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  A Strange Encounter


Ellio found a lot of interesting things poking around dumpsters in the Downs, but this was the first time he’d found a foot. Peeking out from under the bin, the glossy black nail polish shimmered from the light of a distant streetlamp. Getting over his initial shock, the young man breathed a sigh of relief when his further investigation revealed that the foot was still attached to a leg. A rather shapely woman’s leg swathed in black biomesh with metal grommets tracing up the seam from calf to thigh.  
Falling to his knees, he ignored the water from the puddle now seeping into his jumpsuit and the cold rain that dripped down the back of his neck. He pushed his goggles up into his dark-blue hair. Another, older set dangled from his throat as he leaned down. Ellio peered under the dumpster and was further consoled that the shapely leg was still attached to not only a torso but an entire woman’s body. She seemed to be all in one piece. Choppy black bangs fell in front of her eyes. Her face was flushed and smudged with dirt. Ragged gasps shuddered through her, breath puffing out as little clouds in the chill air. At least she was still breathing. Bodies sometimes turned up in the Downs, but not as often as one might expect.  
What on Elorah had happened to her?
Ellio began to retrace the day’s events in his mind. Had anything unusual happened? It was always smoggy and damp in this part of the city, but today’s drizzle had been marked by a heaviness in the air. Like a static charge was building. Once the sun had slipped below the horizon and neon signs flickered to life, the air was split apart by a sudden downpour of precipitation. Water dribbled from two spots in the ceiling of his shop, circled by concentric rings of brown, a memoir of rainy seasons past. Ellio had placed a metal pot under one and a small blue bin under the other. The bin was starting to sprout some kind of orange mold. One of these days he’d get around to bleaching it.
With the poor drainage system in the Downs, water collected in the pockmarked streets. Puddles glimmered, made iridescent by the oil that dripped from leaky vehicles. Scraps of paper littering the alleyways dissolved into gooey blobs that stuck to the soles of shoes. The rain made everything smell worse—as if it sharpened the stench of rot and human body odor rather than cleansing it. 
Just another day in the Downs.
After tuning up a hoverchair, replacing the carbolic intakes on a voltsleigh and fiddling with the exhaust manifold of a sling loader T40-B, Ellio had washed his face and headed next door to Roscoe’s for a bowl of noodles.
Roscoe was a surly old goat. His noodles were soggy and oversalted—a failed attempt to hide the lack of other ingredients. But he was alone, like Ellio, and it was better company than huddling over the Zenon burner in his garage, defrosting a block of protein sludge that tasted like ergon gas. That got old real fast. Maybe he could afford one of those Avathysian ventilators one day. Ellio dismissed that dream quickly. Why waste time wishing for the impossible? 
Another point in Roscoe’s favor was an old gridscreen he’d nicked from a punter while playing slow-draw one night. The screen was a little fuzzy and emitted strange crackly sounds from time to time. But whenever Ellio went over, Roscoe would always put on the Retiarius matches. The female fighters’ guild was Beulah’s pride and joy, uniting people from the Downs and the wealthier districts of the city with a common interest. Even Aurea, the golden district, couldn’t get enough of the violent arena matches. 
Sometimes Ellio wondered what Aurea was like. Could the people living there choose where they worked? Did they even have to work at all? Or was every day a parade of unending delights like the gridscreen promos suggested?
It’s gotta be better than this.
Ellio grunted as a cold raindrop slipped inside his collar, drawing him back to the present. Maybe he needed a hobby. People with hobbies were swish. They didn’t muck around in the garbage after chicks who were drunk, or drugged, or possibly both. Bet people in Aurea didn’t find girls in their trash.
The young woman shivered. 
Ellio frowned. “Hey, you all right?” He shook her leg gently. 
The biomesh cloth of her pants alone was probably worth more than he made in a month. He cringed at the thought of getting grease on them, but then again, the young woman was passed out under a dumpster. Clearly, she had bigger problems. But just to be sure, he wiped his hands along the thighs of his coveralls a few times. 
“Hey, c’mon.” Ellio craned his neck underneath the dumpster to see her better. “You can’t stay here.” He gripped her leg more firmly and tugged. The woman’s head lolled back and forth limply; her eyelids fluttered but remained closed.
After getting no response, Ellio partially crawled beneath the rusty trash receptacle. “’Scuse me, lady,” he whispered, sliding his hands lightly underneath her torso and dragging her out from under her makeshift shelter. He was careful not to let her bump her head on the way out. 
Ellio kept his hands to respectable areas, but a blush still crept up his neck as he cradled the young woman against his chest. She looked about his age, maybe a year younger. Ellio had just turned seventeen a few weeks back. He couldn’t help noticing she was beautiful, with full pink lips and a cute little nose smattered with freckles. She had golden eyeshadow like wings around her eyes. Ellio swallowed. Brushing her bangs back from her face, he held a calloused hand against her forehead.
“You’re burning up!” 
Groaning, he stood, carrying the woman. She was heavier than she looked. Dense little thing. How much did women weigh, anyway? It’s not like he’d ever carted one around before. Still, she needed to get out of the rain.
Ellio staggered with the soggy bundle in his arms. Luckily, his shop was just around the corner, right next to Roscoe’s Noodle Bar. He’d been taking out the old man’s trash for a free bowl of beef broth when he stumbled into this whole mess. 
Shifting her weight, Ellio stopped underneath a patched yellow awning that declared “Aubri & Son.” He kicked open the door. Dust and metal shavings billowed in little swirls, illuminated by the grimy streetlamp. 
Ellio shuffled through his shop, stubbing his toe on an axle that extended out from the work bay. Biting back a shout of pain, Ellio groaned loudly. At last, he reached the cot at the other end of the room and slid his newfound burden onto it. The cot creaked under the weight but didn’t collapse.
As he set her down, the woman let out a soft moan. Ellio froze, watching her with wide eyes. But she remained unconscious, her breathing hitched and unsteady. Convinced that she wasn’t about to wake up, he turned and rummaged through his drawers to find a clean rag. After running it under his rusty faucet, he draped it across her forehead.
Ellio watched her for a moment, his jaw tense. She appeared paler than she had a moment ago. And was it just him, or did her skin now have a tinge of blue? She must be freezing. Digging out a clean towel, he wheeled a three-legged stool next to the cot and hesitated. Her clothing was soaked, but the thought of changing it caused his mind to seize like an engine without oil. Nope, that wasn’t an option. But maybe he could help it dry?
Sheepishly, he patted at the shoulder of her jacket, running the towel down her arm. This garnered no response from the young woman, but it did absorb some of the water. Ellio brushed the towel along her leg and dabbed at her bare feet. They were splattered with mud, and he found himself immersed in cleaning them for a few minutes. 
In a way, it reminded him of his work taking apart engines and repairing them. His father had taught him the basics, but when Ellio began working on machines, it was like something clicked in his subconscious. Cables, circuits, nuts, and bolts—it all fit together perfectly in his mind—a soundless symphony playing just for him. When people asked him to explain how he fixed things, Ellio often had trouble finding the words. How did he make a thirty-year-old engine run smooth? Or stop a carbolic intake from kicking? He just knew.
The woman sighed again and rolled onto her side, disrupting his concentration. The movement displaced the rag, causing it to slide off her forehead. Ellio wheeled back toward her head. At least she was out of the torrential rain, but she remained unconscious, breathing ragged.
Further emboldened, Ellio took the rag and tried to brush some of the grime off her left cheek. He noticed a reddish patch on the side of her neck. It looked like a rash, the skin inflamed with little raised bumps. Ellio leaned over to have a closer look. As his shadow fell across her face, the young woman’s eyes snapped open. They were such a brilliant violet hue that Ellio didn’t notice her hand snake up until it seized his wrist in a bone-crunching grip.
“Don’t touch me,” she growled.
Ellio was so startled, he dropped the rag with a shout. “Ah sorry… Miss?” How should he address her? Her clothes spoke of wealth and social strata far beyond him. But he’d found her in the Downs, under a dumpster, for Dral’s sake.
She still hadn’t released his arm. Her eyes glared daggers at him.
Ellio felt like he’d grabbed a tiger by the tail. He could see his reflection shining in her fierce gaze. “You passed out,” he stammered. “It was raining. I couldn’t just leave you outside.”
She flung his arm away with a sneer. “You can drop the Samaritan act.” Grunting, she pulled herself into a sitting position. Then, taking a deep breath through her nose, she jerked herself up. She rose on wobbly legs and Ellio moved to support her. 
“I said don’t.” She shoved him away. “I’m fine. I need to get back.” 
She grabbed onto the workbench to her left, using it to pull herself toward the door. 
Ellio watched her struggle, but a latent survival instinct warned him not to interfere. He had an unnerving hunch that she would sock him in the jaw if he approached. 
When she reached the end of the bench, the woman staggered a few steps toward the garage doorway. He could tell she was dizzy by the way she swayed. Too late, she sensed the inevitable, that she was going to fall. She reached out for his tool chest, but the wheels he’d rigged beneath it made it a poor support. She crashed to the floor, sending wrenches, bolts, and pliers scattering in every direction.
Ellio waited one breath, then two. The last thing he wanted was a fight with some strange rich chick. She struggled to rise three times before curling on her side, clutching her stomach.
Ellio knelt beside her. “Please. Let me help you.” 
She didn’t respond at first. Her eyes were squeezed shut, lips pressed in a thin line. Then she gave a reluctant nod.
“I’m going to pick you up, okay?” 
The woman cinched her arms around her stomach. Ellio could see her hands trembling, black nails digging into the fabric of her jacket like claws. He laid her on the cot and draped a blanket over her. She didn’t look good. Her breathing was more labored, and her shivering was violent. He could hear her teeth chattering. 
Ellio racked his brain. 
Think! 
She needed serious help. But who could he ask? There was only one person he could think of.
Ellio rushed back out into the pouring rain and sprinted to Roscoe’s door, banging on it wildly.
“What’s all that racket? Can’t you people leave an old man in peace?” Roscoe stumped to the entrance and glared out, rheumy eyes blinking.
“Sorry! Sorry!” Ellio waved his hands apologetically. “It’s an emergency, Roscoe.”
“Emergency, my foot! You hyperbolizin’ little miscreant.”
“I’m serious, Roscoe. I need you to come to my shop right now.”
The old man blustered for a moment more, but grabbed his coat. “Better be worth movin’ these aching bones or I’m gonna clout you one,” he mumbled under his breath. When he laid eyes on the swanky Aurean shivering on Ellio’s cot, he raised his brows.
“It’s not like that,” Ellio insisted, rolling his eyes. “I noticed her holed up under the dumpster when I went to take out the trash. She’s sick, feverish. I don’t know how to help her.”
“Aurea got access to doctors and the like.”
“But she doesn’t have any ID. And I doubt those doctors would do a house call in the Downs.”
Roscoe stumped around the shop for a minute, thinking. Eyeing the bolts and tools still strewn around the floor, he turned back to Ellio. “She do all this?”
“For the split second she could stay conscious.”
“Got spirit, don’t she?”
Remembering her fiery glare, Ellio shrugged. “That’s one way to put it.”
Roscoe’s face brightened and he flashed a toothy grin. “I have somethin’ might do the trick. An Eirenian atomizer.”
“How’d you score one of those?”
“Got it off a trader a while back.”
“Lifted it, you mean.”
Roscoe didn’t deny it. Instead, he walked to the edge of the garage and peered into the pouring rain from under the safety of the awning. “Kept tellin’ myself I was savin’ it for a rainy day.”
Ellio didn’t say anything. An Eirenian atomizer was worth a fortune. They were rumored to cure all kinds of ailments. But with the hostility between Eiren and Gehenna, those kinds of meds were almost impossible to come by nowadays. And Roscoe wasn’t getting any younger. This lady appeared to be from the Aurea district, but there was no guarantee she’d repay them.
“I can’t ask you to give that up, Roscoe.”
“You didn’t,” the old man grunted, but there was a warmth underneath it. He shuffled back to his shop and returned with a small glass vial a few minutes later. The atomizer resembled a syringe, with a plastic cone on the end. The liquid inside was a brilliant emerald green.
“How does it work?” Ellio asked.
“We’re supposed to stick it in her nose.” Roscoe rubbed a hand over his balding head.
“Her nose?” Ellio asked incredulously. “That doesn’t sound right.”
“Look, kid, you asked me for help. This is what I got. Atomizers are designed for sick, weak people, possibly unconscious. Like your lady friend here. You’re lucky it isn’t a pill she’d have to swallow.”
Ellio threw up his hands. “Fine, whatever you say.” 
Roscoe held the atomizer out to him. “You put it in her nose and press down till all the liquid is gone. She’s gotta breathe it all in, you hear?”
“Okay, stick the plastic cone in her nose. Make sure she breathes it all.” Ellio took the atomizer and held it under the light. The green liquid glittered inside. 
“Please work,” he whispered, slipping the atomizer in her nostril, and pressing down on the plunger.
Her arms shot up, grabbing at him, trying to tear his hands away from her face. 
“Help me hold her,” Ellio shouted. “She still needs to breathe it.”
Somehow, the two men were able to hold her thrashing limbs long enough for the medicine to disperse. As Ellio was trying to remove the atomizer, her hand clamped around his wrist.
“What… did you…?” she ground out, eyes open to little slits.
“Medicine. We gave you medicine to help,” he assured her. “You’ll feel better soon.”
Her eyes rolled and her hand fell to the cot with a thump. She slumped over, a dead weight in Ellio’s arms. He gently laid her back down, pulling the blanket over her.  
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