trouble. Who cared anyway? Pretending to be respectable, when he was just the same as all the other crazy drifters.
“Evening, friend.”
He blinked up, eyes watering at the sudden flare of brightness. “Who’re you?”
“Troe Thalem.”
Einan took another swig and looked into the dark, away from the annoying lamp. “Never heard of you.”
“I know. You’re hitting the drink mighty hard.”
“Any business of yours?”
“Only that it’s late, it ain’t a good part of town, and you don’t live down here.”
“Well, you’re wrong.” He glanced back, saw the green material, looked up into a broad, chiselled face and dark eyes. “You! Priest boy!”
“I ain’t a—”
“Screw you. Don’t need temple interfering...bugger off!” He swayed to his feet, brandished a fist in the general direction of his tormentor. “Don’t need you!”
“Easy, friend—”
He found his fist trapped in a huge hand. That infuriated him. “Leggo!” He swung the bottle with intent, but it was blocked. “Bastard! Leggo!”
“Calm down, friend, I don’t want to—”
But the appeasing words meant nothing to Einan, rage roaring through him, burning away the hopelessness. How dare this fucking priest lecture him! He launched himself at the stranger, swinging wildly, kicking and punching in pent-up fury and frustration.
The guy didn’t fight back, which just made him madder, but the more Einan hit and swore, the more he seemed to be entangled and enveloped in a pair of beefy arms, until he was completely trapped.
“Leggo. Please. Let me go. I can’t...I can’t be...please. Please!”
“I can’t, friend. I won’t hurt you. I'm just going to see you home.”
Einan stared up into implacable, solemn features. “Got no home....”
And it must have been about then he passed out, because he didn’t remember a damn thing after that.
~~~~~~~~
He woke to unfamiliar light sending stabbing pain into his eyes. He groaned and flung an arm across his face, realising that he wasn’t in his little room. The bed was far too comfortable for a start, and the sheets smelled too floral.
“You awake, son?”
“Lano?” He uncovered one eye and found his boss leaning over him, radiating concern and no small amount of relief. “Where—”
“My place. Over the shop,” he clarified. “Biene and me figured you wasn’t safe to leave on your own, so we had the big fella carry you up here. How’re you doing?”
“Big fella?” Einan groaned again. Oh yeah. The big guy. “From the temple?”
“That’s the one. Carried you up here like you was made of feathers. You been out a whole day. We was pretty worried. Nearly called a medic when we couldn’t wake you up, but he said you was just drunk, and to let you sleep it off. You okay now?”
“Not really.” He tried to sit up, but his arms felt like they were made of dough. “This is your bed?”
“Nope. Biene’s. She slept on the sofa.”
“Hell. I'm sorry, Lano. I just....” He closed his eyes. Just when he thought he could sink no lower....
“Don’t you fret about it, son. You done us a favour night before last, and that’s the reason you was all of a doodah over things. I know you ain’t a drunk.”
Except when I am. “Help me up, Lano, please.”
The old man let him sit. Einan’s stomach gurgled unpleasantly. Between it and his head, he thought food was a very bad idea, but when Lano offered him some jilaj, he figured he might keep it down.
Lano went off to boil the kettle, while Einan took stock and wondered if he’d just blown his situation here. Lano was being pretty nice about things, but at the same time, having a drunk living on the premises was a risk, and he had his daughter to think about too.
When Lano returned and handed him a steaming mug, Einan had his apology all ready, but Lano dismissed it.
“Look here, young fella. I know you got your troubles, and I know you ain’t found your peace yet. But I ain’t throwing you out over a little thing like this when it was us that give you the reason in the first place.” He laid a hand on Einan’s shoulder. “Talents stick together, boy. Could be me going crazy, easy as you. You didn’t ask for this. You done good work for me and Biene. We’d like to see you come through this.”
“I don’t think I can, Lano. I...I can’t even go to sleep at night, thinking the walls are going to fall in on me.”
Lano nodded. “That landslide, I know. Seen your memories. Scares the hell out of me just seeing it second-hand. It’d be crazier if you wasn’t a little crazy on account of it. You just got to give it time, boy. You’re an honest soul, a good worker. I trust you. You found safe harbour here, long as you need it.”
Einan patted the old man’s leathery hand and felt like bursting into tears from embarrassment and gratitude. “You’ve done more for me than my own kin would.”
“Not so sure about that, but thank’ee. Now drink that jilaj and when you’re feelin’ up to it, you go on back to your place. You think a window’d help? We could put a window in, real easy.”
“Don’t want you to go to any trouble, Lano.”
“No trouble, son. When you move on, when you get your head screwed on right, then I can use it for the next fella. Should’ve done it sooner.” Lano squinted and scratched his head. “Know anything ‘bout putting windows in?”
Einan laughed despite himself. “Not a damn thing, but I can learn. Thank you, Lano. I owe you and Biene.”
“Enough of that. We’re quits, for now. Just get back on your feet and let my daughter have her bed back.”
Lano left him alone then, to drink his jilaj and contemplate the mess he’d made of himself. If priest boy—damn, what had he said his name was?—hadn’t brought him back, Einan could have found himself in a lot worse trouble, or even ended up dead from the combination of the sedative and the booze.
Half an hour later, as the sun was setting, he managed to make his way down the narrow stairs and across the yard to the pump. He desperately wanted a bath but asking Lano to use his would have pushed kindness too far. He drank as much water as he could manage, washed his upper body as best he could, and promised himself a trip to the public bathhouse tomorrow. And a visit to the public laundry too. He stank to high heaven, and he might have been brought low, but he still had a tiny amount of pride. Being dragged home like a stunned jaiger over the shoulder of some temple busybody was as far as he was prepared to sink. He needed to get himself together. The booze wasn’t an answer, and he had enough problems without it.
He lay down on the bunk, tired despite being out of it all day. The bottle of giazo hadn’t made it home with him. Probably just as well. He looked at the bottle of pills and then shoved them back in the drawer. He’d make do without, tonight at least.
He woke from a relatively dreamless sleep with a headache and a real appetite for once. Biene was in the restaurant starting the early preparations, and grinned to see him up and about. She insisted on cooking him a proper breakfast and watched him eat it, drinking a mug of jilaj to keep him company.
“You’re still looking a bit pale there, Einan.”
“I'm fine. Embarrassed but fine. One question—how did that fellow know where I lived?”
“I don’t know,” she said, frowning. “He just turned up and banged on the door. We was still cleaning up after...well, you know...and said he’d found you passing out on the street. Pa was just worried about getting you all tucked in and safe. The fella wouldn't stay to be thanked. He just told us to let you sleep it off and then he ran away. Do you know him?”
“Seen him around, that’s all. Never spoken to him.”
“Lucky it was him and not a ripper. You got to be careful round here, Einan. It’s not a good area.”
Her motherly concern bit a little on his abused senses, but he appreciated the thought. “I know. It was stupid of me. I’ll make it up to you.”
“You already did. I nearly wet myself when those guys grabbed me the other night. You and Pa wading in was the best sight I ever seen. It used to be a lot safer round here. I was telling Pa, maybe we should think about selling up, getting out, but he says he’s too old for a change like that now. What do you think?”
He looked at her worried, middle-aged features, and thought he was the last person on the planet to offer advice to anyone. “I can see your point, and his. I don’t know, Biene. All I know is that I'm glad you’re here right now, because you’ve been the saving of me.”
“No, that’s the big fella,” she said, chuckling. “Don’t mind me. I get worried about things and then they blow over. That business was the only problem we’ve had in a good long while, and you were here to help.”
But I might not be next time, he couldn’t help thinking. He just smiled and finished his breakfast, and wondered how long he could drift like this, beholden to other people’s charity. It sure wasn’t how he’d expected to end up, that day he’d hopped on the road wagon heading east for his medic training, and the big career his father hated so much.
He gathered up his soiled clothes and walked down to the laundry where a sweaty, overworked laundress emerged from her steamy lair, took the clothes and twenty ret off him for the fee, and promised the clothes would be clean and dry by the end of the day. Ten ret bought him a scrub, a long hot soak and a shave at the bathhouse—and another two ret got him a much-needed haircut. The fashion nowadays was for longer hair but he’d been in the Corps too long for that to feel right and besides, it was too damn hot.
Clean, groomed, sober and shamed, he walked up to the temple of Mother Nenin, determined to make his thank’ees and take his licks. He remembered being pretty mean to his saviour, and that wasn’t right. The man had done him a favour when another might have left him in his own vomit or stolen his wallet. A little humble gratitude was the least he deserved.
Einan couldn’t help a slightly uneasy feeling of blasphemy as he walked into the shrine. In answer to his question, an acolyte pointed silently to an elderly priestess before continuing with her brass polishing. Einan approached the priestess, smiling politely.
“Excuse me, holy mother.”
Her beaded headdress jangled cheerfully as she bowed her head. “Welcome, my son. How may I help you?”
“My name’s Derzo Einan and I’m looking for someone I think works here, or maybe worships here regularly. A tall man, very well built. Dark hair, eyes. I saw him at the baby blessing a week ago.”
“Oh yes, brother Thalem. You’re a friend of his?”
He winced a little. “Not really, but he did me a favour and I wanted to thank him. Does he work here?”
“Yes, he does. Come with me.”
She moved gracefully, as if on oiled wheels. Einan felt like a clod next to her slim elegance as they passed along a wooden boardwalk from the temple proper into a large yard, planted with young trees. To one side stood an infirmary, patients outside in chairs, attended by medics and acolytes. To the other lay other buildings whose purpose he couldn’t puzzle out, until she took him inside, and then he realised they were workrooms and classrooms. A kitchen and dining area too—so this was where the staff who worked here, lived, or at least took their breaks.
She led him through this structure and through to the other side, into another, more ramshackle yard full of old equipment, tools and timber in the process of being made into furniture and shelving.
And there he was, even more enormous than Einan remembered, massive shoulders barely reined in by the straps of simple dusty blue overalls over a long-sleeved shirt.
“Brother Thalem, you have a visitor.”
The man jerked upright in surprise, blinking at Einan and the priestess. “For me?”
“This is the person to whom you referred?” the priestess asked Einan, frowning.
“Yes, ma’am. You, uh...brought me home the other night,” he said to the man.
“I remember.”
The lack of welcome and the flat emotions threw Einan a little. The man wasn’t displeased to see him—more like it meant nothing to him at all.
The priestess smiled. “Well, then I’ll leave you two to chat. Good day to you, brother Einan. Blessings upon you.”
He bowed politely and waited until she’d glided away before turning back to his rescuer. The man was working on a set of shelves and seemed almost to have dismissed Einan from his thoughts. Not exactly gracious, Einan thought, but then he was the one in debt here.
“I, uh...wanted to thank you.”
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