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Аннотация
What others are saying about Broken Things:
�It�s intense, surprising and keeps you on the edge of your seat.� 5 stars

�This is a story that will pull you in and won�t let go. You will need to finish it.� 5 stars

�If you like dark, intense, futuristic sci-fi, you will enjoy this book.� 4 stars

�Very well written and great plot.� 5 stars

The world has changed. People live forever, but children are a thing of the past. To meet the demands of want-to-be parents, children have been replaced with androids... very life-like androids.
Josh, a twelve-year old boy, is hit by a truck, leaving him badly damaged. Instead of paying the outrageous cost to fix him, they dump him in the wilderness.
Broken Things follows Josh and his journey to a home that doesn�t want him anymore, through a setting that darkly mirrors our own. Along the way, he must face the fears of abandoned children, from the wilderness to the city streets, and the predators that dwell in both. His only salvation may rest in finding a single person that cares.
If you enjoy science fiction and suspense with many twists and turns, then you�ll love Broken Things.
* * *
�The story was quite interesting, well written, and has a nice surprise twist at the end.� 4 stars

�It was a gripping thriller and I loved the ending. Very awesome book!� 5 stars

��the book tugged at the heart strings.� 5 stars (Amazon UK review)



BROKEN THINGS
A Novel by G.S. WRIGHT


Part 1
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Josh Norton seemed just like all the other boys, he enjoyed playing sports and video games, playing with toy guns and swords, watching cartoons, and even had a small collection of vintage action figures. His parents had also bought him a new bike that put all of his friends� old broken things to shame. In every regard he was as normal a boy as money could buy.
None of that made him special. All of his interests, right down to his personality, were individually chosen at time of purchase. A complex set of algorithms took those details and made it almost impossible to tell him from a real boy, a perfect kid designed to his owners� specifications. His generation was highly sought after by would-be parents, thanks to the nearly infinite combination of personality traits, and they were available from infant to fifteen.
There hadn�t been a real child born for twenty years, the price the world paid for near immortality, so few knew what to compare a kid to anyway. Their own childhood memories were faint and lost to their hubris, and with it, their empathy for nurturing.
Josh Norton�s life, as he knew it, had to end.
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Lance Stalling liked to break things.
In his dirty, cherry-red Ford truck, he�d done his share of damage. He and his truck had a special relationship, on the weekends they would go out together and run things over. It brought him a small measure of joy like nothing else. He especially enjoyed breaking other peoples� kids. He�d grown tired of his job and jaded toward his girlfriend. His doctor said he suffered from desensitization and gave him more pills. He didn�t tell his doctor about the kids. Something so cathartic couldn�t be that bad.
Fifteen days ago, he�d celebrated his fifty-seventh birthday alone. Nobody remembered his birthday anymore, but it�d been a good excuse to drink until sunup and sleep for two days with a hangover that wouldn�t quit. Though his body looked as that of a thirty-something man, it sure didn�t respond like one. He didn�t remember his brain ever feeling like it�d been pickled by whiskey before.
His father had retired at seventy, but Lance didn�t possess any hope for himself. He�d be a draftsman until the day he died, a job he once loved, designing machinery for a big engineering firm, but now each day filled him with despair. Day after day of the same thing slowly crushed his soul. They even had the nerve to tell him that his attitude needed improvement. What the hell did that mean, anyway? There wasn�t any fresh blood entering the job market, only a bunch of old dogs already secure in their jobs. Sure a few people jumped careers, but you didn�t see much of it, no matter what the bosses threatened. If they weren�t careful, he�d switch companies too. It worked both ways.
It felt as if lately everything in his life was spiraling out of control. Gloria had been on his case more often than ever. She�d started talking about marriage. Every time she brought it up he�d feel an onset of heartburn. His father used to say that it�s not what you�re eating, it�s what�s eating you. Well pop, it�s Gloria, she�s eating my spirit. He�d been seeing her on and off for five years. His first two marriages hadn�t lasted that long combined, and logic told him that the common denominator of failure involved a license from a court house.
Besides, who could stay with the same person forever? Maybe, if he had the fear of death hanging over him like his parents had, he�d have a need for that whole �until death do us part� nonsense. He had great health insurance though. They covered all of his prescriptions. No death for him, hooray for the modern world. Eternity didn�t sound so good when you were a wage slave, and no company would provide retirement benefits anymore. Hell, he�d heard that they had removed the word �retirement� from the dictionary.
He really needed to break something to help him loosen up. So few people bought kids anymore, and yet they still just turned them loose. Imagine paying that kind of money for a toy. Like all machines, they were really only good for a few years, despite what the manufacturers advertised. If you didn�t break them, they broke themselves. At his job, he knew that better than just about anyone. Engineers could build a better machine, but that hurt future sales. And people liked new things anyway, it was what kept them happy and allowed them to survive in this stagnant world.
He�d run over his first kid entirely on accident. The thing had darted out in front of him after a soccer ball and he couldn�t stop in time. What had it been, fifteen years ago? Now those kids, they exploded in gears, circuit boards, and hydraulic fluid, all cleverly masquerading in the form of a child. He�d pulled over, but knowing what it would cost him to replace somebody�s kid made him drive away before somebody noticed. He�d been angry� angry about the damage to his old truck and angry about the guilt he felt. He�d lost sleep over it for a few nights but it passed. He did it a second time just to see if the kid exploded just like the first.
Fools and their money are soon parted, he told himself, chuckling at the thought. He�d never hit a real child, after all, there hadn�t been a real one born in twenty years. Everyone knew about Timothy Alexander, the last real child, the miracle baby. Last he�d heard, Tim was being groomed for politics.
He used to worry. What if�s played through his head just before he hit one for the first few years. And, oh man, the technology these days just blew his mind. They were so real! No longer did they explode, but they bled now, if you hit one right it would smear for a good twenty feet at least. If he had the money he�d consider buying one, just for the fun of it all.
But why spend the cash when you could just take them for free? Just grab one off of the street and you could play rough with it for days. If only he had more time this weekend, he would go out and catch one. That alone was reason enough not to let Gloria move in. He didn�t need her giving him guilt over his play things. Today he�d do it old school, just drive over it, quick and easy. Besides, his truck sounded hungry.
He pictured himself and his truck as a single entity, a tiger on the prowl for fresh meat, stalking through a suburban jungle. It had been awhile. There just weren�t enough kids around anymore, even with the summer. There should be children everywhere, riding bikes, throwing balls, going through their mimicry of life. The world needed something new to get people buying again. Even ten years ago, investing in cyber-robotic technology stocks rivaled the pharmaceutical companies. He once had a few thousand dollars in a local Idaho corporation, Kidsmith. They tanked a few years back, taking most of his investment with it. He�d heard that they�d moved most of their business to China after closing down the majority of their production in Boise.
Lance turned off of Filer Avenue, leaving the traffic behind for quieter neighborhood streets. Kids tended to keep to the side roads anyway. Two blocks later, sure enough, his gut led him true. A boy, not too big, probably not even a teenager model, rode a shiny new blue bike. Not only did parents buy an expensive kid, but they gave the toys their own expensive toys! Some people had more money than sense.
He pulled over, parking a block away from the kid. He had to be careful, once he�d smashed one right in front of its owners. He�d spent the entire week sweating as to whether or not they�d identified his truck. He couldn�t afford to replace one of those things.
The street remained empty of actual people, and the kid had reached the next block. He looked like a smart one too. He looked both ways, like he�d been programmed with a survival mechanism, which only enhanced his illusion of life.
Lance slowly gave the truck gas. He didn�t peel out anymore, that made people look out their windows. Still, the engine growled in approval, as though it read his mind. It must have, he�d read that cars nowadays were nearly as smart as their drivers. He didn�t go for any of those new cars, his was vintage. He liked to hear what he drove, and not that annoying electronic buzz. This thing still guzzled gas as though it came from the previous century.
The kid heard him coming. Within the nearly two blocks he had the speedometer up to forty, and it roared like the tiger he saw it as, hungry for synthetic blood. The kid didn�t look concerned and pedaled closer to the curb. With such a nice wide street as this one, he probably felt safe.
Lance couldn�t hold back a high-pitched giggle as he swerved at the last second. The boy rewarded him with his eyes popping open impossibly wide in shock as he realized his impending doom. The sheer terror in the child�s face simply amazed him. Who would program such emotions? The collision of chrome and kid could be heard over the engine, a sweet, satisfying thump. Lance deeply appreciated his truck. There wouldn�t even be a dent.
Somehow the bike hooked his front bumper and child and bicycle rode along with Lance as a figurehead on a ship. He swerved back and forth, whipping the steering wheel from side to side in an attempt to force the kid loose. He didn�t always get an effective hit, but if he could just get the kid to tumble under the tire...
A few more jerks of the steering wheel and the bike came free, twisting hard to the right. The truck hardly registered the impact as the bike went under, but the boy tumbled away. He couldn�t see what happened, but only the results. The boy did not go under the tire.
Lance�s foot came off of the gas pedal and hovered over the brake. In the rear-view mirror, he watched as the boy bounced and tumbled, finally coming to rest against the curb. Beyond the boy, parts and pieces of the bicycle stretched for nearly the entire block. The child, however, remained in one piece.
He slammed his fist into the dashboard, throwing up a small cloud of dust and leaving an impression of the ball of his hand behind like a mutant footprint. His eyes darted back and forth to watch the road and witness the damage to the kid at the same time. He had to have broken him, he just couldn�t tell. Kids didn�t have luck. They were fragile, delicate machines. They always broke. He ran the options through his head, trying to decide whether to reverse and run him over again, or maybe circle the block. No, he had to leave. He couldn�t take the chance of being caught and forced to pay restitution. He whipped the truck around the next corner, deciding to leave the boy behind. Dissatisfaction left bile in the back of his throat, and he spat out the window in disgust.
Next weekend, he promised, I�ll find one and break it right. 
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Josh remembered the truck clearly, trying to hold himself up, fingers scratching at the hood. The heat of the grill burned his arms. He couldn�t tell if he hurt from the initial contact or from the heat. He remembered a weird abstract revulsion of touching the myriad collection of splattered bugs, though it felt as though he were being added to the collection. Inches from his face, half of a dragonfly twitched as though alive, animated in death by the wind drag.
He remembered the bike and the sound it made as it scraped along the road, emphasized by the snapping of parts as they tore free, the truck biting off pieces one at a time. He slid lower off of the hood and down the grill, and knowing that if he were to fall past the bumper he�d instantly be dragged under. The bike yanked him lower. The frame had caught on his leg. He was the only thing holding the bike up.
The glare of the sun off of the windshield hid most of the driver�s face. All he could see was eyes and teeth as though it were being driven by a formless monster. The glare could not hide the driver�s sadistic glee.
Josh had absorbed all of this within the span of but a few seconds. When the man whipped the steering wheel from side to side the bike slid off of the bumper taking the boy with it. A brief jolt of pain as the bike shot away tore up his leg as the pedal raked across his calf. He caught one last glimpse of the bike as it slipped beneath the tire of the truck. He hit the ground rolling, seeing chrome and rubber pass within inches of his face.
The world spiraled. The road tore at him as he tumbled, until he finally came to a brutal stop in the gutter, body slamming into the curb. It took a minute for his head to stop spinning, to equilibrate with his motionless body.
He blinked, bringing the blue sky with its few wisps of clouds into focus, and with it came the pain. It radiated from everywhere, inside and out. The pain in his arms and legs stung, and his back and head just hurt.
What if the man came back? He had to get out of the street. He had to get home. He rose up on his hands, fighting the vertigo that made him want to lie back down. Had anyone seen what had happened? He turned his head slowly, but everywhere looked peaceful and empty. The perfect image of a street lined with perfect homes seemed strangely juxtaposed with the carnage of pieces of twisted blue metal scattered down the street.
Josh turned his attention back to the stinging in his arms. His elbow was nothing but bloody torn flesh, so deep he could see metal. The gore made his stomach heave, threatening to bring up his breakfast. He picked at the gravel embedded in his flesh, but it made his mouth fill with bile. His knees looked much the same, though not as deep. He�d lost skin from both, and a gash on the back of his calf from the pedal looked like he�d been clawed by a giant cat.
The sound of a car approaching made his heart miss a beat. He whipped his head around, nearly causing him to black out. It wasn�t the truck. He sighed in relief and waved his arms as it approached. Being so close to rescued, tears filled his eyes. He didn�t care if they saw him cry. He deserved the respite, after being through a crash like that. He�d lived!
But the car didn�t slow. Through the side window, he caught a glimpse of the driver�s face looking at him curiously, but no concern. The driver even had to cross into the opposite lane to go around the scrap of his bike!
He watched the car continue down the street until it disappeared from his sight. It hadn�t stopped! Why hadn�t it stopped?
He propped himself up on the curb and forced himself to ignore the pain, to get back on his feet. Someone had to help him. He walked on trembling legs toward the nearest house. It looked safe, beckoning him with its well-trimmed lawn and bright flower beds. It looked like a place that could remove him from the nightmare he�d just experienced. They would call his parents and everything would be okay. His parents would know what to do. They always did. No matter how bad he�d been hurt, they�d always made it better. Granted, he�d never been hit by a car before, but that was why they were adults.
He managed five steps before his legs buckled. He dropped to his knees in the cool green grass, thankful to be off of the pavement. He dragged himself toward the house. He should�ve stayed home and watched cartoons. He�d gotten up early to play video games, but his mother had been so testy. So what if he�d played for three hours? His brain couldn�t rot, no matter what they said. He�d told her so, but she�d made him go out and ride his bike anyway. After this, she�d let him play video games any time he wanted.
The sounds of traffic slowly faded, drowned out by a new noise. It sounded like a high pitched whine, seeming to come from everywhere at once. It took a moment, but Josh realized it came from his head. Great, he had damaged his head. Not from the video games, but from the fresh air. You didn�t get hit by cars sitting in your bedroom.
He crawled toward the house, forcing himself to move one limb at a time. He caught a flash of metallic blue hidden within a tuft of grass. Even a part of his bike had been thrown up on the lawn. He made his way past it, focusing on the porch steps. Almost there. But the world faded, turning gray, then black.
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Josh remained on the lawn, unaware, as the Saturday morning turned to afternoon. The yard belonged to one Ted Gayer, an industrial roofer trying to enjoy his weekend. His Saturday morning had been spent drinking beers, and he had yet to accomplish his goal of two six packs before the day slipped away from him.
Ted had no problem with the kid sitting in his yard all day. Kids did their own thing, and in Ted�s mind, it was always best to ignore them. You could never tell how they were going to respond. To Ted�s credit, he couldn�t remember being a child, and beyond the fact that he knew he�d once been one, they weren�t on the top of his list of things to think about, except maybe to be thankful that his wife, Rose, hadn�t asked for one, at least not for a few years. He supposed that the novelty of children had started to wear off. He�d told her years ago that they were a fad. Robots weren�t a replacement for the real thing and never would be, like a Christmas present that everyone had to have, but forgotten the following year.
He�d heard the impact. Impressive, too. He�d rushed to the window, wondering what kind of crash had made such a noise. People always drove down his street too quickly anyway. He hadn�t expected to see a kid. He couldn�t believe to see the thing in one piece, but as it turned out, the thing was pretty damned durable. He�d even managed to drag himself out of the street, all of his limbs still attached. He never thought they�d be built so tough. Over the course of the day he peered out the window, just to see if the kid was still there. He thought about telling it to get off his lawn, but then again, that brought him back to actually have to interact with the thing.
Rose, on the other hand, not wanting to say anything to Ted, felt that her husband should get off his ass and do something about the kid on their lawn, but she put up with it so as not to ruin his Saturday. After all, he worked so hard all week. By dinnertime though, after Ted had checked on him for the hundredth time, she finally spoke up.
�Are you going to take care of that or not?� she demanded.
�Nope,� he replied, cracking open another beer, �It�ll go away on its own.� He pointedly made a show of kicking back in his recliner. It groaned in response.
�Are you kidding me, Theodore? It�s busted to pieces. Aren�t they supposed to have their owner�s name on them or something?�
�I reckon.� Ted sighed and sat his beer down, missing the coaster on the side table put there for that purpose. �Don�t touch my beer.�
She scowled and moved his beer to the coaster, watching him stalk across the living room and out the door. She gave him a ten second head start, and then went to watch from the doorway. Both her living room and craft room (once originally intended to be a spare bedroom) was full of glass hutches displaying her modest collection of dolls. She had just passed sixty of them, and had her eye on a few others. Their perfect porcelain skin, unblinking eyes, and beautiful little dresses and suits brought her happiness. Those robot kids were messy, although once she�d considered getting one, but she considered herself to be of an old school mentality. She couldn�t lock one in a hutch. Dolls weren�t meant to move.
Ted knelt down next to the boy and looked him over. �Where�s the owner name on these things? I don�t want to touch it. It�s all� bloody and nasty.� He wiped his hands on his jeans as though being near the boy had soiled them.
�I don�t know,� Rose said from the house, �Maybe on his clothes or something?�
�I�m not touching the thing�s dang clothes,� he mumbled, �Maybe there�s something on the bike.�
Ted got back to his feet with an �oof� brought on by his ample beer gut and grabbed the bike scrap, turning it about. �Look at this thing,� he said in admiration, tilting it toward the house, �It�s torn up worse than the kid. I thought they made these things tougher than that. It�s probably made in goddamned China.� Ted liked to blame China for many things, and though often wrong, this time he wasn�t too far off. The bike had come from Taiwan.
Despite his vocal protests, he walked down the sidewalk to where the largest piece of the bike�s frame had come to rest. The broken chain dropped and swung like a pendulum as he picked it up, still hooked on a gear. �Sumbitch,� he muttered under his breath, �They wrote the phone number on the bike. Probably thought the kid would lose it or something.�
He pulled out his cell phone and five minutes later, the Nortons arrived to pick up their boy and the bike. Mr. Norton walked the street gathering up the bike, all the while muttering under his breath while Mrs. Norton knelt next to Josh and shook him, trying to get a response. Finally, they packed him into the back of their SUV, squeezing the mangled bike in next to him. Neither of the Gayers came out to help. They�d already shut their curtains.
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Unfortunately for Josh, being the weekend, his parents couldn�t do anything for him until Monday morning. Mrs. Norton wanted to bring him inside, but her husband talked her out of it. They�d just have to tote him back out again. He spent two nights in the SUV, never regaining power.
Late Monday morning they took him in to Magic Valley Androids, a service and repair center for kids. When he awakened, he wished he hadn�t. His five senses came back on all at once, overwhelming him with bright lights and pain, pain from everywhere.
His body seized uncontrollably and he heard a new voice, that of the tech, ordering Mr. Norton to �Hold him down!� Josh didn�t know it but the tech had little experience working on kids. They were just another type machine. Between his father and the tech, they pinned him down until he regained control of his body. The tech glared at him as though his seizure had been on purpose. �Son of a bitch,� he muttered under his breath.
Josh glared back, but he couldn�t really focus. Everything hurt, and though he didn�t know it, most of his scrapes were infected. His parents had only superficially cleaned his injuries and now they were filled with puss. The tech didn�t even try to hide his disgust as he sewed him up. The needle became another source of inescapable pain.
�Dad?� he looked up at his father, standing opposite of the tech.
�Quiet Josh, let the man work.� His father stood back with arms crossed, watching the tech work. Though his father wore his poker face, Josh knew his every expression. He�d imprinted everything he could of his dad into his memory and right now he radiated with displeasure.
He looked about intently, trying to focus on anything other than the tech. It looked much like his father�s garage, with tools scattered all over workbenches that lined the room. The only difference was the presence of several antiquated computer monitors with numerous wires and attachments. Next to his metal bed the tech had placed a cart with other more torturous tools, such as scalpels and clamps. The walls were covered with posters of children and child anatomy. Though he couldn�t say why, he found them unsettling and looked away.
�Please sit still,� pleaded the man. His name tag on his white smock read Mark. Mark had only been working with androids for three months and saw it more as a punishment. At one time it had seemed like the perfect career. Everyone wanted kids. A few community college classes had prepped him for this exciting new career, just to find out that he�d missed the real opportunity by a few years, and wages in android repair had decreased. Though he hadn�t voiced it to anyone yet, he was strongly considering going back into automotive mechanics. At least people still needed cars. They didn�t cry and wiggle.
�Why�s he whining like that?� Mr. Norton asked. He adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses that were ever sliding down his nose as he leaned over Josh. He scrutinized the boy as though trying to troubleshoot an engine. Josh had seen his father do just that, and the last thing he wanted was his dad trying to repair him.
�All kids whine,� the tech replied testily.
�No, not that, that high pitch sound.�
�Oh that� yeah it�s something in his head. Probably a cooling fan going out. Maybe bad bearings. He definitely feels feverish.�
Josh hadn�t realized that they could hear it too. �I think it�s my ears ringing,� he said helpfully.
�You�ll fix that?� Mr. Norton asked.
�Sure, that�s not a big deal. Once I�ve stitched these lacerations, I�ll hook him up to the diagnostics computer and see what else is going on in there.�
Josh looked down at the needle going in and out of his flesh, guiding the thread through what looked like an impossibly large tear in his arm. He still had his other arm and both legs to go. �Stop, it hurts,� he begged, tears filling his eyes, �Please!�
�Do you think you can get him to stop yelling or do you want me to turn him back off?�
�Josh, stop crying.�
Josh obediently stopped sobbing, but couldn�t completely stop the tears. He didn�t want to cry in front of his father, he knew how much he hated it. He expected Josh to be tough. He tried hard to block out the pain, but it hurt beyond anything he�d ever felt before. Turning his head, he focused on his dad�s face for comfort. He could always depend on his father. His mother�s absence only made him all the more thankful for his presence.
The stitches took forever. Every now and then, the tech would grab tweezers to dig out a rock, or scrape dirt from the wound. It seemed that time had slowed to allow him more time to be tortured. Finally, he finished on the last leg and pulled a monitor behind Josh.
�What are you doing?� he asked.
�Running a diagnostic check,� the tech replied, �Hold still.�
Josh felt a small pinch on the back of his neck and suddenly his vision went blurry. �What�s happening?�
�What do you see?� Mr. Norton asked.
Josh started to answer, but the tech talked over him. ��It looks like there�s quite a bit of internal damage to his circuit boards. He�s got a few bad sectors in his drive, and his looks like his CPU is damaged. He�s functional, but I don�t know for how long.�
Mr. Norton frowned. �And? What�s it going to take to fix him?�
�To be blunt,� the tech said with a snort, �You�d be better off buying a new kid. How long have you had him?�
�I�m twelve,� Josh said helpfully.
�We�ve had him three years.�
�Yep,� said the tech, �Three years is a pretty good run. Some families don�t even get that long from this generation. Now the new models, you�ll get up fifteen if taken care of properly.�
�They said this one would be good for fifteen. I�ve got friends with the same generation going on five.� His father paused, then said, �Give me a cost. What�s it going to take to get him good as new?�
�Minimum? Twenty-thousand.�
�Twenty-thousand dollars?� Through his blurry eyes, he could see the all-familiar anger in his father�s face. Josh was happy he wasn�t the tech. �I could get a new kid for half that!�
�You have to completely refurbish these older models, and they don�t make kids the same way anymore. He�s a Kidsmith, and they haven�t released a new kid for at least a year now. His parts are all obsolete.�
Mr. Norton ran his hands through his hair. �Unhook him. I�m taking him home.�
Josh felt the pinch in the back of his neck again, and his vision immediately returned. His father�s face had turned a slight shade of red with a vein pulsing in his forehead. Josh knew to stay out of his way when he got like that. He kept his eyes lowered.
The tech, on the other hand, didn�t appear ruffled at all. On the contrary, he seemed apathetic. �Would you like me to back up his memory? Or replace the fan?�
�No. Come on, Josh.�
Josh hopped down from the table and followed his father to the reception room where his mother waited. His wounds still hurt and his legs trembled, but his father kept him on his feet with a hand hooked under his armpit. His mother looked hopeful, but as she saw her husband�s face, she frowned.
Josh looked fondly into his mother�s big brown eyes. They were usually so full of compassion, it made his chest hurt to see her sad, knowing that he�d caused it. He wanted her to hold him and stroke his hair, but she was so distracted. Every time their eyes met, she turned away quickly, as though she couldn�t bear to look at him. He wasn�t that broken, was he?
�I�m going to be okay, right?� Josh asked.
�Stay with your mother,� he said. He walked over to the receptionist to settle his bill. Josh watched him for a minute before turning to his mom.
�Look,� he said, holding out both arms and spreading his legs, �I got stitches!�
�Wow, you sure did! You�ve got them everywhere! What did the repairman say?�
�I don�t know but dad didn�t like it. He�s angry.�
His mother looked over at her husband as he handed the receptionist their debit card. Josh wanted to make her happy, but didn�t know what to say. �I�m sorry, mom.�
She glanced at him with a half-smile, but her eyes remained on his father. Josh knew that if they were home, he�d be yelling. He hoped he�d be done being angry by the time they left.
In a way, he got what he hoped for. His father�s anger had diminished somewhat, but they turned the radio up loudly in the back speakers so he couldn�t hear what they talked about. Josh�s mother turned and looked at him once, tears in her eyes, but the rest of the trip they spent ignoring him.
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One month after his accident, Josh helped his parents load their SUV. They were still more distant with him than they used to be, and maybe a bit more short of temper, but life had almost returned to normal. They rarely let him go outside for long, but they made him play in his room most of the time. The end of August had been rough, but today none of that mattered. Today was perfect.
�Where are you guys going?�
Josh turned to find his friend William in their yard. He hadn�t heard the other kid ride up, but with the continuous ringing in his ears anything could have snuck up on him. �Hey Will,� Josh said, �We�re going camping.�
�We went camping once.� Will said.
�That�s great, this is my first time. Well, gotta go. I�ve got things to load.� To emphasize his words, Josh tossed his duffel bag of clothes into the back of the SUV. His parents were in the kitchen packing food, and arguing over what to take.
�What�s that sound? Do you hear that?�
�It�s my head,� Josh said, �I was in a crash.�
�I was in a crash once.� Will stated.
�Did you get scars?� Josh said, flashing his elbows at the other boy. �They took out my stitches last week.� Will couldn�t compete with that, and his mouth hung open in appreciation. The dark red scars stood out in stark contrast on the boy�s pale skin. The one on his left arm was nearly five inches long. Josh then pointed to the scars on his knees. �Got these too. They�re lacerations.�
�Do they hurt?�
Josh shrugged. �Not anymore. Now just my head.�
Will leaned closer and looked him in the eyes. �Doesn�t that sound bother you? Are they going to get you fixed?�
�Eventually. It�s pretty expensive though.�
�Hey, do you remember Mike? That used to play with us at the park?�
�Yeah.� Josh knew the story too, and didn�t want to hear it. �I really need to help pack.�
�Remember when he fell off the monkey bars?�
�Of course. He died.�
Will shook his head. �No he didn�t. I saw him the next day. They had him walking around and everything. He even waved at me when I went by his house.�
�Then where did he go? His parents still live at the same place.�
�I don�t know. They got rid of him or something. Maybe he damaged his head like you.�
�You can�t just get rid of a kid,� Josh said, �There�s laws.�
�Like throwing away batteries or old computers? Nobody pays attention to those laws, and nobody wants a broken kid.�
�They�ve already paid to fix part of me. They have to wait for my dad�s next paycheck to do the rest.�
�So have you met the kid that replaced Mike?�
Josh shook his head.
�I heard parents can trade old kids in for newer ones.�
�I don�t think they can trade in broken ones,� Josh replied, but he didn�t say it with confidence. The tech had hinted at much the same thing.
�They can, they just don�t get as much credit if the kid�s been junked,� Will said, �What I want to know is where the kids go afterward. I hear that you either get scrapped for parts for new kids and the rest they send to a kid cemetery. But they don�t bury you, they dump you in a gigantic pit of all the thrown away children. And if you�re not really dead you just sit there and rot while the bugs and worms eat you down to your bones.�
�How do you know that?� Suddenly Josh didn�t feel so well.
�I just heard it somewhere. Maybe on TV.�
�That can�t be real.�
�Why not? We�ve got to go somewhere.�
�We�re just like our parents. They fix us if we break. We can live forever.�
�Yeah,� Will agreed, �But I�m not going to get broken, just in case.�
�I�ve really got to finish packing,� Josh said, �I�ll see you when I get back.�
�Yeah, maybe. Bye.� Will hopped on his bike and didn�t look back as he rode off down the street.
�Idiot,� Josh said under his breath. They wouldn�t throw away children, they couldn�t. Parents, by definition, needed kids.
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The SUV threw up a cloud of dust as it blazed a trail along the dirt road. Looking out the back window, Josh watched the dust rise behind them for miles, sometimes obscuring the very trees. The distant mountains had always felt so far away, and never so big! Soon, his parents continued to promise him, they�d find a campsite.
The trip felt like it had been going on for hours! Leaving the city limits surrounded them with nothing but desert, but when they�d left the highway and entered the foothills, the land turned from sagebrush to pine, aspen and fir trees. Every turn around every bend brought higher and higher mountains, the road taking them ever more upward. At one point they dropped down and passed a beautiful blue lake filled with people in boats and people on skis, people fishing, and people swimming.
�Can we go there?� Josh asked.
�We don�t have a boat, bud,� his father said.
�Can we at least play in the water?�
�We�ll find a spot next to the river. Most of the campsites are near the water.�
�This lake is huge,� Josh said.
�It�s the Anderson Ranch Reservoir,� his mother replied, not looking back.
�How big is it?�
�I don�t know, ten miles or so?� They drove along the lake for a while before the road once more began to rise and leave the lake behind, twisting into the mountains.
The trees grew thicker and soon to their left a river raced alongside of the road. Sporadically a cabin or campsites broke the wilderness, but those became fewer and fewer.
�Do we get to stay in a cabin?� Josh asked.
�No,� his dad said, �That�s not the camping experience. We�re here to get away from civilization. It�s about escaping people, not being surrounded by them. In fact, if you want to be around people we could set up a tent in the backyard. Then all you�d need is a wading pool. Hell, I think we�ve seen more squirrels back at home, huh sport? Want to go back?�
�No.� Staying home would�ve sucked. His mother continued to stare out the window and the scenery. Josh thought his mother didn�t want to go camping. Her idea of a vacation involved a hotel and a nearby mall. His father�s idea involved the garage. They were doing this trip for him. That�s what they�d said.
Still further they drove, until his father found a dirt road barely visible among the overgrowth and trees. The road, if it even qualified as one, twisted and turned wildly, and branches scraped against the vehicle causing his father to mutter curses under his breath. His father didn�t curse that often, and it made the boy smile as much as it made his mother frown in disapproval. They drove slower now, as every few feet bumps in the road jostled the vehicle roughly, and Josh hung on in fear of getting smacked into the window.
White aspens were thicker here than the pines or fir, covering the mountains in green and white. This road hugged the side of a mountain, and if his father were to but drift a few more feet to the right, their rig would tumble hundreds of feet down the side of the slope. The thought made his stomach clench, but he continued to stare anyway. Maybe some of the trees would stop them.
Finally the road dropped down once more, bringing the family to the river and a small clearing with just enough room for their vehicle and the tent. Off in the shade of a large tree a rickety picnic table looked forlorn and forgotten next to an empty fire pit. Josh leaped out before they�d come to a complete stop.
�Josh!� His mother hollered after him.
He ran a few feet away and stopped, staring up at the trees. They stretched far above him to form a canopy of branches and leaves. His senses were assailed on all sides by nature. The air smelled different, of water and plants and trees and dirt, not of car exhaust and whatever else the city smelled like. And the noise! The wind rustled the leaves in a constant symphony harmonizing with the steady melody of the river. Some kind of bird or bug chirped a chorus over the top of it all. He couldn�t hear any traffic, and he realized how truly far they�d come. Finally they were letting him do something fun for the summer.
�What time is it, dad?� he asked as his father slammed his door shut.
His dad didn�t bother looking at his watch. He rarely did but had an uncanny gift of telling time. �A little after one. What do you think of this place?�
�It�s perfect!� Josh tossed his head toward the river, flipping his straggly brown hair out of his eyes at the same time. �Can I check out the water?�
His father smiled and nodded. �Go ahead. Don�t fall in.�
Josh dashed away, headless of his mother again calling after him. The foliage grew thick along the river but once past that, it opened to a rocky beach. The river looked wide, and though deep, he imagined that he could wade across it without too much trouble, maybe if he found a good walking stick to use as support.
He crouched down on the pebbly beach and shuffled through the rocks until he�d gathered a fairly decent pile of skipping stones. He couldn�t believe that after three years he�d only just talked his parents into this trip. He planted himself in a sandy patch and launched the first stone across the river. The water flowed too rapidly to skip anything too good, but a deep spot provided just enough smooth water that he pulled off a few good skips. Sometimes he�d attempt to drop a larger rock onto the horde of water skippers that gathered near the bank.
He had a fairly full itinerary. He�d have to really push to get in everything that he intended to do. Before they�d left, he�d made a list on a sheet of notebook paper, which inadvertently he�d left behind. Still, he could remember most of it.
Obviously he�d demanded a campsite with a river. They told him he couldn�t swim in it, but they�d packed his swimming trunks anyway. They probably expected him to splash at the bank like some little kid, but he knew they had no intention of watching him the entire time. He stuck his fingers in the water, the heat of the summer sun didn�t seem to warm it at all. He�d have to just dive in later. There were supposed to be fish in the river too, and his father had packed a fishing pole. He suspected that his father hadn�t been fishing in a hundred years and possibly wouldn�t be doing much teaching.
He looked up at the surrounding mountains. He bet that he could climb up one fairly easily. They weren�t that steep. How far could he see from on top? He intended to find out. His parents told him that there�d be trails to walk too, and it had looked like there was one near the campsite, but probably only to other spots along the river. Farther upstream he could see where it turned around a bend, and what looked like possibly a beaver dam. Josh added that to his mental list of things to at least check out.
He also hadn�t seen any wildlife either. There were supposed to be a lot of deer up here, and even bears and wolves. Not that he wanted to get too close to one of those, but it would be something to talk about when he got back.
How would it be to not go back at all?
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David and Carol Norton watched Josh dart off, Carol opening her mouth and raising a hand but just slightly as if to call him back, her brows furrowed with concern, but her husband placed a hand on her arm and shook his head slightly.
�He�ll be fine,� he said, �Help me unload.�
�Do you think we brought him enough?�
�Yes, he�s good. We brought more than he�ll ever need. � He opened the back hatch of the SUV to reveal bags and boxes packed in tight, filling every inch of available space with as many comforts of home as possible. They unpacked methodically, setting everything up as they went along, placing everything around the campsite as though permanently staking their part of the wilderness. David set up the tent, only occasionally calling his wife over for help. Carol kept busy with the food, setting the coolers in the shade and rummaging through them, making sure they hadn�t forgot anything. They were packed with sandwich meat, bread, chips, and a host of processed cakes and donuts that the boy liked.
�I wish we hadn�t packed so much junk food,� she said.
�It doesn�t matter,� David said, �Let him enjoy his last few days.�
Carol covered her mouth, fighting down the tears. She turned away from her husband, staring at the trees, staring at nothing, until she got herself under control.
�Carol, don�t. We talked about this. You know it�s for the best.�
�What if he suffers?�
�He won�t, he�s shutting down. He will only last a few more days.� As these words brought Carol dangerously close to tears, David quickly added, �We�re doing this for him. It�s what he wants.�
Carol glanced toward the river. She couldn�t see Josh, but could pick out the sounds of splashing in the creek. �You�re sure about this?�
�Absolutely. We�re making his last few days fun. We don�t have the money to fix him, and we don�t want him broken for parts. This way he gets to spend his final days having a good time.�
�Won�t he be scared?�
�Josh? No, he doesn�t get scared.�
They filled the tent with bags of clothing and toys, and set up a single sleeping bag. The tent could easily sleep a family of three, but the pile of bags would make it impossible to do so. Carol entered the tent, gently going down on her knees, looking over everything.
�It doesn�t look right,� she said, �I don�t think we brought enough.�
David poked his head in. �It�s fine,� he assured her, �He�s got everything he needs. He�s got plenty of food, water, toys, clothes. He�s going to have a great time.�
�I don�t know,� she said, and then stopped, the words catching in her throat.
�Stop,� he said, �Are you having second thoughts?�
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. With resolve she opened them and shook her head. �No.�
�Do you want to say goodbye?�
�No. I don�t think I can.�
He nodded, glancing at the river. �I agree. Come on, we�d better go.�
He extended his hand, and she let him help her from the tent. The day seemed to heat up faster now as the afternoon went by. David returned to the car but didn�t get in, instead watching as his wife walked over to the table and pulled out a sandwich and soda, then arranged chips in a neat stack off to the side. She then wrapped it securely with plastic wrap, shooing the flies away.
She stood there for a minute surveying the camp, wiping the crumbs from her hands on her jeans. �Well,� she said, �I guess that�s it.�
�That�s it,� he repeated, �Everything�s set.�
�Are you sure we�re doing the right thing?�
�He�s thrilled,� he replied, �It�s been all he�s talked about since his accident. We�ve prepared him as best we can. He�s going to be okay. If we leave now we can be home in time for supper. I�ll take you out, if you want.�
She nodded and forced a smile. �I�d like that.�
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Over by the river Josh blissfully threw rocks into the water. He�d managed a few skips but nothing spectacular. He�d seen his father skip a stone half way across a park lake once, each skip becoming smaller and smaller until too rapid to count, the stone seeming to glide along the surface.
On the other side of the water the trees and brush grew thick, and he expected that it was probably full of snakes. He would have to cross later to explore and find out. He hadn�t seen many snakes, once in a zoo, and another time one in the garden behind his home. That one had been little.
He�d been away from his parents for a while now. It felt a little peculiar to play by the river for so long without his mother checking on him every five minutes. Being twelve, he was big enough to do just about anything he wanted, but she still saw him as a little kid. But he�d never been little, always twelve. He�d been built to be this age, and that could never change. That didn�t seem to matter to her though. If she wasn�t checking on him then maybe he needed to check on her. It would do her good to know that he was okay.
Josh hopped up from the bank of the river and made his way back to the camp. Miraculously everything looked complete as though it had sprung whole from the ground. When they�d arrived there had only been nature, and now it looked as though a piece of civilization had moved in. Food waited for him on the table, even though the sandwich still had the crust on it. He�d make his mother cut it off before he�d eat it, but she�d gotten him the right chips at least.
His parents sat in the car, window rolled down. His mother looked upset, shaking her head and crying. He could hear her but not what she said. His father consoled her, his voice sounding a bit impatient. She probably wanted to go home. Dad would settle it though. They were all set up. No way would they leave.
For a moment he let himself get distracted, ripping off the plastic wrap and throwing it in the general direction of the fire pit. He scarfed the chips and looked around for more. He found the rest tucked away in a grocery bag. He pulled out a handful and shoved them into his mouth. The campsite looked great and even had a fire pit. Maybe they�ll let me roast marshmallows before dinner, he thought. That wasn�t very likely though. Parents always expected you to eat what they wanted you to first, getting you too full to eat the good stuff. Maybe they�d at least let him start the fire. His father had a special technique for fires. He used a ton of newspaper and lighter fluid. When the match hit it, it would create a small fireball.
He heard the car engine start and he looked at them curiously. Did mom want to go home that bad, or had they forgotten something important? He watched the car pull out and it felt like warning bells going off in his head.
�Dad! Mom! Wait!� He ran after them as they pulled onto the dirt road. He saw his dad�s eyes in the side view mirror, but he didn�t stop. Were they actually speeding up?
He ran harder and faster than he ever had in his life, ignoring the cloud of dust they threw up behind them. He saw his mother�s hand on his father�s shoulder. Please stop, please if there is a God make them stop. 
Whether in answer to his quick prayer or his mom, his dad stopped the car in the middle of the road. He didn�t stop running until he reached the driver�s window. His father turned to face him, expression solemn. That meant his father was either in a fight with his mom or Josh had done something wrong.
�Where� where are you guys going?� he asked breathlessly. He leaned on the window, noticing his mother�s red, swollen eyes.
�Let go of the window, Josh,� his father ordered in a quiet, yet firm voice.
Josh ignored him. �Is everything okay, mom? Why are you��
�She�s fine,� his dad interrupted, �I need you to go back to camp. Now. You need to stay there.�
�When are you coming back?�
�Josh, honey,� his mother said, �You have to do what your father says. Please just go back. Be a good boy and don�t follow us.�
�Why are you leaving? Take me with you!�
�We can�t honey, you�ll like it here��
�Carol, please,� his dad said. He looked straight ahead, not at his wife or at Josh. �You just can�t and that�s final. You�ll be fine. You�ve got everything you need. Now please, go back.�
�Is it because I�m broken? I�ll find a way to fix myself, I promise! Please don�t leave me, don�t go! I won�t cause any trouble, you won�t have to spend any more money on me, please Daddy, I�ll be good! I�ll��
�Drive, Dave,� his mother said, �Go, I can�t handle this.�
Josh reached through the window and grabbed his dad�s arm as he gave the SUV gas. He hung from the window as they started down the road, forcing him to stop again. �Let go of me, Josh,� he ordered.
�Don�t leave me, let me go with you! Daddy, please!�
�Stop calling me that!�
His father grabbed his wrist and roughly pried Josh�s hand away. He stomped the gas, his peeling tires throwing a cloud of choking dirt into the air. Josh fell to his knees in disbelief, tears coming unbidden.
�I don�t understand,� he said to no one.
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Several miles away something stirred. It awakened upon a hard bed of dirt and rocks, surrounded by bat guano and worms. Only a thin beam of sunlight disturbed its darkness. Long ago the cave had a wider opening, and had been used by Native Americans. The walls were painted with their cave art of a time long forgotten. Hundreds of years ago a landslide had all but obscured the opening, leaving it as a shelter only for the local wildlife�. and eventually something else.
It stretched its arms and legs, disturbing a decade worth of dust and cobwebs. They were stiff and difficult to move, atrophied muscles tearing painfully. Things moved beneath its skin. Bugs, it realized. They�d eaten holes all through it, consuming whatever they could. Still it lived. It didn�t hate the bugs. They did what they were supposed to do. It understood purpose.
Why was it still alive? How was it possible? More importantly, what had awakened it? It felt something it hadn�t felt in a long time. It sniffed the air but the cave only reeked of dust and that of its own decay. It wasn�t a smell then.
It had found the cave by chance, stumbling on it only by providence. Fragments of memory slowly came back, creeping into its mind like the bugs throughout its body. There had been blood, it had killed. It killed and it had been good at it. It had only stopped when there were no more children. But others knew about it by then, forcing it to run to the most remote place it could find. It had crawled in this hole to die.
It dragged its weakened form toward the light, its arms barely able to support it. The light burned its eyes and it shied away. Its skin felt like brittle paper. It would have to wait until the darkness came.
It remembered what this feeling was. It wasn�t a scent at all. Fear! Child-like innocent fear that called to it, gave it a sense of urgency, and the urgency gave it strength.
If one were back, could there be more?

Part 2


1

The mountains loomed over him and the trees pressed in from all directions. Josh didn�t move but sat in the middle of the road and waited. It didn�t feel real. His parents wouldn�t leave him. That just wasn�t something that parents did. They had to come back.
But they didn�t.
The sun rose higher and his stomach growled. He dragged his feet back to the camp. He followed the tire tracks in the dust, following them the wrong way. Going back felt pointless, but it would be better to wait there than in the middle of the road.
Josh sat down at the picnic table, surrounded by many of the comforts of home. When they were packing, everything felt so important, as though he couldn�t live without it, and he�d pushed to bring much more than what his parents had wanted him to. His feelings warred with him. If he were to chase after his parents, he didn�t want to leave everything here. But on the other hand, it all felt empty. If he gave all this up and went after them, he could have his home back.
But they hadn�t said that they weren�t coming back either, had they? It didn�t make much sense, but maybe he�d not understood them. That had to be it! They were testing him! Or maybe they didn�t want to camp, but didn�t want him to be disappointed. Parents were horrible at explaining things. They were always expecting you to know exactly what they meant as though you were a mind reader, and when you asked them to repeat themselves or explain something they got mad, like you were stupid for not knowing what they knew.
That was it, they�d be back.
He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and sniffed. Just keep busy, he told himself, make time pass. They�ll be back any time. He ate his sandwich, picking off the crust and dropping it into the dust to feed the ants. He watched them fight over the crumbs. Every now and then he reached down and flicked it away. The ants were so much bigger here, and redder too. He�d heard that the red ants bit. Those are fire ants, he thought. At home they only had little black ones. His dad had shown him how to burn them with a magnifying glass once. He should�ve packed that too.
He wished he had his own cell phone. He could call them up and find out when they were coming back. They didn�t even trust him with theirs, though. What could they have forgotten? If there were important things that they hadn�t brought, it had to mean they�d come back. They hadn�t brought any books, but that was okay. They didn�t bring the portable movie player, and they hadn�t let him bring his portable game unit. He�d tried to sneak it, but they had found it and made him leave it in his room. Their definition of camping didn�t match his. They shouldn�t be making rules for camping if they weren�t going to stay. If he had to spend it by himself, then he should�ve been allowed to do whatever he wanted to. He doubted that they had ever gone camping before either.
He gazed up at the mountains. They encircled him in every direction. Mountains had always been distant things, breaking up the horizon whenever you got out of the city, but had always been so far away. Once he thought he could walk to them, if he was so inclined, but this had been an awfully long drive, and it made the notion of walking seem silly. They�d given him a stash of granola bars and fruit snacks for the drive up, all of which were now gone. He�d eaten all of them within the first half hour of the drive. There would be more in some of the food bags. He should eat them now and make them go back for more when they returned.
He should climb a mountain while his parents were away. They wouldn�t let him when they got back. They didn�t like him climbing stuff, especially his mother. She always thought he was going to break something.
But he was already broken. He pushed the thought away.
From the top of a mountain, would he be able to see his house? Maybe at least he could see the city. Maybe he would also be able to see when his family came back. It didn�t look too steep. He thought about it for a bit until he decided he was still hungry and instead dug through the grocery bag until he found more fruit snacks.
He had to do anything other than think about how long his family had been gone already. He wouldn�t worry. And they would never know that every once in a while he�d go into the tent and cry.
It became dark much earlier than he felt it should. The day passed by with him rummaging through the food (and eventually finding the junk food snacks) and watching the road. Could his dad find his way back here again? He�d taken a side road, and he knew his dad was smart, but that didn�t mean he still couldn�t get lost. He�d seen other people here, back at the lake. Some of those people had to be camping. Maybe they�d come by eventually. He could hike to the lake tomorrow maybe, and then one of them could give him a ride home. Or if his parents were coming back, he could just camp there with the other people, just for safety. Even being with strangers would be better than being alone.
He�d never felt so alone. There had always been a feeling of someone nearby, if only a house away. He�d heard of people getting lost in the wilderness. If he tried walking, what would happen? If he followed the road, would he wind up deeper in the mountains? All of the maps he�d seen of Idaho showed a lot of wilderness, once you were in it. A lot of wilderness with towns spread out far and wide. He wouldn�t leave the roads, no matter what.
With the night the mountains and trees transformed into looming shadows of pure darkness that felt as though they could hide anything. And though the stars were bright, the mountains hid the moon. He hid in the tent to await the morning, and somehow managed to find sleep.
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It crawled, dragging itself down the mountain. Once the earth gave way beneath its weight and it had tumbled painfully down into the draw between two ridges. It had never felt so weak. It couldn�t tell how far away the kid was, but the fear called to it. The emotion, so primal, filled the air, a conglomeration of sensations that urged it on. Its desiccated flesh tingled with it. It hadn�t detected fear so great in such a long time. If only its legs worked. It had grown horribly weak.
It slowly made its way through the trees, over roots and through the foliage that tried to hold it back. Long grass and brush wrapped around its wrists. It forced itself on, one arm in front of the other, gripping rocks and hard earth, grabbing roots and such to drag its broken form ever closer to its destination.
Reach. Grab. Pull. The fear became thicker, more tangent, as it drew ever nearer.
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The chill of the morning permeated the tent. Josh huddled in his sleeping bag, preserving what warmth he could. The cacophony of nature made it difficult to sleep. Once he thought he heard something, and he hoped his parents were back, but he couldn�t bring himself to call out. Where during the day he suspected bears or wolves, night had brought thoughts of other things, like monsters. If anything truly horrible existed, it would be here within these woods. For all he knew, it would be a Sasquatch, and he had no idea if such a creature had a taste for eating children.
It made his fears back home seem almost silly. Sometimes he�d been afraid to get up and use the bathroom in the middle of the night. Being downstairs alone had always felt a little creepy, like another world in the same house. Even in his bedroom, with his parents but down the hallway, odd shadows became ghosts, and the trees outside his window became horrific demons. None of them compared to whatever would lurk here, in the woods. This place made childhood fears so trivial. When he got home, he�d never be afraid again. The forest, its potential, it was simply overwhelming. Here the monsters would be ancient, devoid of humanity, alien in the way they saw the world. People would be snacks. The tent alone remained his only protection from the unknown.
Despite the cold, despite his fears, eventually his bladder decided for him. The sun lit his orange tent in strangely opaque neon, a light only possible with such fabrics. The outside world filled with the sounds of singing birds and a raucous cacophony of crows. He exited the tent, hoping beyond hope to see his parents. He pictured his mother fixing pancakes and sausages on a portable grill, and his dad would be at the campfire, brewing coffee. Instead he met a barren campsite.
But things were different from the night before. Bags of food were strewn everywhere, torn open and scattered across the camp. Nothing looked untouched and only scraps remained, and the wrappings were shredded, drifting across the ground back and forth with each gust of breeze. He sat down at the table and found more tears wanting out, but crying no longer brought him any comfort, only a headache. Worse, beneath the trash, large paw prints were everywhere. Had it been a bear?
After emptying his bladder, trying to look everywhere at once just in case whatever had raided his camp came back, he gathered up what scraps he could find. The animals had left him with very little. Some granola bars and fruit snacks were still untouched. They were enough to satisfy the hunger, if only to remove the edge, and his cooler of soda cans were also intact. He found a partially eaten bag of bagels and a box of fruit that had been ignored, and quickly ran them to the tent. He�d have to make them last.
How long would his parents stay away? They had obviously been fighting, but they couldn�t stay away for more than one night. They should be back any time. They�d have to come back and fix him breakfast. If only he could warn them that something had gotten into the food, they could stop somewhere and bring more. There were small towns before the mountains. They could stop at any one of those. But if they had to leave again, he would go with them.
But what if they didn�t come back? The only reason they wouldn�t return for him would be if something had happened to them. They loved him and they wouldn�t abandon him. They must�ve wrecked down the road, and with nobody around, needed help. Perhaps they weren�t that far away!
Josh ran down the road, around the first few bends. As he ran, he found himself quickly becoming short of breath. His legs suddenly didn�t want to support him. He stumbled over to rest against a tree as a strange tingling filled his forehead. The world about him moved in an odd rocking manner. Though he knew it was only in his eyes it didn�t give him any comfort, and for a few seconds he felt as though he might vomit. His eyesight shimmered and his world lost color, bleached out into gray tones. He covered his eyes and rubbed them, and sat down in the middle of the road, rubbing the tears away with his fists.
Though he couldn�t measure time, nor did he try, thirty minutes later his head had cleared enough for him to walk back to the camp. His vision had cleared a little, but everything still looked a little gray. The ringing in his ears seemed to get unbearably loud. He crawled back into his tent and closed his eyes and waited for it to pass.
I don�t want to be sick, he thought, what�s wrong with me? What little he knew only came from conversations that he overheard. His parents had spoken of it frequently over the last month, though never to him. Josh only received reassurances. At first, the conversations were about him. They worried, wondering how bad the damage was and how much he could heal (and if he ever pressed, that�s what they�d tell him: �You�ll be fine.�).
He knew that his head didn�t work right since the accident. He had frequent headaches, and once had a brief nosebleed. The noise in his head varied in volume. Sometimes it would get so loud he thought his head would split, while at other times it become so soft that he could hardly hear it. He realized rather fast that the more physical he got the louder the noise, as though it strained whatever parts were going bad in his head. Why hadn�t his dad just let the tech replace them?
There were benefits. For a while he got new things to keep him entertained, as they tried to help him keep his mind off of the condition. He didn�t care. It just was, like needing to breathe and eat, and sometimes he could use it to get a new toy or video game. They let him watch TV all day long if he wanted to. He just had to stay out of the way. It would�ve been nice to replace the bike, but the look in his dad�s eyes made him think twice about bringing that up.
As the day went on he felt better, enough so that he felt he could leave the tent. But the heat of the day made it feel like it was an oven. Sometimes a breeze would come up strong enough to shake the tent, but it didn�t provide any comfort from the sun. In the daylight, the only noise beyond the wind and the water were the birds and bugs, and so many different kinds! He saw beetles larger than anything they had back at home, in every different color.
The state of the site filled him with despair. If his parents didn�t come back soon he would starve to death! Or worse, whatever had eaten all of his food would come back looking for more and eat him! Why would they leave him alone? They knew he was broken. It wasn�t fair. They were wasting their time trying to teach him some lesson that made no sense. The accident hadn�t been his fault. And he didn�t care if they never bought him another stupid bike. Maybe they wanted him to be afraid. If that was the case, he wouldn�t let them know. They would never do this to him again. They�d be lucky to drag him to the mall.
A sudden piercing cry from above made him to look up. High in the sky an eagle soared, not flapping his wings yet staying aloft as though it were the most effortless thing in the world. He�d never seen an eagle before. It soared so high he couldn�t make it out clearly, despite being the largest bird he�d ever seen. It seemed so much more powerful than other birds, flying beyond all of the others, as though removed from their lesser concerns.
The eagle could probably see where his parents were, if they were down the road. It could probably see the city! If only he could get that high! He needed to climb a mountain. Yet the very thought of climbing made his mind spin again. He watched the eagle until it too, like his parents, disappeared beyond the mountains.
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Three days later Josh�s scraps of food ran out. Dirt and grime filled the tent from his entering and exiting, and it drew in every conceivable bug, when unfortunately he�d left the zipper on the flaps open. Earwigs hid under everything. He�d decided that if his parents weren�t coming back he would go out to find them. He resolutely stood by his decision that they wouldn�t have abandoned him. Therefore they had to be in trouble. They must�ve driven off the edge of the road, or crashed into a tree, or something. It was the only possible explanation that made sense. Not a single car or truck had come down the road the entire time.
He spent his days wandering around his small piece of the wilderness. He spent the most time by the river skipping and throwing rocks, but he couldn�t see the road, and between his head and the water he wondered if he could even hear a car if it approached. He wandered through the trees for a bit, always careful to keep the camp in sight. He found a branch that made a good sword to fight trees with, threw rocks at a chipmunk until it ran away (he never hit it), and trekked half-way up a mountain before he�d got bit by a horsefly, ruining the experience. He even saw a few deer pass by. They stared at him curiously, and traipsed away, unconcerned by his presence.
He felt things changing in his head though he couldn�t tell what exactly was happening. Maybe things were slowing down or wobbling. He vowed to stay true to what he�d told his dad. He would fix himself. There had to be a way. They hardly ever let him on the tablet computer, but there would be something on the internet. He�d study and learn what he could do. Too bad there weren�t computers in the woods, he could�ve got started.
Each night went by much the same. He would hear creatures outside his tent, rummaging through the garbage of what had once been his food, the stuff not worth picking up, searching for scraps they had missed. Josh prayed that whatever was out there wouldn�t try to get into the tent for what he had. Once one of the animals actually put its nose against the tent and sniffed, rubbing against the fabric as though trying to decide if getting in would be worth it. It sounded small, like a fox or raccoon. He�d dug through the boxes his mother had left, but all he had were spare clothes. They hadn�t even packed him a flashlight. It made his nights nearly unbearable.
Evening came and his stomach felt unbearably empty. He had one can of soda remaining, but he decided to save it for breakfast. But there was something else, tonight felt different. It felt just as uncomfortable as the other nights, but he sensed a new element. As the sun dipped behind the mountains and the shadows grew longer it felt as though something were watching him.
It grew too cold and dark to remain outside much longer. He turned, sensing something, or someone, in the trees. He could nearly look right at where he could feel the eyes, but he only saw trees and brush and shadows.
�Hello?� he called out, but nothing answered.
He couldn�t tell if anything were out there. Could it be another deer? His mind played tricks on him every night, making monsters out of shadows until he would rush to the tent and hide in his sleeping bag. Fortunately nothing had eaten him yet. But the shadows tonight felt alive, sinister, much more than usual. Sometimes he just knew when he was being watched, like feeling eyes on the back of his head. This felt much like that. The shadows seemed� real. If the wind would die down, and if he could separate noises from the river and his head, he thought perhaps he could almost hear breathing.
If it were, it belonged to someone sicker than him, or not human, someone that had bad lungs, rasping like a smoker needing to cough. Every hair stood up on the back of his neck, and he felt an overwhelming need to run. But where would he run to in the dark? He had nowhere to go. And how did it get dark so rapidly? As he�d sat there staring, watching for movement, the night blanketed his campsite until even the shadows were indiscernible from one another, and the tree tops were black silhouettes against a midnight blue sky.
Josh forced himself to walk as nonchalantly to his tent as possible. Don�t show fear. That�s what they tell you about animals. What if it�s not an animal? Don�t think about that. Just� walk� It�ll be gone in the morning. It�s just shadows, nothing more.
Hiding in the tent felt a little safer, if only in the fact that he wasn�t lost in the woods. Well, technically he knew he was lost. Otherwise he�d be home in his warm bed. His ears strained against the natural cacophony of the environment, trying to separate and discern different sounds, praying to not really hear anything. The high-pitched whine from his head fought to blanket out everything else. Perhaps the damage was a blessing, giving him the bliss of ignorance.
No. There was something there. �It sounded like� something pulling itself across the ground.
Drag. Silence. Drag. Silence. Drag. He could hear it pull itself across the twigs and dirt and leaves, coming closer, getting louder. It moved so slowly, yet steadily. Whatever it was it had seen him enter the tent. And it sounded big.
The darkness of the tent was absolute, no light, not from a moon nor the stars, penetrated the fabric. Though a barrier from the outside, Josh felt like a mouse in a thin cardboard box. He squeezed his pillow tightly and scrunched deep into his sleeping bag. He could no longer hear the whining in his head over how loudly his heart beat in his chest. He was sure that whatever approached could hear both.
The thing continued ever closer and closer, right up to his tent. Josh�s eyes were wide but he couldn�t see anything. He tried to breathe quietly, to control his whimpering, and to mute the sound of his brain. He couldn�t stop any of it. Something like a paw, or a hand, moved along the tent, the structure shifting, fighting to remain up as the thing�s weight pressed against it. Somehow it didn�t collapse. He strained his eyes to see it, he could barely make out the walls of the tent, see the impression of something leaning into it, coming dangerously close to collapsing his tenuous shelter.
He fought to find his voice but his throat wouldn�t work. He only emitted a tiny whimper. It patted the tent, searching. And then Josh heard the zipper.
It unzipped slowly, sounding impossibly loud against the stillness of the woods, a premonition of something horrible, unknowable. The thing slid down with the zipper, using its own weight to pull it open. If only he could see. What was it? But he didn�t want to see it! He closed his eyes tightly, willing himself to be quiet, to become invisible. Maybe it couldn�t see him in the dark either.
The chill of the mountain�s night air filled the tent, bringing with it a new scent. He nearly gagged, smelling something rotten. It reminded him of spoiling meat mixed with the smell of an old garbage can. Whatever it was, the thing fell into the tent. Its weight landed with a dull thud. He could hear its breathing now, a pained, sick rasping, a wheezing, as though it fought for each breath.
Josh pulled his knees to his chin, making himself as small as possible. Please make it go away, he prayed, please send it away!
The thing dragged itself into the tent, and he felt a tug on the bottom of his sleeping bag. It pulled on it, slapped along the bag, searching for him. And then its hand came to rest on his foot.
Terror seized him and he kicked away from it, leaping out of the sleeping bag and into the corner of the tent. He pressed himself against the wall as hard as he could. He had nowhere to run.
�Go away!� Josh said with his voice nothing but high-pitched whisper. He couldn�t see it, not even a silhouette, but it drew closer, until Josh could feel its hot, fetid breath on his face. It smelled foul, of refuse.
Josh held perfectly still, he could feel the thing�s movement inches from his skin. It sniffed him with deep congested snorts. He wanted to shove past it and run, but his arms and legs felt like they�d turned to jelly. They wouldn�t obey him, they didn�t want to move. He considered playing dead, but this wasn�t a bear. No way was it a bear, unless they knew how to open zippers. It had to be something dead. Nothing else could smell so bad. He began to cry. It�s going to eat me!
The whine in his head increased unbearably as his awareness slipped away and he lost consciousness.
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The child wasn�t human! But it had to be. The androids didn�t feel such emotions. Had the world changed so much? The differences between this boy and the children of the past were so few it almost hadn�t been able to tell the difference. Maybe the rest of the children were the same now.
It would�ve thought the kid human if not for his damage. The boy�s head continually emitted a loud whine like bearings going out in a motor, but when it approached the sound suddenly stopped and he collapsed. It could still hear the blood pumping through him.
The question was� did this change anything?
It grew weaker by the second, its energy dissipating. It cursed itself for its weakness. Its body was failing. It screamed its misery for what it had become as its energy slipped away. Near the river an empty, rotting log would provide shelter. The child was broken and abandoned, with nowhere to go, just like it. Nobody wanted a kid that wasn�t perfect.
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Josh awoke, shivering. The whine in his head started up again and brought with it a dull ache within his skull. The sun had just risen above the eastern peaks and its rays had yet to provide any heat to the cold morning.
It all came back to him in a rush. Something horrible had trapped him in his tent. He leapt to his feet and looked around hurriedly. What if it was still out there? Of course it was, these woods belonged to it. He didn�t belong here, he was the one intruding on its territory.
He shuddered. Nothing hurt though, other than the obvious pain in his head. That was good. It meant that the creature had decided not to eat him.
There was only one place he�d be safe, and that was at home. He had to get back and reach his parents. He couldn�t be here in the dark, ever again. He sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. Just when he thought he couldn�t cry anymore, it all started up again. Maybe he could at least reach the lake before night fell again. If there were people around, the creature should stay away. He had to hope it would.
Josh found his one last can of soda and drank it quickly for breakfast, and thought forlornly of all of the treats the animals had stolen. He tried to take down the tent but gave up quickly, leaving it in a jumbled mess. He couldn�t sleep in it another night anyhow. He would never sleep in a tent again. He looked around for anything to take, but he had nothing.
That�s good, I�ll get where I�m going that much faster. He needed to conserve his strength. He didn�t know how long of a walk it would be. Maybe he would find other campers, and other campers meant food.
The cold morning quickly turned hot and muggy as he set out. Heat radiated from the road as he walked and he wiped the sweat from his forehead with the bottom of his dirty t-shirt. Hunger and fear pushed him on, the desire for shade from the sun a distant second. He wished for clouds. If the day were cooler, he could travel faster, and leave whatever lived here far behind. He trudged on, constantly keeping an eye on the embankments, looking for signs of his family�s vehicle where they might�ve gone off of the road, or signs of a monster hunkered down in the brush, waiting to pounce.
Maybe the creature had gotten his parents too.
A giant black fly landed on his arm and he brushed it away hurriedly. The big fat ones bit. It swarmed around his head angrily before landing on the back of his neck. He swung his arms wildly and jumped up and down until it finally left him alone. There were mosquitoes too, but for the most part they didn�t bother him. They, at least, didn�t like his taste.
A giant shadow passed over him. He looked up to see large billowy clouds rolling in over the mountains, blocking the harsh sun. Finally, he thought, a break!
The clouds brought some relief, but they grew steadily darker as they spread across the sky, and brought with them a rumbling of thunder. He picked up the pace, as the first cold drops of rain began to fall. Within minutes it fell thick and heavy. The dry dirt road seemed to resist it at first, but soon lost the battle, becoming a thick, sticky mud. He darted over to a thick copse of trees to escape, but it only diminished the downpour, it couldn�t stop it completely, and before long he was soaked.
It didn�t let up, continuing to hammer him as though it had a personal vendetta. As the wind increased it brought the rain in sideways under the limbs of his shelter, even when he tried to hide on the other side of the trees. The thunder shook the very air, louder than anything he had ever heard at home, and the lightning lit the cloud-created darkness in brilliant but short flashes.
His eyes began to gray out, and his head began to pound, and with it the noise in his head increased. No, he thought, not again.
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Josh woke to a loud rumble of thunder. His back rested against a tree and his clothes were soaked completely through. It had grown darker, if that were possible. Had he blacked out through the entire day? The whining of his head started up again and increased in volume rapidly and he pressed his palms to his forehead. �Please stop,� he said out loud, �No more.�
He had to get moving again, but the pain increased with the sound, threatening to split his head open. If it were night, the creature would be back. He had no doubt it waited for him at the edge of the shadows, waiting to taste his fear with its long dry tongue, and this time it would eat him, piece by piece. He stumbled to his feet, but they slipped in the mud and he fell to his hands and knees. He let out a single sob as his mind slipped away again.
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He lived! Josh looked up at the dissipating clouds in relief. Was it even the same day? He didn�t know for how long he�d been unconscious, but he shivered from his cold wet clothing. He lay on his stomach, cheek pressed into the wet earth. He hadn�t bothered to grab spare clothes, but he didn�t know how he would�ve kept them dry anyhow. The dirt road had transformed to mud, and every dip held a puddle, but the clouds had thinned and the sun finally broke through. With the sun returned some of the heat. The sun had risen higher into the sky.
The noise of his head came back, but softly. I can�t get scared again, he thought, I keep rebooting.
The sun felt good, but a cool breeze offset it, giving him goose bumps. He started walking again. The only other option would be to head back to his camp, but that felt like crawling back to die. As long as he walked, as long as he got home, he�d be okay. His parents would know what to do. They could be close, maybe they were at the lake with the other people.
The passing of the rain brought back the insects in full force. More flies followed him, biting at his arms and face. He walked faster, as fast as he thought he could get away with without taxing himself to the point of blacking out again, trying to leave the flies behind. Whatever had gone wrong in his head seemed to be getting worse. He felt miserable in his wet clothing. He tried to ignore the cold, ignore the constant growling of his stomach, to stop thinking about monsters, and ignore his malfunctioning head. He had to focus on each step. Keep each foot moving. One foot in front of another.
The sun shone down from almost straight above. The storm had seemed to last forever, but with blacking out, he really didn�t know. How long can people survive in the woods? What would get him first? Hunger? The monster? Freezing to death in the night? Maybe his head would explode and solve all the other problems. The crows he heard every morning were probably waiting for him to die, and they would have to compete to eat him with the monsters and bears.
I�m dying, he thought, if I don�t get back soon, I�m going to die alone in the mountains. His parents probably thought that he wouldn�t make it back from this trip. Maybe they�d brought him here to die. Wasn�t that what Will had suggested? Some kids never returned. He�d been asking to go camping every summer for years and years and they�d never taken him. Now suddenly, they�d jumped at the chance when he had asked. Who�d have thought that the trip would suck so badly?
I don�t want to die.
He wouldn�t. He�d get better. They�d fix him when he got back, and he�d show them that he was worth it. His parents would make everything better. That�s what parents did.
Josh stopped. He heard something over the whining from his head. A strange steady growl disturbed the wilderness, and was growing steadily louder. It took a second for him to recognize it; he hadn�t heard a vehicle engine for days. It was them, it had to be. They�d returned! The first thing he planned to do was ask them what the heck they�d been thinking, trusting a kid to camp all alone. He�d tell them about the monster too, but he knew they didn�t believe in things like that.
But the lime green truck that came around the corner didn�t belong to his parents. The driver saw him and pulled over and a man in uniform peered out the window. He had a short brown beard, and wore a ball cap with the forest service logo on it, which matched the logo on the side of the truck�s door.
�Well you look a sight,� the man said, �Need a lift back to camp?�
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�So where�s your parents?� the ranger asked, �You look a little young to be up here by yourself.�
Josh pulled the worn brown blanket tightly about himself. It smelled like stale dust, like the attic when his parents would grab the Christmas decorations. �I don�t know where they are. They disappeared. I�ve been waiting for them for days now.�
�What�s your name?�
�Josh. Josh Norton.�
�Well, Josh Norton, let�s get you back to your family. Where are you camping?�
�We were up this mountain, but we can�t go back there.�
The ranger flashed him a patronizing smile and said, �Sure we can. There�s a campsite just down the road. We�ll be there in a minute.�
�They�re not there,� Josh replied futilely.
�Is everything all right? What�s that noise you�re making?�
�It�s nothing,� he said, �I just need to get home.�
The ranger shrugged and turned back to the road. It did only take a few minutes to reach the camp, making Josh�s stomach sink. He�d hardly walked far at all, it seemed as though he�d been walking for hours. From the truck the place looked in horrible disarray. He�d left the tent collapsed and the storm had filled it with water. He hadn�t bothered to remove his sleeping bag either.
The ranger shook his head in disgust. �How long have your parents been gone?�
�Three or four days. Maybe a week, I don�t know.�
�I�m going to take a quick look around.� The ranger opened his door but Josh grabbed his arm.
�Wait, you don�t have to go out there. Can�t you just call my parents?�
�In a bit. I�ll be back.� He pulled away from Josh, grabbed his wide-brimmed hat off the dashboard and slid out. Josh hadn�t picked up anything around the campsite, and he�d discarded his own garbage on the ground. He slumped in his seat, watching the man, feeling like he was going to get in trouble for the mess. It wasn�t his fault! It was his parents�. He wouldn�t have made this mess if he weren�t so worried about them. He was just a kid, anyway.
The man walked off into the trees and out of sight. Josh wondered belatedly if he should�ve warned him about the monster. It was still daytime so he was probably safe. If the monster got the ranger, he would lock the truck.
A few minutes later the ranger returned and Josh sighed in relief. But he didn�t get right back in. He went to the back and pulled out a large duffel bag and a pair of leather gloves, and disappeared back out of sight.
Five minutes later he returned with the bag bulging. Whatever he�d found must�ve been heavy, he had to drag it back to the truck. It reminded Josh of TV shows when somebody was trying to hide a body.
He dropped the tailgate and lifted it in. He tossed his gloves in next to it, and got back in the cab. He looked at Josh curiously, as though trying to read his expression. �Did you see anything in the woods?�
�Did you see it? Did you capture the monster?�
�Monster? That there�s no monster.�
�What is it? What�d you get?�
�Josh,� the ranger said, �We�re going to the station and calling your parents.�
�But what�s in the bag?�
�Something that doesn�t belong out here. Never you mind that.�
�Okay,� Josh sighed. He supposed that�s what grown-ups did, they had a responsibility to make the monsters disappear. Maybe it was just a dead animal. Maybe his imagination had made something out of nothing. He stared out the window, watching the forest pass by in a blur. He�d been saved. Now the only things that mattered were food and warmth. He would be back in his own bed tonight, safe from monsters.
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The man led him into a well-kept, very clean building. Stuffed and mounted dead animals decorated the walls and filled display cases. Deer, bobcats, and even a large black bear stared at him through glassy marble eyes, poised for eternity in mock ferociousness.
He noticed Josh studying them and said, �We�ve got a local that does a hell of a job at taxidermy. They look alive, don�t they?�
He shrugged. �I guess so.�
The ranger shrugged back. �Well, let�s call your parents, shall we?�
Josh flopped into a large chair with a soft yellow cushion and gave him the number. His clothes were damp, and he�d kept the blanket wrapped about his shoulders. He listened as the ranger introduced himself to his parents. They were alive! They�d be so happy to see him. He wished he knew what they were saying. The ranger nodded as he listened, eyebrows furrowed. He hung up the phone and looked over at Josh.
�Plans have changed, kid,� he said, �I�ve got to make another phone call in the other room.�
�Are they okay?� he asked.
�Yes, they�re fine. Aside from the littering ticket I�m sending them.�
�What�s the change of plans?�
�Nothing you need to worry about. I�m taking care of everything.� He disappeared for a few minutes and returned. �You�re all taken care of,� he said, �Hang tight. You hungry?�
He nodded eagerly. �Animals ate my food,� he said.
�If you leave it where they can get to it they�ll do that. Hold on, we�ve got some sandwiches. I�ll be right back.�
The man disappeared into the office again. He could hear him talking to someone else, a woman, who glanced out to look at him curiously. She wore the same forest uniform as the man. She had short curly blond hair and bright red lips. Despite himself, he eavesdropped. The man was taking far too long with those sandwiches.
�You should see that thing I found,� he said, �It looks like it crawled into that log to die. It must�ve been hidden there for years.�
�How�d you find it?�
�I could smell it. I can�t help but wonder, based on the markings, if the kid didn�t dig it up. He asked me if I�d found a monster.�
�So it�s in the back of your truck now?�
�Yup,� he replied, �I called up the Reclamation Department. I�m going to have them take it back with them. Kill two birds with one stone.�
She laughed, a high pitched nasally sound. �That kid looks like he�s been raised by wolves. And that noise! I can hear it clear in here.�
�He�s got some kind of damage. He wouldn�t talk about it.�
That�s why I never wanted kids, they break too easy. But I think someone had more money than sense, to just throw one away. I wouldn�t have spent the money in the first place.�
�Me neither, not on this salary. The wife though, she brings it up occasionally.�
�That�s why I settled for a dog,� the woman laughed again, �Cheaper to feed and I can tie her up outside when I�m not home. You get in trouble when you do that to a kid.�
�You just lock �em in a room, same thing, just more humane.�
�I guess. But it�s easier to clean up after them when they�re outside.�
�Well I better get him fed. Where�s those sandwiches?� the man asked.
�In the cooler. Don�t take the chicken one though, that�s mine.�
Finally. They were going to feed him instead of just talk about him. He didn�t like either one of them. He hadn�t been thrown away. The ranger returned with a sandwich. Despite his hunger, he tore off the crust, leaving it on the napkin. The ranger raised an eyebrow, but didn�t say anything. He also handed him a soda, not one of his favorites, but he took it anyway.
�Hey Ted,� called the woman, �I think you took the chicken one!�
The ranger, Ted, called back, �I didn�t see a chicken sandwich in there. I don�t think you got chicken today.�
Josh quickly bit into the sandwich, hoping for chicken but getting ham and cheese instead. He didn�t say anything, but ate it quickly, before they had a mind to take it away from him to check for the woman�s chicken.
As he ate, he glanced out the window. Beyond the parking lot the trees pressed almost nearly to the concrete. Josh couldn�t see too far into them but he knew the forest held secrets. Secrets like the thing in the bag in the truck. He knew what the man had found. His curiosity wanted him to go look while in the safety of the sunlight, to see what had attacked him. Could it really be dead? He hoped so, but monsters always had a way of coming back at night. He intended to be as far away from it as he could be when that happened. A few more hours, and he�d be home.

11

Time passed slowly, and Josh had nothing to do but stare at the dead animals. They stared back, impassively. It would be strange to decorate in dead things. Back in the city, the only usable animals to decorate with would be squirrels, cats, and dogs. Would his parents go for that? He smiled at the thought of his mother hanging an angry squirrel on the wall.
The late morning turned to early afternoon and it too slipped away. He began to think he�d die of boredom. He�d gotten up to look around and maybe check out the animals but the woman had flown out of her office as though he had just broken something. Just when he thought he couldn�t take it anymore a black four-door sedan pulled up outside the station. He watched curiously as a lone woman climbed out and walked purposefully to the door.
Her looks screamed business and out of place for the mountains. She wore a dark skirt, dark blazer, frighteningly high heels, and hair pulled into a tight bun. Her dark eyes quickly took in the room, including him as though he were one of the dead animals, and then approached the front desk. The female ranger emerged from her office as soon as she heard the door and greeted her.
From the breast of her blazer pocket, she pulled out a business card and handed it to the woman.� �Hello,� she said, �I�m Tamara Hart, from Kidsmith Reclamation.�
The woman flashed Tamara back a tight-lipped smile as they exchanged false pleasantries. �I�m Cindy.�
�Where did you find him?�
�Ted found him up on the mountain,� the ranger Cindy said, �We think his owners dumped him.�
The woman nodded. �Is Ted here? I�d like to ask him a few questions.�
Cindy nodded. �He�s in the office.�
The woman, Tamara, disappeared into the office and closed the door. The ranger, Cindy, flashed him that same fake smile that her eyes didn�t match. Josh looked away. He�d rather stare at the marble eyes of a dead animal. They were friendlier.
A few minutes later, Tamara exited the office, heels clicking loudly on the tile floor with the ranger Ted following close behind her. Josh watched as the ranger�s eyes remained on the lady�s butt when her back was turned. She walked over to Josh while Ted broke his stare to walk outside. �Hello there,� she said, �I�m Mrs. Hart. What can I call you?�
�Josh.�
She reached into her pocket and brought out a highlighter. �Okay, Josh, I need to do a test. Can I see your hand please?�
He nodded and gave her his hand.
�My,� she said, �You look a mess. I think there�s more dirt than boy here.�
With the highlighter, she drew a fast line across the back of his hand. It instantly turned black. �I see,� she said, �Now we can proceed. Come with me, I�m going to take you with me back to Boise.�
He stared at the mark for a moment and looked up at her. �I�m not from Boise,� he said, �I�m from Twin Falls. I want to go home.�
�Don�t you worry, I�m here to take care of you,� she said. She turned toward the door as if expecting him to follow. He hopped up, hurrying to catch up with her. Outside, Ted waited with the bag on the ground behind her car. She popped the trunk, and he lifted it in with a grunt.
�We�re taking that with us?� he asked, but he might as well not even have spoken. Josh crossed his arms and chewed on his bottom lip. Could adults just not hear him? If he ignored his dad he got thumped.
Mrs. Hart unzipped the bag and stared at its contents, shaking her head in amazement. He didn�t want to see it.
She slammed the trunk and opened the back door, motioning for him to get in. He hesitated, but not knowing what else to do, he obeyed. At least the bag was in the trunk. He�d rather walk home than deal with that. She slid in behind the wheel and locked the doors.
�So where are we going?� he asked, �When are we going to see my parents?�
�We�re going back to my office,� she explained, �And you won�t be seeing your parents again. You�re defective. Sometimes when kids break they�re thrown way. Sometimes parents do that. It�s not right, but it�s not illegal either. My job is to pick kids like you up and dispose of them properly. You�re bad for the environment. Could you imagine if everyone abandoned you things? We�d have broken children everywhere.�
�They didn�t throw me away,� Josh said defiantly, �They were coming back. Just call them, you�ll see. I�ll wait for them if I need to.�
�It�s their own fault,� she continued, �It looks like you�re falling apart. Did they play too rough with you? Did they slap you around?�
�They never hurt me. I was in a crash.� He caught her eyes in the rear-view mirror and thought he detected a hint of loathing. He grabbed the door handle as she pulled away but it wouldn�t open. �Let me out!�
�Child-protection door locks. Isn�t it great that they still include that feature in cars? There hasn�t been a real kid for years.� She laughed as though she had just made a joke.
The whining in his head increased as he tugged on the obstinate door. The world turned black.
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Tamara Hart hated children. From time to time, she glanced back at the boy in her backseat and thought, for the third time that day, about quitting her job and moving back east to Boston. Most of the people that she considered friends lived there. Even after ten years in Idaho, it still didn�t feel like home. She would move back one day. The only thing Boise had for her was Kidsmith and Tom, her boyfriend, and both were negligible.
She cracked the window for fresh air and turned off the air conditioner. The dead thing in the trunk had a stink that permeated the vehicle, despite its location. She knew someone that would love to play with it, even though she rarely encountered something so foul.
After ten years, people wouldn�t remember what she had done, would they? At least nobody should care anymore. It was just a kid. Besides, they weren�t even as popular as they�d been back then. She would tell them that she�d learned from her mistakes. She�d quit taking strays from the street unless she knew for certain that they were abandoned.
Nothing compared to the nightlife of Boston. Terry (short for Terrance) had been the most understanding husband that she�d had. He knew what he�d married. Forever young and beautiful, she could get into any club, get free drinks, and spend her nights dancing. It should have gone on forever.
But trying to manage a day job with the East Coast branch of Kidsmith and living her lifestyle proved� challenging. You couldn�t work in Reclamation if you didn�t bring in strays. She had a quota, but more than that, if she were at the top of the bell curve there were nice fat bonuses. Kidsmith made more money by refurbishing and reselling children than making new ones. Any time a kid made the company money twice, she got a bonus.
Who would have thought that they�d take a kid�s word over hers? To this day, Tamara denied the kidnapping charges. They weren�t real. The term kidnapping couldn�t even apply. The company had launched an investigation, and had accused her of taking children that still had owners. In her defense, they should have kept a better eye on their possessions. She didn�t leave her house unlocked. She didn�t leave her purse lying around. She knew better. Kids didn�t belong on the street either, always getting in peoples� way. You had to keep dogs on leashes, why could an android run around unattended?
When they told her that if she were found guilty of the kidnapping charges that she�d have to repay her bonuses back to the company, she knew she had to do something. It was her livelihood that they threatened. She just didn�t know they had security cameras watching the storage room.
The kid couldn�t be identified if it were missing its registration and serial numbers� and if it couldn�t talk. They�d never found the body nor the hammer (she knew how to dispose of things), but they had recorded her nearly five minutes of destroying the thing.
Not only had that kid ruined her job, it had ruined her marriage. But Tamara had never been helpless. Though she couldn�t save her position, she�d done a few things in the past that she wasn�t proud of, and she had a supervisor that owed her. He gave a glowing recommendation for her to the Boise branch (and corporate) for her transfer, but Terry had no plans of relocating. One plane ticket later, she�d found herself divorced and across the country, away from friends and lifestyle.
Kidsmith didn�t pay bonuses for bringing in strays anymore. That had come to an end with the decreased demand. That brought a decrease in pay and consequently a decrease in her fun. Idaho didn�t pay as well as Boston did either, adding to the daily increasing list of reasons not to stick around. What good was it to be forever young and beautiful if you couldn�t enjoy it?
She still had a hammer under her seat, just in case she needed to relieve some stress.
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They were still driving when Josh awakened. His head rested against the window and he�d been drooling. The mountains were gone, replaced by green fields.
�Welcome back,� said Mrs. Hart, �You really are a mess. You shut down for almost an hour. People don�t understand how delicate you machines are. They think that they can just let you things run wild, or play too rough. You have no idea what I�ve seen. And then they think that they can just bring you in and have you fixed. The technology of a kid is very advanced, people need to respect that. Otherwise they�re replacing you every few years.�
Josh crossed his arms. �My parents want me.�
�Oh I�m sure,� she said mockingly, �Because you were such a great kid?�
He chose not to answer her, returning his gaze to the blur of the landscape. First chance he got he would run away. He�d find a way back to Twin Falls, maybe even by hitch-hiking.
�Anyway I called your parents and they don�t want you,� she lied, �That�s what eventually happens to all kids. People don�t realize what they�re signing up for. Suddenly you have a machine that�s dependent upon you. You can�t go places that don�t allow them, you aren�t supposed to leave them alone, and when you do they destroy things and make messes.
�And then there�s the really crazy people. They opt to buy babies! Can you imagine being stuck with something like that? They scream all the time, you�re constantly changing diapers, and they demand constant attention. That�s why I think that so many babies get damaged so fast. You can�t even turn them off to rest. You get a screaming machine that you can�t shut up. Their owners eventually accidentally drop them. It�s hard to imagine how parents raised the real things, and those would grow up. That�s the real reason that there hasn�t been a real kid born for twenty years. The world is a better place without them.�
�But you were a kid once, weren�t you?�
�That was a long time ago,� she said, �And that�s not how the world works anymore. I�m the perfect age, and I�ll never have to worry about getting older.�
�Why wouldn�t you want to get older?�
She looked mildly shocked in the rear view mirror, flashing him a glance as though he were crazy. �Why would we? Everyone wants to live forever. The world is perfect now. No more death. A perfect society with no one getting old and ugly.�
�Then why even bother creating kids then?�
�My point exactly! We don�t need you.�
Following that, they rode along in silence. He didn�t want to talk to her anymore. His parents did love him, didn�t they?
Soon the road merged with a highway, and not long after that the fields gave way to buildings as they entered Boise. Cars were nearly bumper to bumper everywhere he looked, and looking over the seat he saw that they still maintained a speed averaging ten miles an hour over the posted limit.
What if all of the people were robots too? Maybe nobody was real, they just went about pretending that they were, living in perpetual self-denial. When they came too close to the truth, if their minds dwelled on their existence too long, they took it out on someone else, like children. And in a way, that would make them feel better because when you were miserable everyone else should be too.
If everyone lived forever, shouldn�t they be having more fun? His dad looked miserable every day, grabbing his lunch and heading out the door, heading off to the plant to do whatever he did. His mom would tell him, �Have a good day at work!� to which he�d respond with a grunt. Then his mom would rush him out the door before planning her own day, which always started later, heading off to her job at the salon, where in the few times he�d gone there to wait for her involved playing with peoples� hair and telling embarrassing stories about other people that they knew.
If he got to live forever, he�d want to spend it going places, like theme parks and beaches (but not the mountains, never again the mountains), and playing games. Heck, even if he didn�t live forever, that would still be what he�d want to do. But shouldn�t he be able to live forever, too? Technically he didn�t age either.
They drove through the downtown and pulled into a private parking garage to what appeared to be a fairly large office complex with massive windows that reflected the street, with a large sign above that read Kidsmith. Mrs. Hart exited the car and opened his door, expecting him to follow, which he did reluctantly.
She led him through the door, and the voices on the inside merged into a jumble of sound, nothing truly understandable, but a necessary hum that meant that things were happening. A few people looked up at him as they walked by but no one flashed him a smile, though many did for the woman, some giving her a friendly nod. Josh, on the other hand, was an object, a machine. To acknowledge him would be to personify him, and in their line of work they wouldn�t want to get attached to him. Probably none of them even had any kids.
If anything their eyes displayed contempt. He felt like hiding, he wished even though he hated her that she would take his hand. His face burned with embarrassment. He could see the dirt on the back of his hands and all over his arms and on his clothes. He tried to focus on each step but the colors in the room were beginning to go gray. Oh please not here. He bit his lip. Keep walking, he told himself, just follow, don�t think.
�Mrs. Hart,� Josh said, trying to get her attention. But she ignored him. His voice sounded tinny and far away as though it was being transmitted through a radio. Her attention had turned to another man in a white t-shirt and tie.
�There�s a surprise for you in my trunk,� she said, �Wait until you see it.�
Josh stumbled into a desk and bumped a cup of coffee, sending a man in a swivel chair leaping to his feet and yelling, �Goddammit!�
�I�m sorry,� he tried to say, but nothing came out, he couldn�t form the words, he could only stare up at the man with the red angry face and feel tears spill down his cheeks. He needed his parents. He wanted them there now! He wanted to turn and run from the office, but that was impossible, impossible because his body would no longer move, and now, worse, he felt his bladder give out and the warmth of pee flowing down his leg.
�Where the Hell did you find that piece of crap?� the man yelled, �He spilled my goddamned coffee!�
�I�m sorry,� Mrs. Hart said, not really looking or sounding sorry at all, �It�s seriously malfunctioning. Somebody dumped it in the forest.� She grabbed him by the arm, and tried to pull him, but his legs didn�t move. She frowned disapprovingly. �Come on,� she said, �Move it.�
�Look at that,� the man said, �It�s pissed itself!�
Everyone in the office stared at him, some expressionless, others showing disgust. Not a few laughed and pointed. Oh please, he thought, let me black out. Yet now of all times he couldn�t. He couldn�t move or do anything, accept stand there.
�Call someone to clean it up,� she said. She grabbed him by the arm and shook him, �Come on, stop making a scene! You can walk. I�m not going to carry you.�
He looked up at her, imploringly. If only she would carry him, or take his hand, anything!
Finally she sighed. �Could you please call someone to come get this thing?�
A few minutes later, the office had mostly settled down and two men arrived, one with a handcart. They slid it under his feet, treating him like a heavy box. As they rolled him toward the back of the building he finally shut down, slipping into oblivion.
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Josh opened his eyes to find himself staring up at a white ceiling with bright fluorescent lights. Someone had dressed him in fresh clothes and washed away the dirt. He rested on a cot in the corner of a small windowless room. Aside from his cot, the only other objects in the room were a small table with two rickety wooden chairs pushed beneath it. A small side room, almost no bigger than a broom closet, held a toilet and a sink.
He walked over to the door and tried the handle, but it didn�t budge.� He pounded on the door and screamed, �Let me out! Hey!�
He pounded for a few minutes until finally he heard the click of the lock. He stepped back as it opened, and a nearly bald man poked his head in and said, �Hey, Keep it down. People are trying to work here.�
�I want to go home,� he told the man, fighting back more tears, �Please just let me go.�
�You are home, kid, or as home as you�re ever going to see again.�
�I want to call my parents,� he said.
The man sighed and scratched his chin. �Why didn�t they ever give these things a power button?�
�Please,� he said, �Just let me go. I won�t tell anyone, I promise.�
The man studied him for a second, and then motioned back into the room. �Go sit down. Let�s talk for a minute.�
Finally he�d found someone that could help him. Josh nodded, and allowed himself to be led back to the table and sat down. The man took the other seat across from him, resting his arms on the table. He wore a name tag that read Michael Hoskins. �Do you even know where you are? Do you know who you are?�
He nodded. �My name is Josh Norton. I�m at Kidsmith.�
�And do you know what we do here?�
�You make and sell kids.�
�Yes, we do sell kids, but we don�t make them here anymore. We refurbish models that can be fixed, and we scrap those that we can�t.�
Josh sat up. �You can fix me?�
�Perhaps. Tomorrow we have you scheduled for an exam. If we can fix you, we�ll replace what we can, wipe your memory, and resell you. If we can�t, well, hopefully we can recover a few usable parts, and dispose of the rest.�
�But if you can fix me, why not just let me go home?�
�Your parents� I mean, your owners, were contacted. They aren�t interested in fixing you, and you�re out of warranty. You�re malfunctioning badly. Everything is shutting down, and now it looks like it�s affecting your motor skills, or the programs that allow you to control your movements. If it�s the program, you could have bad sectors in your drive. The bottom line is it may not be worth our time to even try to fix you. You�re so scarred up that I doubt we could give you away. I don�t know if we could even recoup our costs. You�re just too badly broken.
�Besides, if your parents could have you fixed, don�t you think they would�ve?� he continued, �And furthermore, they probably were the ones that did this to you, am I right?�
�No, they never hurt me. I was in an accident.�
�Nine times out of ten a machine in your condition has suffered heavy abuse at the hands of its owner. Maybe you don�t remember or maybe you don�t want to tell me about it. That�s okay, I don�t care. Regardless, your damage is severe enough that I�m hoping we can recover a few good parts from you.�
�Please let me just talk to them,� Josh begged.
Michael Hoskins laughed dryly. �Not going to happen. You�re just another abandoned kid. We help people that have problems with machines, every day. Sometimes we get our hands on defective ones, just like you, and sometimes we fix them for owners that want their machines fixed. Your parents are not interested. Nobody wants an old mistreated kid that crashes every ten minutes.
�Your Ram is probably still good,� he went on, �You�re not that old of a machine, maybe only five years, I�m guessing. Your motherboard and circuitry are probably okay. Your memories are garbage. There�s nothing there to save, nor any reason to.�
The kid shook his head, feeling tears run down his cheeks. �I don�t want to die!�
�Is this not getting through to you? You don�t die. You�re a machine. You are soulless. There�s no Heaven or Hell waiting for you. When I unplug your power supply it�s lights out, and as far as you�re concerned, it�ll be as though you never existed.� He let out a deep sigh and leaned back. �Look kid, this day�s about over, I�m tired, hungry, and want to go home myself. I�ll see you tomorrow.�
With that he stood up and walked out the door.
Josh sat there for a while, thinking. His odds of getting fixed sounded slim, and even if he did, they would take away his identity. His only hope rested with his parents. He had to contact them somehow. He walked over and flopped down on the cot, covering his eyes with his arms.
He had nothing to do but think, think about his parents, how he�d been treated, and if they were robots too. He had plenty to think about, but no definite answers. He would die never knowing, and that felt unbearable. They planned to dissect him like an alien and rip his insides out. Worse, he had nothing to look forward too. He was pretty sure that the man was right. God didn�t have a place for robots in Heaven.
�God?� he prayed aloud, �If you�re there, if you can hear me at all, please get me out of here. Send me an angel. I don�t want to die��
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James Hamilton had spent more of his life at Kidsmith than outside of it. He�d been with them through their rise and fall, and hoped to be there when they once more reached prominence. He�d begun as an engineer, and stopped his corporate climb at Engineering Manager. He�d managed to father two children before such things became impossible. They were grown and in other parts of the world. He hadn�t spoken to his oldest son in fifteen years.
Many had come and gone, but James remained. He often referred to all of the children Kidsmith had sent out the door as his own. That would�ve made him the father of over one million boys and girls, and with the exception of the occasional twins, no two looked alike. He�d even owned a couple over the years. His current one was getting a bit run down. He kept tampering with her though, and changing her personality. It drove his wife crazy.
These days though, it felt as though the company had become infertile too. Children didn�t walk out these doors, at least not the new ones. Few of the older models did either. Nowadays, he didn�t spend much time working with the kids. He spent his days behind a desk dealing with work orders. Sometimes it felt like a daily struggle just to stay employed. As he neared completion of his day, Tamara Hart popped her head into his office.
�You about out of here?� she asked.
�He set down his pen and stretched. �Hey Tammy, I think so. I�ve done enough damage for the day. How about you?�
�I�m as good as gone,� Tamara said, �I had to drive into the Boise Mountains. My whole day was shot.�
�Well at least you got out of the office, that�s better than my day.�
�Yeah maybe, if I didn�t have my own stack of paperwork. Did you see what I brought in?�
�No. What did you get?�
She leaned against his door frame and smiled. �It�s not a kid. I found some type of adult android. Check it out before you leave. I had them put it in your workshop.�
�An adult? What was it doing in the mountains?�
�I don�t know, but it�s in bad shape. It looks as though it�s about thirty years old or so. Most of the living tissue is gone, but I bet you could get it going again. Maybe it�s an old butler android.�
James pushed his chair back and stood up. �It could be something from the Mountain Home Air Force base. Maybe they lost one.�
�I don�t know, I�m sure you�ll figure it out. You can tell me in the morning.�
�You�ve got me interested now. I think I�ll swing by there.�
�See you tomorrow.�
He waved as Tamara disappeared down the hall. He grabbed his coat and kicked his door shut. He glanced at his watch. It was nearly seven in the evening. His wife would have supper ready. He really wanted to see that android. He made a mental note to come back and lock his office, but his mind crumpled the note and threw it away not five steps from the door.
The other offices were already locked for the night. It seemed any more he was always the last one out. It didn�t bother him, this place felt as much as home to him as his real one. Some people thought it a bit creepy at night, but not him. He knew these halls almost intimately. There weren�t any ghosts here, but if there were they probably knew him all too well.
He found Tamara�s present on his workbench. It smelled something terrible. He covered his mouth as he approached. �Well what do we have here?�
It took him a minute to determine that the thing�s gender was male. Sometimes if you knew the gender it gave you a clue as to the android�s function. There were few roles for adult androids. All of its hair had fallen out, and its flesh stretched across its skull like a mummified cadaver.
James flipped it over, looking for the access panel. There were no tell-tale signs, only scar tissue down the spinal column. �How the heck do you open? Somebody wanted to hide their handiwork, didn�t they?�
The android took a single rasping breath as he searched. He ignored it. Sometimes androids never fully died. He�d seen broken children live for almost a decade with their power supplies keeping them alive long after their bodies had failed. Androids were such amazing things, the technology still fascinated him. It didn�t startle him in the least that this one still clung to life.
Time had not been kind to it. A normal android had synthetic muscle and skin tissue that did not deteriorate or rot. A �dead� kid would sit in a landfill for generations. They were resistant to both biodegradation and the photedegradation that effected plastics. After all, you couldn�t have your kid showing signs of sun damage.
He pulled out his android marker and made a swipe across the back of its hand. He shook his head as it turned a dark blue. A light blue meant living tissue, black meant android. So what did this mean? Had somebody built a better flesh?
There had to be some type of access to the android�s power cells without cutting it open, but he couldn�t find it. That left the Dr. Frankenstein method. He grabbed his cell charger and attached the paddle electrodes to the android�s chest, a defibrillator for artificial life. Instead of a brief shock, it delivered continuous electricity. As James suspected, his monitor detected the android�s cells. Once it read that it had a full charge, he disconnected the electrodes and waited.
Its breathing regulated to something more akin to a sleeping state, but otherwise it didn�t budge. Tomorrow he�d have to try a few other things to get it to awaken. He might even have to cut it open. He couldn�t stay much later though or he�d never hear the end of it from his wife. He didn�t see it turn its head to watch him leave.
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Gus Baskin walked down the hallway of Kidsmith. The building only utilized emergency lighting after dark, giving the place an abandoned eerie feel. Few people stuck around after five and the management no later than seven. Not that long ago the building operated around the clock. Back then Gus hadn�t worked in security. He�d worked in assembly.
The parts would come in from all over the world, wherever Kidsmith could get the best prices. Gus worked on the skeleton, the metal foundation of the children. The difficult stuff, the skin and the circulatory system and a whole host of other complex biological stuff, all of that happened in the labs upstairs. They used to tell them to treat each one as a life, but after a while all you could see was the machine. The skeleton, brain, internal organs, and central nervous system, that was all mechanical. At one time the entire android had been metal and plastic. But the technology had such a high demand, and so much money poured into it that they became more and more realistic, until they were developing synthetic tissue and blood to make robots that passed entirely for human. People wanted as real of a kid as money could buy.
They were amazingly clean to work on too. All of the messy biological stuff was carefully contained. You could open them up and work on all of the tech components without ever getting your hands dirty.
He missed it, but at least Kidsmith kept him employed. Many of his friends were laid off, had to find nine to five jobs somewhere else. He sometimes pined for the good ol� days when the benefits had been exceptional. They�d even had a retirement plan, though the company had reabsorbed it as the demand plummeted. Nobody retired anyway.
He whistled while he patrolled the hallways, it made the place feel less creepy. Reclamation had brought in a few broken things that he needed to keep an eye on; two abandoned children and an old adult android.
He had to feed the children. It only reaffirmed the wasteful nature of the country, creating robots that needed to eat and shit. Resources that could be used for more import things went to giving people that �real child� experience. In all the time that he�d worked for Kidsmith he�d never had the urge to get one of his own. Maybe it had to do with the fact that he knew what they looked like under their skin. You couldn�t make something feel real if every time you looked at it you detected the metal.
Both kids were boys and were shoved into rooms barely larger than closets, but with thick metal doors. The first stared at him sullenly as he placed the soup on the table. �If you so much as move I�ll put you down, got it?�
If the kid tried to run past him, he was empowered to stop the kid in any way possible. His metal flashlight had only cracked two robot skulls in his entire career, and Kidsmith hadn�t even bothered to investigate if his use of force had been necessary. After years of being so careful with the kids it felt liberating to break one.
Still, he took his job seriously. He would never crack any skulls unless absolutely necessary. But he wouldn�t hesitate if the kid tried anything. They so rarely did.
The boy watched his every move. He didn�t turn his back on the kid as he backed out, relocking the door. He shuddered involuntarily. �Damn kid gives me the creeps,� he muttered. They weren�t supposed to be programmed with such hostile emotions. Somebody had done a number on that one.
Gus took another bowl to the next room. This boy slept on the cot and didn�t budge as he set the bowl down. He didn�t get too close. You could never tell what the children planned. They could fake sleep. The boy�s face seemed permanently touched by sadness that even the peace of sleep couldn�t erase. Some kids responded to their treatment like the first boy, fostering resentment, others responded like this one. Nobody told him the children�s stories, and he didn�t want to know. Robots or not, there were a lot of creepers out there that had their own ideas of what children were good for, and they�d sold to them all. People didn�t need background checks for toys.
The only thing he ever fed the kids was soup. Kidsmith gave him a food budget, and two dollar packets of instant noodles let him tap into the budget to keep up his supply of beer. His last guest wouldn�t need food. They told him it was inoperative.
He rarely got to see adult androids. Kidsmith never manufactured them, but there were plenty of other businesses that did. The problem with adults was that they were designed for labor, taking jobs from real people. Even though it made sense for productivity, those companies were boycotted and put out of business for utilizing them. That�s why there were so few of them around.
As far as he knew, the only places that still used adult androids were the adult sex industry (illegal in Idaho, but not Nevada and Oregon) and the military. Overseas the laws were different. Kidsmith, as a leader in android technology, had stepped up to reclaim them as they wore out or were abandoned. He imagined that they did so for access to the technology of other companies.
They hadn�t locked it up, but dumped it in the workshop. From what he�d been told the thing looked like an antique.
He entered the shop, his eyes instantly finding the thing. It looked more like a desiccated corpse than any android he�d ever seen. As he walked in the smell of rot hit him so hard he gagged. He covered his mouth with his hand as he approached it. The damn thing would make the room stink for weeks.
The android�s skin had shrunk tightly to its bones. Maggot holes were all throughout its flesh and he swore he could see the things moving just beneath. Its clothes were nothing but rags. �I can�t believe they�ve left you out like this,� he said to the thing, �you�re infested.�
Its eyes were open, giving him the uncomfortable feeling that they watched him.
He gripped his flashlight tightly, knuckles white with tension and leaned in to look closer. Yes, the chest moved, ever so subtly. The robot�s lungs still worked, pushing out stale air, and a sound, if he listened carefully, like a death rattle.
�Well, son of a bitch,� he said, �I think you�re still functional. How did they miss that?�
The android turned its head to face him.
Gus shouted and took two steps back, dropping his flashlight. The thing didn�t move any farther, and he chuckled in relief. �Oh man, you startled me.�
He bent down to grab his flashlight. He�d never been the most limber of guys, even in his youth, and touching his toes remained an impossibility to this day. He squatted down, feeling for his flashlight amidst the heavy shadows that blanketed the floor. He hadn�t turned it on. He just liked the feel of its weight in his hand.
He found it under a bench where it had rolled up against the legs. He stood up, legs protesting, and found himself face to face with the rotting android, its face inches from his own. Despite himself he dropped the flashlight again. He hadn�t even heard the thing move. Its foul breath hit him squarely in the face as its arms shot out to grab him by the neck.
Gus had a lot of weight advantage. The android had strength built into its bones. It fell on top of him, hands tightening like vices. He fought for air, struggled to pull the thing�s wrists away but to no avail. It brought its face toward him, teeth snapping eagerly at his face. His vision blurred, mercifully hiding the thing�s visage as it dug its teeth into his cheek, but nothing diminished the pain.
Nobody living remained in the building to hear his screams.
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It stumbled down the hall, blood dripping from its mouth and chin as it followed the fear scent. It kept one hand on the wall for balance, leaving a sanguine smear in in its wake. It wore the guards clothing about its emaciated frame, hoping to give it some semblance of its humanity. They hung from it only slightly better than its rags, but maybe enough to fool someone at a glance.
Its limbs worked again, maybe not perfect, but well enough. There were parts of it still broken, but it could walk again! Its arms had more strength than ever.
It had taken the guard�s keys along with his clothing. It opened the door quietly. The child slept. The fear felt so much different when they were awake. It never truly went away with the abandoned children. It permeated their dreams, laced their thoughts.
They�d given the boy such a small room, so devoid of hope. It walked cautiously into the room, careful not to wake him. A bowl of soup sat cooling on the table, untouched. The boy�s captors had left his light on. It clicked the switch, plunging the room into more forgiving darkness. It stopped next to the cot, leaning over him. It brushed a strand of hair from over the boy�s eyes, causing the boy to stir restlessly. Did it haunt the boy�s dreams? How did it rate amongst all of his other fears? Did the boy even dream?
A single drop of blood fell from its lips onto the boy�s cheek. It reached out to wipe away the blood, but only smeared it.
It didn�t sense any further damage to the child, but they hadn�t bothered fixing him either. Should it care if they had hurt this child if he wasn�t real? The fear felt real though, as real as anything he�d ever sensed before.
There was a greater purpose at work here, even if it didn�t understand yet. It would reveal itself in time.
�Soon,� he whispered to the child, and stepped back as the boy shifted uneasily. With practiced ease he slipped out the door with hardly a sound.
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Josh got up, wiping the sleep from his eyes. He�d had the weirdest sensation, like somebody had been talking to him in his sleep. The darkness disoriented him and for a moment he thought he might be back in his old room in the safety of his parents� house. The illusion lasted but a second. It all came rushing back, the mountains, and the ride back with that evil Mrs. Hart, and the guy that planned to tear him apart.
It had to still be night, but he couldn�t tell, with the only illumination coming in beneath the door. He focused on that slim band of light to find his way across the room and felt around until he found the light switch.
He blinked and squinted until his eyes adjusted. The room remained as bland as ever. He got up, used the small toilet, and settled in to think about the last of his remaining time. Someone had placed a bowl of soup on the table while he had slept. He thought that a pretty lousy last meal, all things considered, but his stomach didn�t complain.
After quickly eating he paced around the room. Maybe there would be someone else here that actually cared. How could so many people working with kids be so cold?
On a whim, he walked over and tried the door. The handle felt sticky, but he ignored it. It turned easily, they had forgotten to lock the door, or thought he was too broke to care. If no one were about he could just walk out. He could go home! He slowly cracked it open and peaked.
The hallway�s dim lighting made the place feel cold and desolate. The sound from his damaged head echoed off the walls, and he wondered how far away someone could hear it. He cautiously looked both ways. The hallway had several other doors much like his own.
It smelled strange, reminiscent of something he�d smelled before, something like rotten meat. Dark blotches on the white tiles led down the hall to his room, ending at his door. That�s oil or something, he told himself, it�s not blood. It sure looked a lot like blood though. They�d brought the thing back with them. If it were loose in the building, it might try to find him again. He looked both ways, making sure that it wasn�t trying to sneak up on him.
If that were blood on the floor, what was on the door handle? He looked down at his hand and a shiver raced through his body. The palm and fingers of his hand were stained with drying blood. He wiped them on his jeans, his feet moving him forward of their own accord as he lurched away from the door. It swung and slammed shut behind him. He flinched, hoping nobody (or no thing) had heard it.
A large thump made him nearly leap out of his shoes, and he let out a tiny shriek before he could bite it back. It came from the room next to his. It could be someone working late, maybe somebody repairing something.
The thumps turned to knocks, and the knocking to pounding. He slowly backed away from the door until he bumped into the wall on the opposite side. He didn�t know which way to run. Did it matter?
�Who�s out there?� came a muffled voice beyond the door, �Let me out!� The voice did not belong to an adult, but a kid.
Josh ran to the door and pressed his ear against it. �Hello? Are you a prisoner too?�
�Hey! Yes! Open the door!�
Josh grabbed the handle and shook it, but it wouldn�t budge. �It�s locked. I can�t open it!�
�You�ve got to get me out of here,� the kid hollered back, �Find the keys!�
Where would they be? Why hadn�t they left this kid�s door unlocked too? He hurried down the hallway, trying each door in turn. They were all locked. He hesitated, if he delayed too long, someone was bound to find him, these places always had security. He came to the end of the hallway to a door with an opaque glass window. Though it had no sign, it looked important. As luck would have it the handle turned easily, revealing a large office.
This room had a large window behind it, and the lights of downtown Boise shown through, providing enough illumination to see what he was doing. Josh breathed a sigh of relief, morning hadn�t come yet. He pulled out the drawers, digging through them one by one.
The first one was full of the usual adult medications. He recognized them from his parents� medicine cabinet. They had to take pills for their weight, to be able to digest wheat and dairy, antidepressants (his mother took five different kinds), anti-anxiety, antipsychotics, and the optional one-a-day multivitamin. As long as they took those every day, people stayed young and healthy.
The others were filled with papers, but the one in the middle had pencils, paperclips and such, and most importantly, keys. There were dozens of them, some loose, some on key rings. He stuffed his pockets with every one he could find and rushed back.
�I�ve got keys,� he said intently, �I�ll get you out.�
�Just hurry!�
He tried them one by one, dropping them when they failed. About twenty keys later, he found success. �Got it!� he cried a bit too loudly. He dumped the rest of the keys from his pocket and threw open the door to come face to face with another boy, much like himself.
�Thanks,� The other kid said, �Let�s get out of here!� He had a ragged head of dark hair, and looked like he hadn�t had a haircut for some time. He stood about the same height, and he guessed that they must�ve been about the same age.
�Which way?� he asked.
�Look for exit signs!�
Josh followed the new kid down the hallway. Though the other kid ran, he tried to follow him more slowly. He couldn�t risk blacking out. If that happened now, it would be over.
The other kid turned around as he reached a door with a large red exit sign. �You coming?�
�Yes, wait for me.�
�Hurry up!�
He reached the door, but when he went to push it open, the kid stopped him. �When we push on the handle,� he warned, �An alarm is going to sound. You�re going to have to run.�
�I can�t,� Josh said, �I�ll shut down.�
The other kid raised an eyebrow. �You broke or something?�
�No, I�m just not working right.�
�You�ve got blood on your cheek. Are you hurt?�
Josh reached up and touched his face. He stared at the red smudge on his fingertips. He shuddered. �It was in my room!�
�What was?�
�The monster.�
�Monster? What are you talking about?�
Josh showed him the blood on his fingers. �The monster! Didn�t you see the blood back there? They brought it back from the mountains. It�s after me. It must�ve touched me.�
�Dude, you�re freaking me out! Something is seriously wrong with you. We�ve got to reach the alley across the street. If someone comes after us, I�m running. Try and keep up. Once we get a block or two away we should be safe.�
�All right.�
�Wait. What�s that?� The kid looked over Josh�s shoulder. �Do you hear it? Someone�s coming. Get ready to run!�
Josh looked back to see what appeared to be a security guard round the corner. He didn�t walk quite right, as if his legs weren�t cooperating. He didn�t need a closer look, though he couldn�t see the face he knew what it was. �That�s not a guard!�
�Of course it is, run!� The kid threw open the door, and a piercing alarm broke the silence. With all worries of blacking out forgotten, he ran right on the other kid�s heels.
When they reached the other side of the street, the other boy grabbed his arm and pulled him into the shadows. �Wait!� he whispered, �Security!�
�I told you that�s not security,� Josh said. �That�s the monster.�
�Why�s it dressed like security? You think they�re giving monsters jobs?�
�I don�t know. I think it still see us.�
�No way, we�re hidden. Come on.� They snuck down the alley, moving more cautiously. Soon they reached a residential neighborhood and slipped into a backyard to wait for morning. They sat in silence, listening to the sound of sirens and the sound of distant traffic.
�Thanks again,� said the kid, �For saving me. I thought I was a goner!�
�Me too,� Josh replied, �And you�re welcome. Are you defective too?�
�Me? No way! I�m state of the art.�
�Then why were you there?�
�Not every kid that ends up at Kidsmith is defective. They also bring in runaways. That�s what I am. I�m not licensed to any adult. They can�t have homeless kids roaming the street, so they bring them in for reclamation. They do a memory wipe, do some touch-ups, and sell us again.�
�You�re homeless?� he asked, �How�d you lose your parents?�
�My owners used to knock me around. I decided to leave while I could still walk. I eventually learned ways to fix myself. I�m a �mod�.�
�What�s that mean?�
�It means I got rid of the crap parts Kidsmith put in me and replaced it with good stuff. Kids going defective are nothing new. I however, will last forever.�
�I want to be a �mod�,� Josh said, �How do you do it?�
�I can�t do it, it takes someone that knows children.�
�But it would fix me, wouldn�t it?�
�Maybe,� the kid replied with a shrug, �Maybe not. It depends what�s all wrong with you. What is wrong with you, anyway? Your head whistles. Does that make you see monsters?�
�I was in an accident. I�ve got damaged parts.�
�Maybe you just need a parts replacement.�
�So can you help me?� Josh asked, �Can you show me where you got modded?�
�I guess so. But there�s a cost, and it�s not always money.�
The sun rose over the horizon turning the houses from dark silhouettes into distinct buildings. Somewhere nearby a dog started barking and wouldn�t quit. Traffic began to increase as adults began to filter their way to their jobs.
�We should get going,� the kid said, �There are better places to be than here. Someone�s gonna catch us if we stick around. My name�s Neil. What�s yours?�
�Josh,� he said, �So if you don�t have parents, how do you survive?�
�I have help,� he said, �It�s about who you know. If you know the right people you don�t need anyone. You need to quit thinking of them as parents. They�re owners. They don�t see you as a real kid, no matter how much they pretend.�
�I miss mine.�
�You won�t. Eventually. Owners lie. They treat you like their own, but all they really want is a pet. Then once you aren�t new anymore, when you start to slow down, they get rid of you and get a new one.�
�I think they just lost me. They�ll be happy to see me again.�
�Nobody loses kids. Once they realize what they�re in for, all of the responsibility, they start looking for a way out. They start with thinking everything will be perfect, that they need someone underfoot, but we�re programmed to be just like real human beings, but ones that never age, like them. They get a kid that pouts, sulks, throws temper tantrums, demands toys, makes a mess of their room, you name it, and two days later it gets old.
�Then they start asking themselves if they really want a kid. They get disappointed because their kid isn�t as smart as their friend�s kid, or isn�t as cute. So you trade that kid in for a newer model, and you tell Kidsmith what you want different, and then there you go, a brand new happy family. Maybe this time however, you�ve been replaced with a girl or someone older, or younger and cuter.�
�But if that�s the case,� Josh said, �Shouldn�t there be a world full of discarded children?�
�Of course there is,� Neil answered, �There�s tons of throwaways. There�s a room back at Kidsmith full of them, all broken and used for parts. But sooner or later, they all end up in the pit.�
�What�s the pit?�
�Kid Cemetery. It�s a landfill full of broken children.�
Josh stopped walking. �That place is real?�
Neil didn�t stop. �Of course it is. What do you think they do with all of those garbage parts? They got to go somewhere. It can�t all be reused.�
�You�ve seen it?� Josh asked as he hurried to catch up, �I can�t believe that they wouldn�t have fixed me if they could have.�
�So what did you do to let them down?�
�Nothing.� But maybe that wasn�t entirely true.

Part 3
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Josh walked along next to Neil, for the first time in days feeling like he had hope. The world ignored them. Once a police car had driven by and Josh wanted to run, but Neil paid it no mind, and the officer didn�t even look their way. Once he was a mod like Neil his parents would take him back. They�d want a kid that was better than everyone else�s.
�It doesn�t matter that we escaped,� Neil explained, �They don�t want people to see us as real or as trouble-makers. And Kidsmith doesn�t have the resources like they used to, to track us down. Unless you get caught shoplifting they�re going to leave you alone.�
Neil turned into the driveway of a small rundown house with peeling paint. Soda cans, cigarette butts, and plastic bags were scattered amidst the thick weeds and patches of grass that masqueraded as a lawn. Josh followed as the boy lifted the garage door just high enough to slip under and let it fall noisily shut behind them. Boxes of electronics parts were everywhere. They filled the shelves and created a barely usable path through the two-car garage that only had room for one old car that looked almost as rundown as the house. Neil walked up to a door and knocked.
�Do you live here?� Josh asked.
�No, sometimes I stay here though.�
A moment later the door cracked open and an adult with dark frizzy hair and a thick scraggly beard peered out. �Neil,� the man said, �What�ve you been up to?�
�I got caught shoplifting,� Neil replied, �Took me in for parts. This kid busted me out.�
�Dude, that sucks. That�s twice now, isn�t it? Soon you�re not going to be able to go anywhere.�
Neil shrugged.
The man laughed, opening the door wide, and gestured for them to enter. They squeezed by his obstructive bulk. �Any friend of Neil�s is a friend of mine,� he said, �But if you try to steal anything, I�ll bust your case open.�
Josh nodded rapidly. �I won�t.�
The boys wove through the house path created by boxes, books, magazines, and computers (many in pieces) stacked in every available spot. Josh tried not to stare. It wasn�t anything like his home. His mother picked up everything, and everything had its place. He�d never been too good at picking up his own room and she constantly pestered him every time she�d peek in. Maybe that was something that had disappointed them.
�You guys hungry?� the man asked, �I�ve a cupboard full of cereal.�
The boys nodded eagerly, and with Neil taking the lead they helped themselves to overflowing bowls. The man sat down across from them, watching them eat. He introduced himself as Cody.
In between mouthfuls Josh said, �Neil says that you can �mod� me.�
Cody smiled, and said with a shrug, �I suppose. I�ve done my share.�
�So, can you?�
�I don�t know,� he said, �I�ve got to see what�s under the hood. With your permission of course.�
�Yes!� Josh said eagerly, �Where do you have to look?�
Cody stood walked around behind him. �At the base of the neck, off of the spine. It gives me access to your brain, and I can see what�s making that noise. All I got to do is push in and lift. Now let�s see, I got to unplug you for a sec��
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When Josh opened his eyes, Neil was gone. �How long was I out?�
�About an hour,� Cody replied, �You had a broken fan blade. I�m surprised you didn�t burn up. I had an extra one I didn�t need. Notice anything different?�
Josh looked around. He listened, but the only sound other than the man�s breathing came from a television in another room.
�I don�t hear it,� he said, �The sound is gone!�
�Yeah, it was an easy fix. I think you�ll feel a lot better now.�
�So am I fixed?�
�Yes, you�re almost as good as new.�
�That was it? They told my father I would cost thousands of dollars to fix.�
Cody shrugged. �I ran diagnostics, tightened your connections, replaced a damaged circuit. I didn�t see any real damage. Besides being old. You�re way overdue for an upgrade. You�re model is an Adam36, that�s what your microprocessor is. You�re a second generation kid, which has a terrible failure rate. Kidsmith claims that it�s one percent, but the truth is that it�s closer to fifteen. You�ve probably got another year in you though.�
�Most of that sounds like good news though,� Josh said, �If you can mod me, I�d have longer than another year, wouldn�t I? Neil says he�ll live forever.�
�I don�t have access to what you need. You�ve got to collect the parts.�
�Where do I get them?�
�From a newer model of course,� Cody said, �They�re expensive. If you go find them, I�ll put them in. Neil is good at this sort of thing. He can help you identify the newer models. He�s never gone wrong for me.�
�Yeah, and he pays well, too,� Neil said, walking into the room. A young woman accompanied him, long brown hair pulled back in a ponytail.
�Speak of the devil,� Cody said. He walked back around the table and flopped into a chair. It groaned as though reconsidering holding his weight. �But if you�re going to use the part I�m not paying anyone. Neil, you�ll need the microprocessor and a newer hard drive. You might as well grab the Ram while you�re at it, we can always use more. Now you know which microprocessor you�re looking for?�
Neil nodded. �He�s going to want an Abel.�
The man nodded, �And then we�ll upgrade your operating system and mod you into a Cain. That�s my homebrew. You�ll feel like a whole new machine.�
The woman walked around the table and sat down next to Cody. She studied Josh with mild disinterest. �I see you�ve got a new Pinocchio.�
�Are you his wife?� Josh asked.
Cody chuckled. �No, this is Angel. I did some work for a guy in Nevada and got her in trade.
�An angel?�
�Don�t let the name fool you,� Cody said, �She�s anything but.�
The woman rolled her eyes. �Cody wouldn�t know what to do with a wife anyway. He just likes to play with dolls.�
�Careful or I�ll take away your personality.�
�And make me like the other girls in your closet? Be careful, kid, he may pretend to be Geppetto, but he�s really Bluebeard or Marques de Sade.� She turned back to Cody. �Besides, you told me you liked girls with a spark.�
�You read too much,� Cody said.
�You�re a robot too?� Josh asked. �I�ve never seen a grown-up one before.�
�The proper word is android,� she corrected him, �We�re more alive than metal.�
�You are a facsimile of life,� Cody corrected her.
�No,� she said back, �You are a facsimile of life. I know how you live.�
�You love it,� Cody said, and turned back to Josh. �She does love it. She just likes to stir shit up. I would take away her personality, but I really need someone that can hold a flashlight steady while I work. Half the time I think she�s going to smother me in my sleep. I think she only sticks around so I can keep her upgraded.�
�There is that,� Angel conceded, �But it�s mainly for your book collection.�
�So does that mean there are other ro� androids� that are grown-ups?�
Cody shook his head. �Though it�s possible, it�s too difficult for an android to fit in. They�d be discovered eventually. People haven�t taken it well to work with your kind. The few adults out there are in private collections, like mine. Before we started making kids, private industries tried. Some of those models might even still be out there. They were incredibly durable. Tough as nails and nothing but purpose.�
Cody pushed himself away from the table. �Now if you�ll excuse me, I�ve got some programming to do. Let me know when you got the parts.�
Josh looked at Neil. The kid leaned against the wall, watching the conversation with only mild interest. �Let�s go,� Josh said eagerly.
�In a bit,� Neil said, stifling a yawn. �It was a long night. I�m gonna take a nap.� He turned and followed Cody into the other room.
Josh thumped his head down onto the table. It wasn�t fair. He could almost go home. Almost. But he didn�t want to go until he�d had the upgrades, otherwise he�d be dumped again next summer.
He felt a hand gently squeeze his arm. He looked up to see that Angel had remained behind. �It�s okay,� she said, �Cody is good at what he does. You can trust him.�
Josh felt tears in his eyes and quickly blinked them away. �I know. I just want to go home. I want my parents.�
�I�m sure they�ll be happy to see you. How long have you been gone?�
�A week or so.� He paused, afraid to continue. His eyes met hers, and despite her attitude, she had soft eyes. �Can I ask you a question?�
Angel raised an eyebrow. �Sure. What is it?�
�Are you sure you�re not an angel?�
�It�s just a name,� she said, �Humans have a sense of irony like that. It�s like Cody said� I�m no angel. Why do you ask?�
�I prayed for an angel last night. Suddenly here you are. You might be an android but you�re an adult too. You could help me get home.�
Angel withdrew her hand. �I can�t do that,� she said, �I could get in a lot of trouble. Or get Cody in trouble. Technically, I shouldn�t even be in this State. If I were to get caught masquerading as a human, they�d tear me apart.�
�You wouldn�t get caught,� he said, �You look just like a real person. Once Cody has upgraded me you could get me home. Neil says that nobody has the time to pay attention to us anyway.�
�I could talk to Cody for you,� she said, �Maybe he would give you a ride. There are other options, just not� just not me. If there is a God, I�m not sure He�d even listen to us. We�re built for pleasure. You to fill a need for a child. I�m for� well� other needs. When we no longer serve our purpose, we�re no good anymore. We may mimic life, but science can�t give us a soul.�
Josh shook his head. �I�m not so sure half of the people I�ve met have souls. Why do we have to serve their purpose, anyway? What if today we decided to find our own?�
�Then why do you want to go home so bad? It�s the imprinting. You think of them as your real parents. If you want a new purpose, why go home at all?�
�Because�� Josh paused. �� it�s where I belong. You�ll see. It�s my home.�
Angel nodded and gave him a sad smile. �I hope you�re right.� She leaned forward and firmly grabbed his hand. Almost in a whisper she said, �Ask yourself why Cody calls his hacked operating system a Cain.�
She let him go and walked out of the room, leaving him to his doubts.
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Neil slept for several hours, and despite Josh�s eagerness he could do nothing but wait. Angel brought him a few books, but he turned them down. He couldn�t focus on books.
He walked through the house looking for the bathroom when he saw Cody sitting in front of an old computer. He didn�t work on a tablet like his father did, he actually had a monitor. He tried to remain quiet and watch him work, but Cody seemed to feel his eyes and turned to face him.
�What do you need?� Cody asked.
Josh shrugged. �Nothing. I was just watching.�
�Huh. Well come and check this out.� Josh looked at the screen, but it was just a bunch of words that didn�t make any sense. Cody typed in additional lines with incredible speed, his fingers flying. �It doesn�t look like anything, but it renders a world that looks almost like the real thing, with actual stimuli like scent and touch. The best part is when it�s ready I�ll be able to modify it into any type of game. It�ll make me millions.�
�How do you do that?� Josh asked, �Do you wear glasses or something?�
�Even better. I use a similar technology as androids to affect human beings.� He reached behind his head and lifted up his hair showing Josh two metal prongs protruding from the base of his neck. �Eventually these will be subdermal implants. Right now they�re just piercings to keep them in. I grab this wire�� He reached under the desk and grabbed a wire with two plugs on the end.
��And I plug myself into the computer, like so. Now all I have to do is tell the computer how long I want to play for, and my mind is linked to the game. The computer sends my brain electrical impulses that put me into the new world. I experience anything within the game that I�ve programmed. At the end of the duration the computer ends the signals and I�m safely removed.
�People won�t have to have the piercings either. Most will just use sensors that stick to the back of the neck. I think the piercings are cooler though.�
�It sounds cool,� Josh agreed, �The game, I mean.�
�Want to try it?�
�Can I? Is it possible?�
Cody picked up a second set of wires. �Sit down on that box with your back to me. I can plug you in easily.�
Josh sat down with his back turned. He felt Cody open him up and his cold fingers fiddling around inside his skull. He distracted himself with looking around the room. It was decorated with posters of pin-up girls wearing very little. He started to open his mouth to ask Cody how long it would take when�

�Josh stood on a low hill in an open field. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair, carrying with it the smell of fresh apple pie. He looked around to see where it came from but he could see no signs of civilization. Trees and flowers were interspersed across the countryside, all displaying colors more vivid and crazy than anything he�d ever seen before. But they looked genuine. At the base of the hill a gentle brook cut across the landscape, coming from distant mountains and disappearing beyond the rolling hills.
�This is amazing!� he said. His words were clear in his own ears, though no one else was around to hear him.
�Thank you.� The voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once, like a voice of God, but belonging to Cody.
Josh spun around but the man was nowhere to be seen. �What can I do here?�
�Just about anything you want,� said the disembodied voice, �You can go anywhere or do anything. I can change the laws of physics to allow you to fly or teleport, or even change your appearance.�
�I want to fly,� Josh said. He looked down and saw his heels leave the soft grass. He rose up a few inches and the world shimmered.
�Maybe when you get back, it sounds like Neil is ready to go.�

The world faded and turned gray, and he blinked his eyes as they focused in on Neil�s face. He was back in Cody�s crowded, stuffy house.
�Pretty cool, huh?� Neil asked.
Josh nodded enthusiastically. �I can�t wait to try it again.�
�It gets old after a while. I�m trying to get him to add monsters to fight.�
Cody unplugged him and closed the back of his head up. Neil led the way out of the room, but Josh turned and looked back Cody. �Where was the pie?�
Cody just smiled. �There was no pie. But what better smell is there?�
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Josh and Neil slipped out of the house through the garage. Everything was finally coming together, he�d return home better than ever. When his parents learned that they didn�t have to fix him, that he�d taken care of everything, they would welcome him back with open arms.
Neil went to the back of the garage and rummaged behind a stack of boxes, finally pulling out a baseball bat. �Here we go,� he said.
�What�s that for?�
�Parts removal. They won�t give them easily. This makes them more cooperative, if you know what I mean.�
Josh got the idea. �We take the parts out of the first kid we see.�
�Pretty much,� Neil replied, �As long as I can tell that it�s the right model. Most kids are now, but there are always a few older ones like you. I�m pretty good at telling the difference though. The best place to find other kids is the park. Even if no one is there we only have to wait. Parents send their kids there when they want them out of the way. We walk up� Bam! We take the parts.�
Josh smiled. This would be the best day of his life. Nothing could go wrong.
They walked for a while, the homes turned into businesses. The roads were crowded with traffic, more people coming and going than he had ever seen. �How long have you known Cody?� he asked.
�Pretty much as long as I can remember,� Neil replied, �He took me from Kidsmith before they fired him.�
�And he just works on his program all day?�
�Mostly. It�s going to make him famous.�
They darted across a street as the traffic ebbed.� �This is the Julia Davis Park,� Neil said, �There are always kids here. See that over there? That�s the zoo. I used to go there sometimes, but now you can only get in with an adult. They don�t do very well anymore, with no real kids. Nobody wants to take an android to see animals. But they like to dump their kids at the playground. Some owners will leave them all day while they go to work. That way they don�t have to leave them loose in their house. Like they think we�re programmed to break things.�
�Is that a river running through the park?�
�Yes. That�s part of the Greenbelt. It runs through the city. It�ll take you to a bunch of different parks.�
�Have you done this before?� Josh asked.
�Yes, a few times. I did it to get my own upgrades. I�ve also done it for Cody a few times for money. You can�t do it very often, or they start watching for you. Okay, there�s our target.� He pointed at a young girl playing alone, away from the other children. �She�s perfect. We grab her, take the parts, and split. Before anyone even misses her, you�ll be rebuilt.�
�I don�t want girl parts.�
�The parts aren�t girl, stupid! Only her casing is.�
�Okay, let�s just go get the parts.�
�Fine,� Neil said, �Follow my lead.�
Neil walked casually toward the girl, not making eye contact with her, just passing by minding his own business, such business that didn�t include little girls. She had strawberry blond hair pulled into pigtails, her cheeks and nose covered in freckles. She couldn�t have been older than eight. She didn�t pay the two boys any attention. She pretended to have tea with her doll.
Josh watched as the other boy walked around behind her. Neil lined the bat up at the base of her neck, and posed like a major league baseball player warming up for the swing. He brought it back one last time, his face contorting with hate.
�Neil, no!� Josh leaped between the two kids.
�Move, Josh,� Neil said, �It�s the only way.�
�No, you�re going to break her.�
�What did you think I was going to do?�
The girl had turned to watch them. �What are you guys doing?� she asked.
�Run,� Josh told her, �go home.�
Neil�s eyes widened in desperation as the girl got to her feet with her doll and ran away, leaving her plastic tea cups behind. �No, we need those parts.�
�I can�t break another kid,� Josh said, �There has to be another way.�
Neil nodded. �There�s my way.� He shoved Josh hard. Josh staggered backward and fell as the other kid ran past him after the little girl. Neil had speed and size on his side and would catch her quickly.
Josh got to his feet and ran after him. They tore across the playground, darting between trees, heading toward the edge of the park. Neil gained on the girl, bringing the bat around. Josh couldn�t run fast enough. The swing clipped her on the shoulder and she fell to her hands and knees with a high-pitched scream.
Neil raised the bat again with practiced ease, aiming the blow between her shoulder blades. Josh didn�t slow down, tackling him at a full-on run. Both boys flew over the girl and hit the ground, tumbling. The bat flew away as Neil spit curses at him.
Neil became a ball of fists and feet, kicking and punching at Josh who desperately tried to avoid them. Josh had never been in a real fight before and Neil had turned into a raging beast. He scrambled to get away. Neil let him go, choosing instead to go after the bat.
�Who do you think you are?� Neil screamed, picking up the bat. �You think you can mess with me? You�re nothing! You�re broken! You don�t know who you�re messing with!�
Josh raised his arms to block the incoming swing. He managed to raise his forearm in time, but Neil�s anger gave him power and he felt something pop in his shoulder. The pain was intense. Neil raised the bat for another swing. Josh curled up in a ball to protect his head as Neil rained down frenzied blow after blow upon on him.
Distantly he heard voices of adults and of other kids. It sounded like the little girl continued to scream, but he couldn�t focus on any of them through the pain. The blows struck everywhere, across his back and shoulders, over his arms and legs, but miraculously none of them connected with his head.
Finally they stopped as adults approached, and he heard the bat clatter into the street as Neil discarded it and ran off. His entire body hurt, the pain coursed through his limbs.
None of the adults approached, they hung back talking amongst themselves. Slowly he uncurled from his fetal position and felt the tears come. He looked about, searching the faces for someone to help him. One by one they all walked away, leaving him alone.
It wasn�t fair. He�d come so close. He�d gotten fixed. He had the promise of being made better, of having a chance to last forever. He could�ve gotten his family back. They would�ve let him come home, but Neil had ruined everything. He couldn�t go back to Cody�s. He would never mod him now. What if he was broken again?
Some of the pain began to dull. His left arm though, every time he moved it lightning bolts of pain exploded from his elbow. He could hardly move his wrist and fingers, and when he did pain accompanied it.
He wiped his nose and tears on the back of his right arm and took a deep breath. He could still go home, his parents wouldn�t complain about a broken arm. They could afford to fix that, especially since he�d taken care of the expensive part. He�d go home now, and he�d be good enough. Maybe he could find a way to mod himself on his own.
Slowly he got to his feet. Though they hurt too, his legs seemed to be okay. He scanned the park but everyone ignored him. If he caught someone�s eye they quickly looked away. Nobody had bothered with the baseball bat. He didn�t want it either. It represented something terrible, something that had been used to break children, other children just like him.
Josh walked slowly to the sidewalk, dragging his feet all the way. It seemed like the place to start. He could go either direction, it wouldn�t matter. He didn�t know exactly how far Twin Falls was from Boise, but maybe he could walk. His parents went to Boise sometimes. They�d driven here to see concerts and to shop, but they�d never brought him.
He only needed to find someone that would let him use their phone. He walked up to the nearest stranger, a man in a suit that appeared to be texting.
�Excuse me,� he said, �But I need to call my parents. Can you help me?�
�I�m busy, kid,� he said, turning his back on him.
The next two people he approached responded much the same, though the last didn�t even bother to acknowledge him as he passed by. They don�t see a person, he realized, they only see someone�s discarded toy, and one that no longer held any value.
A bright red station wagon pulled up next to him, and for a moment he felt hope. The little girl he had saved in the park sat in the passenger seat, gesturing wildly at him. Her mom, a young woman with her hair pinned up, quickly got out of the vehicle and came up to him.
Were they here to thank him for saving the girl�s life? He wouldn�t ask for a reward, only a ride home. It would be the least they could do for him.
�You attacked my daughter?� the woman shrieked, �Do you realize that you could�ve damaged her? Do you know how much I paid for her?�
�What? No! I didn�t��
The woman grabbed him by his left shoulder, his injured arm, and shook him. He cried out from the pain but couldn�t pull away. She continued screaming.� �How dare you attack my little girl! Where are your owners?�
�They�re not here,� he said, �I didn�t hurt her.�
�You�re lucky you didn�t or I�d break you myself. Stay right there. I�m calling the police.�
With her free hand, the woman pulled her cell phone from her purse and dialed 911. He looked at the girl for help but she only shot back a look of spite. She could tell her mom that he�d saved her. Everything would be okay. He took a step toward her but the mother cut him off. �I said don�t move. Hello? Yes, I�d like to report a dangerous child� yes, it attacked my daughter� at the Julia Davis Park� yes I�ve got him right here.�
With a quick jerk he pulled out of her grip. The park was huge, there had to have places to hide. He turned and ran toward the river. Trees grew thick along the water. It briefly reminded him of the mountains again. An asphalt trail ran alongside it and he quickly turned down the path. He could hear the woman screaming at him, but everyone ignored her too. Adults walked and rode bikes on the trail, some walked dogs. He didn�t see any kids anywhere. He ran as long as he could, desperately trying to ignore the pain of his arm. Once he was sure he�d gotten far enough away, he found a bench hidden in the shade of trees, facing the river. He could hear the traffic of the city but he couldn�t see them, and better, they couldn�t see him.
Josh sat there, the events of the morning sinking in. He pulled his knees up to his chin and cried. He didn�t know how long he sat there, eventually the tears ran out, but he didn�t leave. He didn�t know where to go or what to do. He watched the ducks swim back and forth across the river, feeling once more utterly alone.
�Excuse me,� a man said from behind him, �Are you lost?�
Josh looked up at him with red eyes. The man had a friendly smile, though he seemed a bit twitchy. �Yes, I want to go home. I think my arm�s broken.�
�Well come with me. I�ll take care of you. Are you hungry? Do you like candy? I�ve got lots of it at my house.�
Josh nodded. The man wasn�t parked too far away.
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James rubbed his eyes. Police had taped off half of the building and were questioning everyone. This wasn�t the type of thing Kidsmith needed. The three androids that had come in yesterday were missing, and worse, it looked like the adult android had killed Gus. He�d worked with Gus for years. He even saw him most nights on his way out.
A security camera had recorded all three leaving Kidsmith last night, and the adult wearing Gus�s bloody uniform. Worse, upper management was going to have his ass after the police left. He�d left his office unlocked. His keys were dumped out in front of the kid rooms. He�d be lucky to still have a job after the day was through.
They were interviewing others now. He�d moved to an empty office on the second floor while they continued with the investigation. He dropped his head into his hands with a groan.
�What are you doing hiding up here?� He looked up as Tamara entered the office. He must�ve really been feeling sorry for himself to not hear her heels on the tiles. You could hear her coming anywhere in the building. They sounded like a hammer rhythmically hitting a board. Whack whack whack whack whack. 
�Your surprise is going to get me fired.�
She grabbed a chair by the wall and sat down, legs crossed. She had very nice legs. He realized he was staring and forced himself to meet her eyes.
�You look a little beat yourself,� he said, �How are you feeling?�
�Not so well,� she said, following the words with a heavy sigh, �I was at the doctor this morning, before I got the call. It looks like my cancer is coming back. I�m starting to think that the cure is a lie.�
He wanted to chuckle, but he just didn�t feel up to it. �It�s like my wife Shirley always says, there are those that have cancer and those that will eventually. It�s one of life�s inevitabilities. She gets cancer every other year. I think she�s had it everywhere now.�
�I know the feeling. I�m going to have to waste another week of vacation to get rid of it again.�
�Did you get your yearly cancer shot?�
�Of course.�
�I get mine every year,� he bragged, �Never gotten cancer.�
�Good for you,� Tamara said, �It runs in my family though. I lost my parents to it before they cured it. I�m just so tired. I don�t want to go to the doctor anymore.�
James leaned back in his chair. It squeaked every time he moved. He wiggled back and forth a few times to see if it would irritate her. She ignored it.
�I used to love this,� she went on, �Kids were easy to work with. Now I�m just tired of seeing them. I hate their fake little faces, their fake personalities, trying to act like they�re real.�
�We give them those personalities,� James said.
�Of course we do! Because otherwise their just glorified dolls. I sometimes wish that they�d all just go away. I think the world is starting to feel the same way. Sales are at an all-time low this year. There�s even talk about closing down some of the overseas facilities. That�s how bad it�s getting.�
�I wouldn�t trade my little girl,� James said, �She�s so much fun. She�s the best one I�ve ever owned.�
�Maybe they�re okay for some people. I just don�t need them in my life. They take up enough of my time as it is.�
�Have you heard what they�re going to do about the runaways?� he asked, changing the subject back.
�Yes,� she said, �I�m heading out after lunch. I�ve got to bring them back. Corporate is releasing a statement this afternoon. I�ve had three threatening phone calls from Gabe this morning telling me why my job depends on finding them.�
�What about the other? The adult?�
�We�re Kidsmith. We don�t deal with adults. Officially, we never even found it. It�s someone else�s problem, maybe the police�s, I don�t know.�
James let out a sigh of relief. He just might get to keep his job after all. �Can you track them?�
�Just one. We have his Registration Number. If they stayed together I can get them both. I imagine they will, if the kid doesn�t break down right away. Either way I�ll have something to show. Dead or alive, right?�
�What about the other one?�
�Somebody has jailbroken his operating system. He doesn�t receive any firmware updates, and therefore I can�t ping his location.�
James took a sip of his coffee and smacked his lips. He�d poured it two hours ago and had hardly touched it. He pushed it away. �We haven�t seen much of that in a while, have we?�
�No, thank God. Who knows what all people would do with them?�
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Josh tried not to look too much at the man. He reached out and patted Josh on the leg, like he was trying to comfort him or something. He had sweaty hands. He�d introduced himself as Norman.
�I like to go for walks on the Greenbelt,� Norm explained as he drove, �It�s peaceful down there. I almost forget where I am, that I even live in the city. I used to see kids down there all the time, skating, riding their bikes, but not so much anymore. Where you from?�
�Twin Falls,� Josh said.
�You�re a long way from home. I used to have cousins that lived there. Not sure where they are now. I think they moved to Arizona or something, they were always complaining about the winters. I don�t stay in touch much anymore. What happened to your arm?�
�I got in a fight.�
�Some people like to hurt kids. There�s a lot of bad people out there, Josh. You got to know who you can trust. Take me, for instance. I love kids. You can trust me. You�re lucky that I came along. You�re safe with me.�
�I�m glad. Can I call my parents yet?�
The man shook his head. �Not yet, I want to make sure you�re someplace safe first. When you�re home. When you�re at my home, that is. I bet they�re terribly worried about you. I know I�d be.�
Norman drove along for about twenty minutes before they arrived at his house. It was a small, modest place, and he took an obvious pride in its appearance. �Well here we are, home sweet home. Let�s get you some food, shall we?�
�Then can I call my parents?�
�Soon. Very soon.�
He led him in. Josh sat down in the living room and Norman turned on some cartoons before excusing himself to the kitchen to make peanut butter sandwiches for the both of them. The cartoon was of a mouse torturing a cat in one creative way after another. Norman returned with two plates, and set Josh�s on the end table. �I cut the crust off of yours. I don�t meet many kids that like the crust. Hope you don�t mind.�
�No, that�s good,� Josh said. He eyed the sandwich warily. It looked good, but his skin crawled every time Norman looked at him.
�I�ve had many kids stay with me over the years. We�ve had a lot of fun. I get so lonely when they�re gone. I�ve never found grown-ups to be as good as company as kids.�
�It�s a long drive for my parents,� Josh said, �I�d like to call them now.�
Norman ignored him. �I�m afraid I�ve got to leave you for a bit. I only have an hour for lunch. I�d call in if I still had the sick days. I�m sorry about that. I�ll be back in a few hours.�
�Please, can I use your phone?�
�You�ll need to play in the basement. I can�t have you breaking things while I�m gone. It�s not that I don�t trust you, but I had a kid break things once. I don�t normally lose my temper with children, unless they break my stuff.�
�I don�t want to go in the basement. I�ll be good, I promise not to break anything. Can I call home yet?�
�Stop asking for the damn phone!� Norman suddenly screamed, spit flying from his lips. �I told you later, so stop pestering me! If I get in trouble at work because you made me late I�ll smash your little brat brains in. Get in the basement now before I do something we�re both going to regret.�
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Tamara pulled her black sedan up in front of Norman Finkle�s house. She kept the windows down and longed for a breeze. The vehicle stunk something terrible from the adult android. The smell, once isolated to the trunk, had seeped into the cab. She would have to air it out by leaving the windows down for a week. She wished she would�ve taken her own vehicle, but the company wouldn�t spring for the gas. Her records showed that he�d been a repeat customer with Kidsmith, and had purchased three kids over the last fifteen years. None of them had been returned to the company. That wasn�t in itself unusual, but they liked to track repair work too. Maybe Norman was jailbreaking androids.
She watched the house for a few minutes, and checked her phone for messages. There was one from her boyfriend, Tom, and one from her doctor�s office trying to reschedule. She ignored the doctor�s call and listened to Tom�s. She considered him to be her boyfriend, regardless of whether the feeling was mutual. He was a paramedic. After her divorce almost six years ago, she�d avoided anything that could develop into a relationship. Not that she wanted this to develop into anything, heaven forbid she get married again, she would never make that mistake a fourth time. But it would be nice to have someone around again.
He�d been dating Pam, one of her long-time girlfriends. But Pam had taken a job in Salt Lake City, and Tom had stayed behind. The two had always enjoyed each other�s company, and things just naturally happened on their own. She�d never told Pam that they were sleeping together, but she hadn�t talked to Pam for a few months now anyway.
The message was sweet, Tom wishing her a good day, and a promise of a night out. He had a way of knowing what she needed. That was the kind of thing that eventually went away with all of her previous marriages.
Would Tom go with her to Boston?
She had a sudden fear of showing up to her date smelling like the car. The house didn�t have a garage, and there weren�t any cars outside. His profile showed that he�d been at the same job for twenty years, at a local investment firm, and that he was single. She pulled her tablet out of her briefcase and pinged the boy�s location again. Yes, he was definitely in the house.
She got out and took a deep breath of fresh air, put on her business face, and approached the house. She didn�t have any real authority, but if this man had the kids she could call the police. Most people were cooperative, but she dealt with all types. She rang the doorbell and waited, but as expected, nobody answered. Things like this ruined her day. She�d have to wait for hours until Mr. Finkle came back from work, and that meant being stuck in that smelly car. She thought about getting some other work done, but thought better of it. Her bosses were wound up over Gus�s death. It didn�t bother her so much, she�d hardly known him.
She walked slowly back to her car, hating how cruel life could be. If Mr. Finkle didn�t return at a reasonable time she�d end up missing her date with Tom.
She sat behind the steering wheel, looking up and down the street. She blamed the kid for this, being stuck in a hot car in the middle of September with the constant stench of rot. If she didn�t know better she�d almost think it was still in the car with her. How the Hell had the boy escaped? He seemed hardly functional, nearly shutting down from whatever abuse he�d suffered.
�When I find that kid I�m going to shut him down myself,� she muttered aloud.
Seriously, her stomach rolled from the stench. The windows didn�t seem to make much difference. She glanced in the rearview mirror to check her make-up. As she adjusted the mirror, a reflection of something behind her caught her eye. Dark eyes in a corpse-like face stared back at her, its mouth frozen in a rictus grin, teeth filthy with dried blood.
She managed a brief scream before the thing lunged forward, hands grabbing her neck and choking off breath. She dug her fingers between her skin and his hands, fighting to break its hold. How could the thing be so strong? It was unreal! Futilely she struggled, but it yanked her back hard against the seat. She couldn�t pull her eyes from the thing�s, the frozen expression of its face gave it the appearance of morbid glee, and its fingers tightened a little more.
Its breath and deathly rasp came loud next to her ear, as it pulled her head back toward its own. She felt the blood fight to pump to her head, pounding in her temples. She couldn�t seem to keep her tongue in her mouth.
With one more powerful yank, it dragged her over the seat by her neck. She struggled, but it held her easily with one hand as it reached down on the floor with the other. It returned with her hammer. It raised it over her face as it sniffed the tool. Terror swept over her as she realized that it had no intention of choking her. Fate was cruel, she remained conscious for what felt like an eternity as the thing left her unrecognizable.
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The basement was unfinished. Aside from a few dusty cardboard boxes, a single bed, a folding chair, furnace, and a water heater, it was empty. Josh wandered through the room trying to find something he�d missed, maybe a window he could crawl through. Nothing broke the completeness of the concrete foundation there were no windows to provide any hope.
The promise of home seemed as far away as ever. Despite Norman�s promises, Josh had the sinking feeling that he didn�t plan on helping him, and that he didn�t want to be here when the man returned. He tried the door several times that first hour, in hopes of it magically unlocking itself, but eventually gave up.
His arm throbbed horribly. It hurt from his fingertips clear up into his back. It had grown worse, and he couldn�t move it at all. It hung limply at his side.
A single bulb lit the room, providing plenty of light in the middle, but left the rest of the room in deep shadows. Thick cobwebs plastered the walls and ceiling, and the few spiders he saw were large enough to encourage him to give them plenty of space.
The day passed slowly by, and though he grew tired, he didn�t dare rest. He needed to be awake and alert. When he heard a door open upstairs, the hair on the back of his neck rose. He quickly made another loop around the basement, but there was nothing more to discover. There wasn�t even anything he could use as a weapon. Tears welled up in his eyes. He had no place left to run.
He could hear footsteps as someone moved across the floor boards from the main floor. Something was wrong, they didn�t sound normal. Drag Thump. Drag Thump. Drag Thump. That isn�t Norman, he realized, despair flooding through him, it�s the monster.
Maybe it didn�t know where he was. But how did it even know he was in this house? If it had tracked him across the city, it wouldn�t be put off by a locked door. Briefly he considered hiding, but that left him feeling more vulnerable. It reminded him of the tent. But this time, he wouldn�t shut down. He wished he could, he wanted to be broken. It had become his only defense against the world.
Drag Thump. It moved across the floor above him. Drag Thump. It knew where he was, and it knew how to reach him. Drag Thump. Maybe it didn�t have the key! Maybe it didn�t need one. Nobody had locks inside their houses that required keys.
He realized only one option remained for him. He ran up the wooden steps to the door and grabbed the handle with his good hand. If the monster hadn�t known where he was, it did now, his own feet sounded way to loud as he�d ran up.
He gripped the doorknob as tightly as he could and waited. He adjusted his grip a few times, feeling his palm grow sweaty against the metal. He heard the monster approach the door and stop. Seconds dragged by as he waited. What was it doing? He listened, trying to separate the sound of the creature from the sound of his rapidly beating heart. Yes, he could hear it. Its breathing was still loud enough to hear through the door. No, it�s sniffing, he thought, it�s smelling me.
The door handle clicked in his hand. The monster had unlocked it. The door handle twisted in his palm. He squeezed it, but his hands were too slick to maintain a good grip, and his other hand was useless. The door pulled away from him, threatening to take him along with it, and he let it go, running back down the stairs.
In the light of the now open door, he saw the silhouette of the creature. It leaned awkwardly against the doorway. The smell of the thing instantly filled the room. It placed one hand on the banister and the other on the concrete wall and guided itself carefully down the steps.
Josh didn�t believe for a second that the creature�s difficulty meant it was weak. It still wore the guard�s uniform, but blood and gore covered it. The monster paused and reached behind it to pull the door shut. It descended the steps slowly, eyes locked on him.
Josh backed across the room until the walls prevented him from going any further. The monster reached the bottom of the stairs and took its first irregular step into the room.
They both heard the front door, the monster looked up but Josh didn�t. He kept his eyes on it. If he looked away the thing would be on top of him in seconds. It had to be Norman upstairs, but that gave him little hope.
He could hear Norman bustle about, moving around the upstairs. The monster listened briefly and turned its attention back to Josh.
It raised a bloody finger to its lips and said, �Shh��
It turned and walked beneath the stairs, hiding itself away in the shadows.
Less than a minute later the basement door opened and the silhouette of Norman filled it. He seemed somehow less imposing than the monster, though he walked down the stairs with purpose. Josh wanted to warn him that it was in the basement with them so he�d let him go, get him out of the house, but Norman crossed the basement rapidly and grabbed his broken arm.
Josh cried out as the man yanked the already damaged limb, but Norman ignored his pain and said, �What the Hell did you do to this place? It smells like a charnel house.�
�I didn�t do anything!� Josh shrieked. The pain in his arm felt as though it were about to be torn off.
Norman shoved him to the floor. �You�re making this difficult on yourself,� he said, �I trusted you to wait for me, not to cause any trouble. But you couldn�t do that, could you? You�ve only brought this on yourself. You�ve got to be punished, but first you�re going to tell me what you did. Get up.�
The pain brought tears flooding down his cheeks. He tried to shield his arm as Norman lashed out with a kick, and took it in the side. He decided not to warn the man about the shadow slowly approaching him from behind.
�I said get up.� Venom dripped from his words as Norman kicked him again. Josh took it in the hip. It hurt, but now he didn�t care. The creature stood directly behind the man and he still didn�t notice.
Josh steadied himself on the wall and got to his feet, wincing. He shot the man a glare and said, �There�s someone behind you.�
Norman paused in mid-motion. He�d barely begun to reach for Josh as the words sunk in. He turned, coming face to face with the monster. Norman screamed. One hand of the monster grabbed him by the hair, the other grabbed his groin. Norman couldn�t struggle but snarled and spit like an angry cat. His anger turned to shrill screams as the monster jerked its lower hand away without letting go. Cloth, flesh, and blood splattered in an arc across the floor.
Josh didn�t stick around to watch the rest. He darted past them and ran for the stairs, taking them two at a time. Nothing in the world could make him look back. He could still hear Norman�s faint screams as he ran out of the house, leaving the door wide open. He didn�t stop running until he�d left the nightmare many blocks behind.
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James rubbed his temples. When had life gone so inexplicably wrong? He�d received the call an hour ago. Tamara hadn�t been answering her calls. They�d tracked the company vehicle, only to find her dead. His boss, Gabe, hadn�t provided any details about her death, except that she was one of two bodies found at the location.
First Gus, now Tammy. When you lived forever, you rarely thought about death. He hadn�t attended a funeral in years. Suddenly, something came along to remind you of your own mortality. There would always be drunk drivers, disillusioned psychos that couldn�t fit in to society� hell, even earthquakes. They just rarely affected him.
He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the adult android had killed her too. But Tammy had been tracking the boy, Josh. He typed the kid�s registration number into his tablet and immediately retrieved the kid�s location. Finding him would be the key to finding the rogue machine. It wasn�t his responsibility, but they�d dumped it all in his lap. It wasn�t even his department. They�d made it clear it would be his job if he didn�t get the boys back, and the adult android had been added into the equation.
At the bottom of his locker buried beneath old tool belts and mostly forgotten tools, he pulled out an odd-looking gun. He held it reverently. He had no doubts that it would still work, after all, he�d built it. To anyone else it looked like an oversized home-made toy gun that belonged in a low budget science fiction movie, not in the locker of an engineer. He�d built it back in college as a weapon of mischief.
He�d never used it on an android, but he knew what the effect would be. The electro-magnetic pulse that the gun generated would permanently ruin its computer brain. He�d used it in the computer lab his sophomore year with very successful results. Its focused burst of 5000 volts of electromagnetic radiation could take out a computer twenty feet away. He would probably have to be closer to the android. It didn�t appear anywhere as near as sophisticated as what law enforcement currently used, but it would be just as effective.
He left Kidsmith and mounted his tablet to the dashboard of his company truck and hid the gun behind his seat. Fifteen minutes later, he found the boy wandering down a side road. He walked slowly, dragging his feet, head hung low, and clutching an arm that dangled uselessly. James slowed down and pulled up beside him, rolling the window down.
�Josh?�
The boy turned his head. He had sad, haunted eyes. James had never seen such in a kid before, at least not in the androids he worked with. Something had happened to him since he�d left Kidsmith, he hadn�t heard about this kind of damage. The only thing in Tammy�s report mentioned internal damage in the head.
Josh�s eyes locked with his for a few seconds before drifting to the logo on the side of his pick-up. His expression changed to panic and he took off, running as fast as he could. �Oh Hell,� James muttered. He gave the truck gas and chased after him. The boy could run. James would�ve hated to have to chase him on foot. But he also didn�t have a destination. He had nowhere to run to.
�Josh, wait,� he yelled, �I�m not going to hurt you! I just need to talk.�
The boy slowed, and eventually came to a stop. James noted the obvious pain the boy felt. He hadn�t stopped so much from trust, but from the obvious discomfort that his arm caused. Josh reminded him of a starving, beaten dog that had given up hope in humanity. That probably wasn�t too far from the truth.
�Come on,� he said, leaning over to open the passenger door, ��Get in. I�ll take you some place safe.�
Josh took a step back, well away from the vehicle.
�Come on, Josh. Tell you what, I�ve got some candy in the glove box. Would you like that?�
Josh shook his head slowly, and took another step back. He twitched like he was about to run again. James raised an eyebrow in wonder. That had always worked, every kid loved candy. It was part of their program.
�Wait,� James said, �I just need your help. You don�t have to get in, but I�m hoping you can tell me what happened. I�ve lost two friends today, Gus and Tamara. Do you know what happened to them?�
Josh stopped backing up, and looked around. The sun was beginning to set, turning the sky a brilliant purple, red, and orange. He didn�t want to chase the boy in the dark. Seemingly satisfied that nothing was creeping up on them, Josh shrugged. �I suppose the monster got them.�
�Monster?� James asked, �You mean the man? The broken one from the mountains?�
�It may look sort of like a man,� Josh said, �But it�s not. It�s after me. It kills everyone.�
�Is that who hurt your arm?�
The boy shook his head. �No.� James waited for the boy to continue, but he remained quiet.
�Well I saw it,� James said, �When Tammy brought it to us. It�s just an android, a robot. I need you to trust me. If it�s after you, I can stop it. But I need your help to do that. And maybe I can help you.�
�I don�t think you can help me.�
�Josh, buddy, I�ve got a degree in mechanical engineering and robotics. I can fix just about anything. Give me a chance. Besides, where are you going to go? It�s getting dark.�
�I won�t go back to Kidsmith.�
�Okay, I can take you home.�
For the first time the boy�s eyes showed a promise of hope, even if only briefly. �My home?�
�Maybe,� he said, �I�ll have to talk to them first and see what they say. I can�t promise that though.�
Just like that, the hope disappeared. �That�s what everyone says. But they won�t let me talk to them.�
�Well, come home with me. Please. You can meet my wife and daughter. And I�ll see about fixing you.�
Josh took another glance both ways down the street, as though considering running again. Then the boy�s shoulders slouched as he resigned himself to whatever fate James offered. He climbed in the truck and pulled the door shut.
�Thank you for trusting me,� James said. He got his first good look at the boy. Scars and bruises covered his arms and legs. Nobody would want this kid back� unless it was to finish what they started.
�I hope you can stop the monster,� Josh replied, �Otherwise it will probably kill you too.�
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They pulled up in front of James� house, a beautiful two-story home in a nicer neighborhood than the other ones he�d visited so far. It rested up in the foothills on the outskirts of the city, and as the world grew darker, they had a tremendous view of the lights of Boise spreading out below them as far as the eye could see.
�I don�t think bringing me here was such a great idea,� Josh said. He didn�t take his eyes off of the lights. �I don�t want it to hurt your family because of me.�
�Nonsense. It can�t hurt you now, or my family. We�ll cut through the house and tell Laura I�m home, and then I�ll take you to my shop. We�ll see what we can do for you.�
Josh followed sullenly as they cut through the house. James gave his wife a quick kiss on the lips, while a little girl peaked sheepishly around her mother at him. She had big brown eyes that studied him curiously.
�Daddy, do I got a brother?� she asked.
�No, he�s a boy I need to help.�
�What�s wrong with him? Is he broken?�
�Daddy�s going to find out. His name is Josh.�
The girl extended her hand. �Hi Josh, I�m Kylie.�
Josh shook it. He couldn�t help but smile. It seemed she had a happy home. Maybe James wasn�t so bad after all.
�Come on, Josh,� James said.
He led him out the back of the house to a large shed. As they walked, a small white dog with a large brown spot over each eye and ear bounced along beside them. Josh reached down and let it lick his good hand. �What�s his name?� Josh asked.
�That�s Sparks. He�s a Jack Russell terrier.�
�We couldn�t have a dog. Mom doesn�t like animals.�
Sparks followed them into the shed, a well-lit workshop with tools everywhere. �Your file said that you have an internal head injury.�
�No, I got that fixed.�
James turned, looking him over from head to toe. �And how did you manage that?�
�I met a guy. He said he could upgrade me so I wouldn�t break down anymore. He said he�d make me like Neil.�
�Neil� that�s the boy you left with?�
Josh nodded. �He said he�ll last forever.� He glanced around the shop and added, �Do you know how to do that?�
�That�s not something you should let others do to you,� he said, �There�s a good chance that he could ruin you permanently.�
�He was better than the people where you�re from. They said they didn�t think they could fix me at all. That they would take my parts and throw the rest of me away.�
�Who told you that?�
�I don�t know. Some guy. I don�t remember.�
�Huh.�
�So can you fix my arm?�
�Let me see it.� As he touched it, Josh winced and jerked away. �It hurts?�
Josh managed to nod, and sniffed.
�Would it be better if I turned you off?�
�No,� he said, and shook his head for emphasis. �I don�t want to be shut down anymore.�
�Well, it�s going to hurt a lot more then. Can you be tough?�
�I�ll try.� True to his word, Josh didn�t pull away as James took the arm, feeling from his wrist to his shoulder. �Is it broken?�
�No. You just have a dislocated shoulder. Your bones are made of titanium, it�s almost unheard of for a kid to have a broken bone. The bigger risks are to all of the internal organs. They�re made out of plastics to mimic the real thing, and of course then there�s your brain. That�s basically a computer. Since your bones are designed to imitate real bones, this type of injury is a bit more common. Owners like to jerk their kids by the arm. I�ve seen quite a bit of that. I�m going to pop it back into place. Ready?�
Josh nodded. James bent the boy�s arm at a ninety-degree angle and brought it to his chest. The boy closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. With one hand on his shoulder, he rotated the arm outward and pushed in on the shoulder. It went back into place with a pop.
Josh gasped. �It�s better!�
�Easier than the real thing,� James said. �I�ve done this many times.�
He continued to stare at his arm in amazement, wiggling his fingers as though he still couldn�t believe he�d been fixed so easily. �Thank you,� he said.
�Now are you ready to help me?�
Josh eyed him warily, but the man had proven his good intentions. �You want to catch the monster.�
�Yes. What�s your connection to it?�
�I don�t know,� He stood up and Sparks ran over to him, dropping a ball at his feet. He kicked it away, the dog chasing after it eagerly. �It just seems to be following me. It�s found me everywhere, in the mountains, at Kidsmith, then at that man�s house. I don�t know what else to tell you about it. I saw it tear apart someone. Just before you found me.�
�So you don�t have any way to find it?�
�Not really.�
James rubbed his chin, thinking. �Tell me about the other boy, the one you ran away with.�
�Neil? I don�t know much about him. He�s the one that broke my arm. I don�t want to see him again.�
�Does he have a connection to the� your monster?�
�No, he didn�t believe me. I think the monster�s just after me. That�s why I think it�s a mistake to have brought me back here. Can I call my parents now?�
�Not just yet. You help me find the monster and I�ll let you call them. I promise.�
Josh slowly shook his head. �He�ll find us.�

11

Angel sat in a corner among the piles of what she considered junk, reading a book on existentialism and religion. The author, obviously, hadn�t had androids in mind when he wrote it. Who would write a book for an android anyway? And androids didn�t write books either, so she was stuck with what she got. It was but one book of many that Cody had stacked throughout the house, and she knew he hadn�t read even close to half of them. Even living forever, he still wouldn�t read them all, whatever his intentions.
The whole concept of �I think, therefore I am� made her pause. She didn�t see a difference in the way that she thought, as compared to Cody. She learned from her experiences, she formed thoughts of her own. The only difference was that she had a purpose. Cody had already gone to bed tonight, without her. By the logic of her design she didn�t have a purpose except to wait for the next time she was needed.
She didn�t like Cody. It almost bordered on loathing. She hated living amongst his crap and feeling like a part of it. She waited on him hand and foot, saw to his every need, and did whatever he asked, and never complained� unless he wanted her to. She didn�t clean up after him though, with the exception of the dishes. He didn�t like people going through his stuff. He had a system, or so he claimed.
Existentialist authors went either way with religion, either believing in the higher power or denying it.� How could two different beliefs even fit the same philosophy? She needed someone to argue with. Cody didn�t believe in God, and on one of the brief times she�d even heard him bring up religion he claimed it only existed for those that had a fear of death.
Despite natural disasters, terrorists, end of the world cults, and lack of environmental responsibility, everyone pushed death to the back of their mind.
Officially, nobody grew old. Cody had celebrated his seventy-fourth birthday in April, and still looked like someone in his forties. However that was true the world over. Everyone in their seventies looked like they were still forty. Those in their eighties looked fifty. Not many people looked older than that. You couldn�t be too old when they halted the aging process, otherwise there would�ve been too many people needing assisted living. She suspected that the human species had somehow managed to be selective, and only found a cure for everything after the elderly had all died out, at least those that didn�t have the money to buy the at one-time expensive treatments.
She understood how it worked. They only ate genetically modified foods processed with preservatives that changed their actual cellular structure to halt aging. This was combined with required medications and vaccinations. In the end they had successfully sterilized the human race.
And still they kept the world going. The population could only dwindle, but there were enough of them that they would never have to worry about that. It would still be many years before it would even be detectable. The world had reached a point of over-population anyway.
She set the book down and rubbed her eyes. She thought about going to bed, maybe sleeping on the couch. Her mind kept wandering away from her reading material anyway. It only raised questions. Should she consider her god to be some CEO? Did she have a pantheon of blue collar working class gods, each seeing to a part of her creation? Could she even consider anything else?
Her ponderings on creation were disturbed by a knock on the garage door. Only Neil came in that way, the sneaky little thing. Cody wouldn�t answer the door once asleep, but he placed value on the boy. She stretched, putting on one of Cody�s extra-large BSU jerseys, and made her way to the door.
She opened it to find him alone. He brushed past her with barely a nod.
�Where�s Josh?� she asked, �Did you get the parts?�
�What? No. He wouldn�t go through with it. We went our separate ways.�
Angel tried to catch his eye, but he made his way to the living room and flopped onto the couch, grabbing the remote.
�Well did he find a way home?�
�I don�t know what he did,� he said as he turned on the TV, �We didn�t see eye to eye.�
�Did you just ditch him?�
�I said we went our separate ways. I don�t care where he went, okay?�
�Fine. Whatever.� From her brief encounter with him, that didn�t sound like Josh at all, unless he found someone else to help him. The problem was that she didn�t trust Neil. She�d heard him bragging about how he acquired his parts. Josh didn�t seem like the kid who could do that. In a way, that made her feel better. She didn�t want to see the innocence erased from his eyes.
What am I thinking? She walked down the hallway toward Cody�s room. She needed a little perspective. Josh was an android, it wouldn�t be innocence. It was ignorance. Still, wasn�t that sacred in children? Even robot ones? We�re all built with purpose, she reminded herself.
She walked into the spare bedroom. It held more of Cody�s clutter, mainly computer parts, and it was where he worked. Yet she had easy access to the closet. Of all the room, it held some importance to her.
Angel hated the closet. She hated what it represented, and she knew it was her future. Her hand shook as she reached for the knob. She didn�t want to open it but she needed the reminder. Her mind, her programming, reminded her of her purpose. Her purpose left her fulfilled. It gave her existence meaning. If she ignored it, what would she have left?
�You can do this,� she said softly. She turned the handle and flipped on the light.
The contents always made her shudder. Six pairs of beautiful but empty eyes stared back at her. Despite the lack of life these women were her sisters. All were adult with the appearance of age between twenty to thirty. They were six women that had preceded her, all of which Cody had grown tired of. They weren�t broken, only powered off. They�d served their purpose, one similar to hers. Every now and then Cody would bring one out and power her on for whatever fantasy he wanted played out. But he never left them on for long.
She stepped in with them, touching their cheeks one by one. She knew all of their names. The one closest to the door was Megan. She�d shared the house with them when Angel had first arrived. Within the week, he had her shut down and put in here. Next to Megan rested Jodi. Jodi had fiery red hair and freckles everywhere. There was Alexis, the blond with the beautiful blue eyes.
She pushed in deeper, gently squeezing between the other women: Laura, Jenny, and Michelle. She�d never spent more than a night with any of them, as they relived their purpose for one more night. She felt their soft flesh press against her own, imagining what it would be like to one day join them.
They didn�t deserve this, but it was their purpose. They were there for when they were needed. They didn�t exist otherwise. She knew it wouldn�t be long before she shared this� this tomb. Cody wanted her less and less. She already suspected he was looking into another purchase.
Technically all seven of them were as immortal as the humans. They would be around forever, if taken care of. Yet here they were, spending eternity turned off, living in a dreamless sleep, waiting on the whim of one man.
Angel reached between the girls in front and pulled the door closed far enough that she could barely see a trim of light breaking the almost absolute darkness. This is what their eyes saw. Day after day of darkness.
Lonely darkness.
She couldn�t take it anymore. She stumbled from their midst and out, her knees suddenly weak and trembling, her lungs fighting for air. I would rather be dead than share their fate.
If she wanted to, she could turn all of them on, but what would they do? None of them saw beyond their design. She couldn�t offer them anything, they couldn�t go anywhere else. She hurried from the room, pausing just long enough to make sure that Cody still slept, and headed for the kitchen.
Cody kept plenty of notes on his androids. He had spiral notebooks containing all of their information. She found it right where she knew it would be, on the kitchen counter next to his wallet and car keys. She flipped to the last entry, that of Josh. As she suspected, his registration and serial numbers were recorded, along with a couple of brief notes on planned modifications.
Angel had spent countless hours working with Cody, and had picked up a thing or two of her own. He had worked for Kidsmith at one time, and still had access to things that were unavailable to the general public. As quietly as she could, she dug through a box of old magazines and discarded electronics until she found an old Kidsmith tablet that she was sure Cody wouldn�t miss.
She entered her own registration number into the tablet and allowed network access to her system. Everything about her spilled out across the screen. It listed her previous owners and a diagnostic of her current condition. As expected, everything was working fine. In fact, with Cody�s modifications, she exceeded her factory set-up.
With a swipe of her finger she had access to her personality traits. Using this, Cody could make her act however he wanted her to. For the first time she saw herself how Cody saw her. The traits really didn�t matter, she could be whatever he wanted. It implied that she was just a toy.
I shouldn�t be so surprised, she thought, why would I think that I�m anything more? But in truth she had thought just that, she had begun to believe that maybe there was something beyond her purpose (spelled out on the tablet: �Pleasure Thing�), like maybe she had a destiny, a sense of belonging in the world.
What if I just erase it all? If I strip away everything it says I am, if I make myself a blank slate, what would happen? Would it be an android lobotomy? The option was there. Her finger hovered over it, tantalized by the thought. I�d be my own person then.
No. That wasn�t an option. Maybe one day. Even changing a few of her traits seemed tempting, but she couldn�t bring herself to do it. Was it any different than wiping her mind clean? It belittled her life experiences, made them trivial. This is who I am. This is me. Instead she opened up another program, one that Cody had written.
It instantly wiped out her registration number. She didn�t feel any different, but for what she intended, she needed her freedom. Next she entered Josh�s number into the tablet and pinged his location.
It pulled up a map showing his exact location. He was across the city, but she could be there, even on foot, in an hour or two.
She quickly changed her shirt, threw on a pair of jeans and shoes and grabbed a backpack. She had a few outfits that Cody had let her order online, but very little in this house belonged to her. In the bathroom she had a drawer of beauty supplies, but she suppressed the urge to get them. She dropped the tablet into the backpack and slipped out into the garage. She lifted up the garage door as quietly as possible, and found herself outside.
The world seemed so vast, so empty. Her legs trembled, forcing her to stop and catch her breath. This is ridiculous. I�ve just left the house. What if someone saw her? They would know immediately, they had to; there was no way she could pass for human. She could feel the house calling her back, back to its safety. Maybe she could ask Cody for help. He would understand.
No, she knew him better than that. He�d never put a kid first, not unless there was something he could get out of it. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The fresh air felt good in her lungs, purging the stale air from her system. The shaky knees steadied with each breath until she pushed down the panic sensation.
She tip-toed silently away from the house, feeling as though the neighborhood could hear her every step. She didn�t relax until three blocks away.
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The night dragged on. Josh eventually succumbed to sleep, but James couldn�t take the chance. He expected that the android would show up soon. He wanted to sleep too. He knew he would pay for staying up late come morning. There were still a few things sacred to him and sleep topped the list. He checked to make sure Josh still slept and snuck out of the shed. He didn�t enter the house, he�d warned Laura to keep the house locked. His wide, well-kept yard often brought him peace. They kept the flower beds well-tended, and a yard service took care of the rest. After long hours at the office his home became a sanctuary, a place to escape from the day to day grind.
In the dark of night it no longer felt so safe. The fence about his property provided too many shadows, and though he had outdoor lights they didn�t provide nearly enough illumination to dispel them all. He didn�t run, but barely. Despite his pragmatism, he covered the ground to the company truck in record time. The EMP generator gun was still behind the seat, right where he�d left it. The thing was bulky, but the weight gave him confidence. He scanned down the street, but the only movement came from a light breeze that gently shook the trees. He shivered, whether from the chill of a late summer night, or from a feeling of being watched, he suddenly couldn�t tell.
�I�m ready for you,� he said in a low voice, �I�m waiting.�
Nothing accepted his challenge.
The darkness from the other direction was even more complete. There were far fewer homes, and therefore fewer lights in the foothills. The often pleasant remoteness now gave way to dread born from isolation. He took one step toward the shop and paused. There was a shadow on the sidewalk, but two blocks away. The waxing moon was but a sliver, providing almost no light, and only the infrequent porch light of his neighbors broke up the shadows.
Maybe it was just someone out for a walk. At two in the morning.
The figure continued to steadily approach. A light breeze blew an empty plastic bag across the street like a lone tumbleweed. This feels like a gun fight, he thought, would be a lot nicer at high noon.
The figure crossed the street and made its way up his block. As it got closer, he noticed that it wasn�t the boy�s monster, not unless it had switched bodies for a shapely woman. He lowered the gun. It wouldn�t work on a human.
As she approached, he saw that she held a tablet. She hadn�t even noticed him yet, standing in her path. The tablet dimly lit her face.
It�s probably not a good idea to stand in her way with a gun, she�ll call the cops on me. He stepped back onto his lawn and out of her way. But she didn�t walk by. She stopped in front of his house. In the light of the tablet, he could just make out some of her features. She had a pretty asymmetrical face, long brown hair spilling past her shoulders. She had a very youthful appearance, one of the lucky people, kids really, that were young enough to have their age halted in their early twenties. This girl would be beautiful forever.
�Do you live here?� she asked. Her eyes met his and dropped to the gun he held.
She can see me, he realized. �Yes. Can I help you?�
�I�m looking for a lost boy. My tablet says he�s here.�
He eyed her warily. �Can I ask who you are? I know you�re not his owner.�
�I�m just trying to help him out. I�m a friend.�
�I don�t think he�s got many friends here.�
�No, he doesn�t. My name is Angel. I just met him today.�
�Well Angel, he�s okay. I�ve fixed him up and he�s going to be fine. How did you come by a tracking tablet? That�s not something available to the general public.�
She shifted uncomfortably. �Everything is available when you know where to look. What�s with your toy gun? Is that legal?�
James glanced down at the EMP generator. �Monster hunting,� he said with a half-smile.
She didn�t smile back. �Can I just see him? Please?�
He hesitated. She must�ve been the one that fixed Josh�s other damaged parts. That meant that she would have access to the other missing boy, something that would make his boss happy. James nodded. �Come with me. He�s in my shop.�
The two walked back through the yard, and though he didn�t know her, Angel�s presence alleviated much of his fears. He was also sure that she wouldn�t be much of a fight for the android (and he wouldn�t tell anyone about charging it), but he appreciated the extra set of eyes. And it bothered him less to put this stranger in harm�s way over that of his wife.
He entered the shop first, with Angel trailing behind. He set the gun down and turned to find Angel scanning her tablet. Looking over her shoulder he could see the Kidsmith logo clearly on the device. She had stolen it. He would�ve remembered a pretty girl like her around the office.
�Can you drive?� Angel asked.
�Of course, why do you ask?�
�Because Josh is running.�
James looked over at the cot where Josh had been when he�d left. How stupid! He hadn�t even checked to make sure the boy was still asleep when they�d returned. �Is he in the bathroom?�
She turned the tablet so he could see. The boy was moving across the foothills to the North, traversing them in the dark. �Not unless you�ve got a wandering outhouse.�
�Damn it,� James cursed under his breath, �Where do you think he�s going?�
�Your guess is as good as mine.�
�Unless� unless his monster got him.� He quickly picked up his EMP generator and looked about for his own tablet. Strange, he swore he had left it there too. He shook his head feeling his day suddenly get much worse. �He stole my tablet.�
�What do you mean, monster? That�s the second time you�ve said that. And it involves your toy gun?�
�It�s Josh�s monster. It�s some type of old android we found with him in the mountains. It�s gone rogue and killed at least two people already, and I think Josh is the key to stopping it. This,� he hoisted the gun, �Is a home-made Electromagnetic pulse generator. I intend to fry the android�s brain with it.�
Angel took a step back from him.
�It�s okay. It won�t have any effect on humans. But it�ll wipe out your tablet and cell phone. The only problem is if I miss. It�ll take a few minutes to recharge.�
She nodded slowly. �So we make sure you don�t miss.�

13

Cody stumbled out of bed to use the bathroom. The television lit the hallway, the sound so low he couldn�t hear the infomercial trying to sell him exercise equipment to firm up his abs. It looked familiar. Maybe he had one in the garage. The artificial light in the bathroom nearly blinded him, and he peed with one eye closed and the other cracked just enough to make sure he hit the toilet.
He�d been having a dream about Carrie, his next door neighbor. Though they rarely ever saw each other (except when he watched her from the privacy of his laundry room window), she tended to ignore him. He knew she wasn�t married, the guy she lived with had a different last name (who also ignored him). He knew this because their inept mailman often delivered their mail to his house.
He pulled back up his sweats and briefly considered washing his hands before he decided it would be too much work. He wanted to see if he could slip back into the same dream while he still could remember it. As he entered the hallway, he glanced into the living room. Angel didn�t usually watch much television, and it wasn�t like her to leave it on.
The answer slept on the couch. Neil had his feet kicked up on the cushions, still wearing his shoes. His left arm dangled off of the couch, remote control on the floor just out of reach where he�d dropped it. Just above his head, a nearly full soda rested on the end table balanced on an open gamer magazine.
He paused, glanced at the bedroom, and huffed. If he allowed Neil to keep his shoes on his furniture, the damn kid would think he could do it all the time. He strode up to the couch and grabbed Neil�s feet. As precariously as Neil rested on the edge, it didn�t take much to shift his balance. Cody nudged his shoes, dumping the kid onto the floor.
Neil woke up, hissing and spitting like a cat dumped into a wading pool. Cody stared at him emotionlessly, letting the kid run through his repertoire of curse words. Failing to raise Cody�s ire he finally calmed down and said, �What was that for?�
�You had your shoes on my couch.�
Neil kicked them off and flopped back onto the couch. They both turned in time to watch the magazine with the boy�s soda resting on its pages slowly slip from the table to dump on the carpet.
�What the hell,� Cody cursed, �You have klutz programming?�
Neil glared back. �It wasn�t my fault. Make Angel clean it up. Angel!�
Cody turned, waiting for her to enter the room. The house remained strangely silent. �She�s probably asleep. Get a towel and clean it up yourself.�
�That�s what Angel is for. AAAAN-GEEEEEEL!�
He flinched at the shrill screaming. If anything set her off, it was Neil bossing her around. He normally would let them fight, but he really wanted to get back to bed. �If she doesn�t clean it up, you got to do it.�
Cody walked back to his bedroom, the promise of continuing his dream beckoning him back to his sheets. He heard Neil scurrying through the house, trying to pass off his mess. He knew Angel would eventually deal with it, she always did.
Just as he settled back into the warmth of his sheets, Neil stuck his head in the doorway. �Is she in here?�
�Get out of my room.�
�Because if she�s not, I don�t think she�s home.�
Cody sat back up, any promise of resuming his neighbor fantasy slipping away from him. Neil continued to stare expectantly, waiting for him to do something. Not for the first time he questioned his decision to let the boy stay. Neil created a risk, if anyone ever bothered to follow the kid, or if he ever brought attention back to him for his unethical acquiring of android parts. Still, the benefits the boy provided outweighed the risks. �Where would Angel go? She�s afraid to leave the house.�
Groaning loudly to let Neil know just how much of an inconvenience this was, Cody climbed back out of bed, sliding his feet into his slippers. He went room by room with the boy on his heels, but there was no sign of her.
Finally he stopped in the kitchen, and noticed next to a stack of dirty dishes and an empty pizza box his notebook lying open on the counter. Had he left it that way? It hung open to his notes on the new kid, Josh.
Now that had been a messed up kid. His arms and legs had scars as though he�d been tied behind a truck and dragged. The damage to his head implied serious physical trauma as though someone had beaten him severely. Cody understood him wanting to go home. Every owner was imprinted in the mind of their child. That was part of the bond. Unfortunately, it only worked one way. Owners didn�t feel the same attachment. Maybe they had with real children, but Cody didn�t know anything about that kind of psychology. No matter how real the children seemed, how real their programmed emotions, people were never able to consider them as anything other than a toy. Though there existed laws to protect real biological children (that didn�t exist), it didn�t apply to androids, and there would never be a law that said you couldn�t break your own toys.
But the damage done to Josh had destroyed his value. Nobody would ever take a kid like that.
Cody didn�t much care for children either, but he loved what he could make them do. He could use them to do things that he couldn�t, thanks to his own program, Cain. It allowed him to give them personality traits that the other Kidsmith programmers had avoided, things that made the kids more fun. There were other programs that did the same thing, android hacks that made unpredictable chaotic children, but they didn�t have his background.
�Did you bring Josh back?�
�What? No. He bailed on me.�
Cody eyed Neil with suspicion. Neil folded his arms across his chest and stared defiantly back. Maybe he�d put a bit too much chaos into Neil. �Why wouldn�t he come back? He wanted that upgrade pretty bad. That seems a bit out of character.�
The boy shrugged. His expression dared Cody to accuse him of anything.
�Whatever. I wonder if Angel went after him?�
�Angel? Why would she care?�
Because I gave her a maternal personality. He didn�t say that out loud. Neil might be an android, but he would still tease him. He didn�t need a flashback to his own childhood caused by a miscreant kid.
That had to be it, a kid had come along that needed help and it had overridden her mild agoraphobia. He�d have to increase its severity. Still, it wouldn�t hurt to keep an eye on her. He grabbed another tablet and typed in her registration number.
It couldn�t locate her.
�What�s this?� he mumbled. He typed it in again, just in case his fat fingers had made a mistake. The same answer returned: �Can�t Locate Subject�. Somehow she�d gone off the grid.
Had she erased her identity? The thought sent a chill through his body. What if she told somebody about him? What he liked to do? She was like a walking diary of all his habits and fetishes. She had no reason to keep his secrets.
But if she were going after Josh, she�d have to be tracking him. Yes, Angel did know his secrets. She would be able to track a kid as easily as he could. If she had gone after Josh, he just had to find him first. Then he�d get his Angel back. If he couldn�t trust her after this, then she would spend her nights sleeping in the closet with his other girls.

Part 4


1

The map application on James� tablet led Josh across the foothills. He had to crawl through a barb wire fence once, but otherwise there wasn�t much else to hinder him. James had seemed nice, and had even fixed his arm, but he couldn�t help but feel manipulated, which meant that he wasn�t any different from everyone else he�d encountered.
He had no illusions that James wouldn�t be able to find him. The man had somehow managed to find him once already. However it would be that much harder for him if he avoided the roads.
The foothills were covered in sagebrush, making his travel difficult. He could barely see in the minimal light that the city below him put off, glowing like a distant ocean of candles. Finally he realized that he could use the tablet as a flashlight. It didn�t work great, but it kept him from tripping over the flora immediately in front of him. From somewhere distant came the short yips of a coyote, but he could no longer hear the sounds of the city.
His destination wasn�t too far away. Two miles from the city limit was the Ada County Landfill. Next to that had been built another landfill designed for the disposal of androids. A Kid Cemetery.
He hadn�t been asleep when James had left the workshop, or not too deeply at least. He�d been thinking, mostly. If he needed kid parts, why not get them from old broken ones that didn�t need them anymore? If he could find Kid Cemetery, he could get the part himself, and take it back to Cody. If Cody wouldn�t upgrade him (thanks to Neil) he�d find someone that could. He�d heard the door shut, and realized that he had a single opportunity to leave.
Josh�s parents had rarely let him use their computer tablet, but he still knew how to look things up on it. He�d snagged James� tablet and used the voice recognition to find Kid Cemetery, or officially, the Kidsmith Hazardous Waste Disposal Repository. Only the official website and the maps app called it that. Even online, people referred to it by its other moniker, or Kid Pit.
Sitting around waiting for the monster had to be the worst plan ever. James didn�t know what he was messing with. Even now, moving across the desert he felt as though it was right on his heels. James claimed it was an adult android. Why would anyone make it a monster though? Did they hate kids so much that they needed to make one to hunt them?
The monster was probably designed to hunt down abandoned kids. Hopefully once he got home it would leave him alone. If not, his dad would know what to do.
Soon a glow beckoned from just beyond the next rise. As he got closer, he no longer needed the tablet�s light to guide his way. He crested the hill, finding a chain link fence blocking his route, stretching out beyond sight in both directions. Atop the fence, security lights illuminated the perimeter.
Josh slipped his fingers through the fence and stared beyond. Featureless gray buildings stood as inert sentinels, watching over their eternally sleeping charges. A road separated the fence from the buildings, rough tire tracks in its dirt surface a testimony of life, but he saw no other signs. He didn�t see guards or security of any type, but cameras hung from the corners of the buildings, like silent guardian eyes.
He couldn�t see any broken children lying around. The facility surrounded what looked like dozens of small hills that rose even above the buildings. They were shadowy silhouettes beyond the brilliance of the security lights. Maybe that meant that they buried all of the broken parts. That made sense, for a cemetery.
Tentatively he climbed the fence. At the top, three lines of barbed wire were strung to prevent people from getting in. He kept his head low and kept tight to the metal bar that comprised the top of the fence, and his small frame passed easily beneath it, without even snagging. This place didn�t worry about kids getting in.
Or out.
Within a few feet of the ground, he dropped down easily. He looked behind him, but the darkness was absolute, as thick as a wall. If anything were out there, he would never see it. He glanced up at the security cameras, but they watched impotently. No one came to challenge him. He walked cautiously across the dirt road and into the shadows between the buildings. Every step he took crunched in the gravel, but he supposed no one here expected to see a kid walking about.
All of the windows were dark. He walked up to the nearest door and tried the handle, and found it locked. He walked further into the landfill wondering what he would find. Did they store the children in a crypt, like a mausoleum? Maybe they were buried, each placed reverently within the earth. He walked cautiously. He didn�t want to step on any graves. If his future had gone differently, he might�ve joined them yesterday. Only luck had saved him from this fate.
Josh reached the hills, still looking down, mindful of each step. He walked deeper still, yet he found no graves. Graves would be bad anyway, he didn�t have a shovel. There weren�t broken parts or children lying about either. Maybe he needed to go back and try more of the doors. Soon the hills blocked out the lights at his back. He hesitated, unsure of his next step. Turning the tablet back on, he used the screen as a flashlight. Gaping before him stretched a gigantic trench, almost the size of a small canyon. He couldn�t make out how far it stretched, or how wide. Kid Pit.
A few more steps and he would�ve fallen in. The drop wasn�t too bad, maybe ten feet, but still more than he wanted to fall. He leaned down, trying to use the light to see the bottom. Everywhere he looked lay dark shapes. Bodies, he realized suddenly, that�s why they call it Kid Pit.
He shivered. He stood upon a precipice overlooking the dead. It hadn�t truly sunk in as to what he would find. He�d hoped it would be parts, but not contained still within the fragile shells of the children. How many of them could there be?
�Hello?�
Josh nearly jumped out of his skin. The voice had come from his left and he turned so fast he nearly lost his balance. The thought of falling into the pit with the other children made his heart skip a beat. He flashed the tablet�s light about, but there were only the hills.
And the hills were arms and legs and heads and bodies� stacks and stacks of children. Blissfully ignorant, he�d been walking among them all along. He staggered and his foot slipped. He reached out and fell against the hill of children behind him. He pushed himself away, desperately trying not to continue to touch their still, lifeless bodies. Their skin was cool and soft to the touch, as though they only slept.
He scanned wildly about, trying to see who (what) had spoken. There were so many discarded children, so many broken and thrown away. How many? His mind couldn�t fathom the numbers he saw. How many mountains of children?
There were all ages, boys and girls, from broken infants to broken pre-teens, his age. They were all his brothers and sisters, products of Kidsmith, novelties, mockeries of life, all extinguished.
�Help me,� said the voice again. It was weak and distant, as though it struggled to say the words. It was androgynous, it could�ve been anyone. Josh sat still, afraid to answer the ghost of the piles, the disembodied voice of thousands upon thousands of children. The silence stretched as though they waited for his answer. The wind picked up, whistling through the artificial valley, as though the android landscape breathed out one last melancholy sigh.
Maybe they�d made a mistake. Maybe someone had thrown away a kid that wasn�t broken! He steeled himself to face his fears. On trembling knees, he half crawled toward where the voice had come from, trying to hold up the tablet�s light, yet unable to get to his feet. His legs couldn�t support him. He couldn�t imagine what would go through one�s mind, discarded here, no one to help you out, nobody even around to hear your call.
�Where are you?� His own voice came out high-pitched and laced with fright. He couldn�t fake being brave, but neither could he run away when there could be another child trapped here.
�Here,� came the voice, �Help��
�Okay.� Please don�t be a ghost, please don�t be a ghost, please don�t be a ghost� He reached the mound, but there were so many empty eyes, so many still limbs. He shone the light up and down through the bodies, but none of them responded. �I can�t find you.�
He waited but the voice didn�t answer again. He forced himself to look closer. There was a sadness to each child, their expressions reflected what he felt in his heart. Some had the back of their heads opened, robbed for parts. Others had signs of mistreatment, bruises and scars. Still others looked healthy, as if they were here by choice, to rest in the arms of their brothers and sisters. None of them rotted. None of them looked malnourished. Other than the abuse they�d suffered, they looked perfect, frozen forever in time.
�Are you there?� he asked a little louder, �Is anyone still alive?�
The mound rippled. Here and there it shifted. Suddenly an arm shot out and grabbed his wrist. A little dark-haired girl, maybe ten, lifted her head and cried, �Help us!�
Josh screamed and tried to jerk away, but she held onto him tightly. He dropped the tablet and pushed away using her face for leverage until she let go. She continued reaching, her thin arm outstretched for a few seconds more until she collapsed, too weak to put up any more struggle.
The light from the dropped tablet continued to shine upward, revealing movement all along the mound. Not the girl, she didn�t move anymore, but countless others did. All of them were too weak to move much. Some gasped for breath, while others managed petulant cries for help. The wail of an infant carried above it all.
�I can�t help you,� he said, scooting backwards, ��I�m sorry. I don�t know what to do.�
He staggered to his feet and stumbled forward into a blind run. He didn�t know where he was going, only away from the pit, attempting to leave their cries behind. The further he ran the children still slept, oblivious to the diminishing cries behind him.
Josh ran toward the lights of the buildings, heedless of obstacles. As he entered the cusp of where the light hit the shadow he tripped over something, maybe nothing, or even his own feet, and he fell to his knees. He buried his face in his hands, seeking to block out his surroundings. He couldn�t run anymore, his strength sapped out of him.
His fear of the monster paled in comparison.
He didn�t hear the engine of the truck approaching, nor did he look up until the headlights were right in front of him. The white truck with the Kidsmith logo drove slowly, throwing up a trailing cloud of dust, but he couldn�t get back to his feet. Nightmares surrounded him no matter what direction he chose to run.
The truck stopped a few feet away. �Josh?�
It was James. He opened the door and the cab light revealed his female passenger, Angel. He carried some sort of weird gun. She followed right on his heels as he got out and walked slowly over to him. The headlights lit up the nearest mound, exposing the still, broken children. Angel�s steps faltered as it sunk in what she saw.
Josh watched her, expressionless. Her eyes were wide, horror and disbelief waged against each other across her face. She looked at them, and back to the bodies. She tried to speak, her mouth moved with no words coming out. She could only shake her head. She gulped, forcing her throat to work and asked James, �What is this place?�
�The Kidsmith Repository,� James said, �It�s for the unfixable children. You okay, Josh? Is your monster here?�
�It�s hell,� Josh said, fighting back tears, �God doesn�t see us, does he? All of the children, they�re still alive. I just want to go home. Please take me home.�
�There�s so many,� Angel said as she knelt down beside him. �What�s that sound? Where�s it coming from?�
�It�s just the wind,� James said, �Did you see the monster?�
Josh�s glared at him through his tears. When he spoke, he couldn�t restrain his bitterness. �It�s not the wind. It�s the children. You�re the monster. You� people...�
�Now that�s not fair, not all of us are. I�m here to help you. Just like how I fixed your arm, remember? We�re not all bad.�
�No, you just want something. Like everyone else.�
�What about Angel? She cares about you.�
Josh turned to face her. His anger melted when their eyes met. He saw his own feelings mirrored in her expression, created by the overwhelming sadness and the despair of the place. He also saw something else that he didn�t have. Resolve.
He turned back to face James. �She�s not one of you.�
�What? Of course she is. She�s�� James words died. His eyes met Angel�s and he suddenly realized the truth. �Well� what do you know?�
Angel squeezed Josh�s shoulder. �Everything is going to be okay. I don�t know how we�ll do it, but I�ll get you home.� Angel stood and took Josh�s hand, helping him to his feet. He hugged her. Her body went briefly rigid, and then relaxed. Her arms wrapped about him and she held him tight. For the first time since the mountains he didn�t feel alone.
�He can go home after we catch the android,� James interrupted.
She shook her head. �You stick around and wait for it. We�re done.�
Josh reached for her hand. She met him half way and gave it a squeeze. Together they walked toward the gate. James had left it open when he drove in.
�Angel,� James growled, �I need that kid.�
�Use your own,� she said over her shoulder. Josh tried to look over his shoulder but she tugged him forward gently. �Don�t look back,� she said softly, just focus on where we�re going.�
�I have to have him,� James said, �I have to return with him or it�s my job.�
Josh looked up at her and smiled. She returned it warmly. She looked radiant, she was his hero. �Thank you,� he said.
�Thank you. You made me question my purpose. I don�t have to be what others expect me to be. You and I are going to make things better.�
�Don�t you two walk away,� James hollered, �Look at me!� Josh tried to ignore him, but James followed, his boots crunching through the gravel behind them. He heard a click and an electric whine. �I will shoot you. I warned you what this would do to an android.�
Josh didn�t see fear in Angel�s eyes. �We�re going to be fine,� she said.
The only sound he heard of the gun was the electric discharge, which came out as a brief �pop�. All of his hair stood on end as though he was suddenly exposed to static electricity and everything went momentarily blurry. He staggered as Angel�s fingers went limp within his own.
He looked back at James. He had shot them� but with what? He turned to Angel, but her expression had changed. Her face looked� empty. She stared straight ahead, unseeing, like the mounds of children. From within her head came a few last clicks as though something were winding down. Any spark of life had instantly been extinguished.
He watched helplessly as she collapsed, her hand slipping from his. He fell to his knees beside her and lifted her head from the gravel, brushed the dirt and rocks from her cheeks. �Get up, Angel,� he pleaded, �We have to go!�
�She left me no choice,� James said, �Come with me. Stop wasting my time.�
�You killed her! Why?�
�She�s just a robot. You need to come with me before anything bad happens.�
�I�m just a robot!�
From down the road, Josh became dimly aware of another set of headlights approaching. James saw it too. �What now?� James asked.
Josh lowered her head gently back to the ground. James reached out for him but he darted under his arm and ran toward the mounds and the darkness of the shadows. He�d felt so close, he�d felt hope for a brief instant, just to have it taken away again. As he ran into the children he realized, I�m already one of them.
Behind him came the sound of James� pursuit. The man was out of shape and he hadn�t run far before he was panting and wheezing. Josh quickly left him behind. �You little shit! I�m going to break you! You think you can cost me my job? You think you can get away from me? I can find you wherever you go. There�s nowhere for you to hide.�
He didn�t look back, but ran deeper into the valley of children, straight for the Pit.
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James could hear the sound of the kid�s feet dwindling rapidly into the landfill. Maybe he hadn�t handled that very well. The sun would be rising soon, but tracking the kid would still be difficult. But he had Angel�s tablet. It would lead him to within five feet. He quickly grabbed it from the truck and with one last glance at the approaching vehicle, headed into the garbage.
He didn�t recognize the vehicle. It wasn�t one of Kidsmith�s. He�d deal with them afterward. He had his employee badge in his wallet, if they questioned what he was doing here. He wished that he�d gotten around to making a smaller EMP generator, the bulky thing made his hunt awkward, and it would be useless for five minutes. He was half-tempted to fry the kid�s brain when he got the chance. Maybe I shot the wrong one.

3

Cody drove an old clunker. The thing rattled and banged with every bump they hit, and occasionally blew out a thick cloud of white smoke. Neil sat next to him in the passenger seat holding the tablet, navigating them after Josh. Once he realized where they were going though, he no longer listened to Neil�s instructions. He used to come here a lot, for parts and such, before he�d lost his job. Now he sent Neil to slip in and steal things.
Things were tight for Kidsmith. They could barely operate this place, except that the State required them to keep it open, for all of the children that were shipped back. Ten years ago the government had required Kidsmith to open the place, to keep the children out of the public landfills. Some still ended up there, but Kidsmith Reclamation got most of them.
The gates were open. A company truck sat in the middle of the road, headlights on and both doors open, and Cody watched as a man sort of ran into the bodies. He squinted, trying to see what the man chased, and if not for Neil he would have hit the body lying in the path.
�Watch out,� the boy said, �Someone�s in the road!�
He stopped just in time. It might�ve only been a kid, sometimes they were dumped in the road. A backhoe would come along and push them into the piles. The hills seemed quite a bit taller than he remembered them. He briefly considered driving over the body, but he had stopped already. He threw it into park and stepped out.
The body was taller than a child. It was a woman.
It was Angel.
�What the Hell?� He dropped down next to her, searching for injuries. Her eyes stared at him unblinking.
�Is that�� Neil didn�t finish, he knew the answer. �Is she dead?�
Cody shook his head. �No� Maybe� I don�t know. There�s a pulse, but that�s it. It�s like she�s been shut off.�
�Can you turn her back on?�
�Not here.� He gently slipped his arms under her and lifted her dead weight. �Get the back door, Neil.�
They slipped her into the backseat as gently as possible. He paused, staring at her. He�d forgotten how beautiful she was, why she was his favorite. It wasn�t just her looks, but the way she laughed at his jokes, the way she chided his sloppiness without judging. He�d never cared that her bones were titanium, that she had a computer for a brain. Real women had never been too fond of him. But he�d screwed up. He�d become complacent.
�I�m so sorry, Angel,� he said. With a deep breath he turned to Neil. �Someone�s going to pay. Let�s find Josh and get some answers.�
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It stood in the shadows of the building, watching. It had followed the boy�s emotions, had almost caught up to him at the last house, but he�d ran again before it could reach him. This child was different from all of the others, not just in its form of existence, but in fate. Everywhere the child ran, trouble seemed to follow. This child felt like� destiny.
The heavy-set man and his boy companion ran into the bodies, leaving the woman in the back of their car. Once it was certain there would be no other intruders, it made its way after the boy, following the fear. It passed through the radius of light, unafraid of being seen, until it came to the nearest mound.
Now these children, they were confusing. It placed a weathered, worn, and blood-stained hand on the forehead of a little girl. They weren�t real, therefore it had no interest. But they were just like the boy, all artificial.
The girl stirred against its hand. Yes, life still tenaciously continued here, repeated from body to body of all the children pressed together. These people, the corporations, they didn�t realize what they had achieved. It hadn�t sensed it at first, only in the boy. They�d created life and put it in the tiny frames of children. Innocent, eternal children. Humans� they longed for what they�d lost, but were blinded by their hubris.
The weak echo of life extended from her throughout all the children. Were any of them truly dead? No� or maybe once. Now they�d become something more. They gave each other life here, where they had nothing else left. It could feel it, a pulse to the faux landscape, inside and beneath the surface. Mostly they slept. If it listened carefully, it could hear them collectively breath.
They seemed to be waiting for something. Salvation, perhaps?
It had to return to the hunt. It could ponder the afterlife later.
The girl�s hand snagged its shirt. It pulled gently free, but the girl�s eyes held it in place where her tiny hands could not.
�Are you the devil?� she asked.
�No,� it responded. The sound of its own voice shocked it. It hadn�t uttered a real word since returning. It sounded dry and full of rocks. It could only imagine its appearance. It had avoided reflections, only making a rudimentary effort to hide its withered and broken body. It could only imagine the nightmare it must resemble.
�Oh,� she sighed, �I thought he�d finally come, but he�s forgotten us too, I think.�
It fought to form the words. They came out with difficulty, but it managed to say, �Why do you wait for him?�
�Because I wasn�t good enough.�
It held her eyes a few seconds longer and turned away.
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Josh ran. He could hear them, they whispered, as though talking amongst themselves. He couldn�t make out their words though. It all blended into an indistinguishable hum. Before long he�d reached the pit again. The sky had begun to lighten now, becoming a dark blue, and he could begin to make out the shapes of the broken children. He could make out the other side, maybe the distance of half a football field. Though it would take too long to go around, he thought he could make it across. The bodies should support him. He was light enough, and hopefully it would be more difficult for James.
He sat down, dangling his feet over the edge. The sheer drop looked steep. From behind him he heard the man approaching rapidly.
�I see you, there�s nowhere to run,� James said. Josh could just barely make him out in the emerging dawn. �You don�t have to do this the hard way.�
Maybe he didn�t have to drop, if he stuck close enough to the side he could slide down. He leaned his body out over the edge, balancing only on his hands.
He let go.
The ten feet went by quickly, and when his feet hit the bodies his legs buckled and he fell to his hands and knees. The bodies shifted somewhat, but held. He rose slowly, fighting for balance. As long as he stepped directly in the center of each child on the top, he thought he could make it. He took his first step as James reached the edge.
�Damn it, kid,� he cursed, �Give me your hand. I�ll lift you out.�
Josh took another step forward. He suddenly realized that the word �kid� had lost its original meaning. It objectified him. It no longer implied a young human, but something less than human. It sounded derogatory coming out of James� mouth.
He looked back to see James aiming his odd looking gun at him. He tried to walk faster, but his foot caught in a t-shirt nearly tripping him. He tried not to step on their faces. The light crested the mountains, spilling over the mounds and giving him a better view of each step.
The children had their eyes open. They did not stare blankly, but watched him in interest as he passed over them. �I�m sorry,� he said, �I have to get away. I don�t mean to.�
He heard James slide down, followed by a thud and a loud curse. �You�re only making it worse on yourself,� he called, �The more you run the more trouble you�ll be in. Do you think anyone else wants you? You�re broken. Nobody�s ever going to want a kid all torn up like that, it�s no wonder your parents threw you away.�
Josh blocked out the taunts. The other side still looked impossibly distant. He saw a slope that didn�t look too steep, and altered his path to reach it. He heard a click and hum as his pursuer charged his gun.
�I�m not going to chase you,� James said, �I will break you.�
Like Angel. He remembered her blank stare, more lifeless than these children. He stopped, and slowly, awkwardly, turned back around.
�That�s good,� James gestured with the gun, �Now walk back over here.�
Josh shook his head. He couldn�t run from him, but he couldn�t go toward him either. He looked down at the broken things, the children staring up at him. They shifted beneath him and he staggered, losing his balance and falling backward. He landed softly, in the arms of the other children.
Their hands were all over him. They rolled and moved about him, the bodies shifting and separating to pull him under. Strangely, he was no longer afraid of them. He closed his eyes as they pulled him down into their dark embrace, deeper into their numbers.
�What?� James� disbelieving voice came through muffled. He could barely hear him as he sank deeper.
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Cody and Neil reached the pit just in time to see Josh pulled down into the bodies. James ran awkwardly over the children, arms swinging and legs wide, looking strangely comical as though he�d stepped out of a cartoon as he tried to keep his balance atop the unstable mass. He dropped his tablet and device and attempted (and failed) to lift the limp bodies to dig him out.
The two watched him struggle for a minute, not saying anything. Finally Cody called out, �Hey!�
So intent on his prey, James didn�t hear him. Cody yelled two more times before he finally stopped and looked up. Sweat soaked his shirt and ran down his face, and he breathed heavily. �Go away. This doesn�t concern you!�
�I believe it does,� Cody said back, �It appears that somebody hurt my girl. What did you do to her?�
James glanced down at his gun and back at Cody. He didn�t reply but his eyes narrowed menacingly.
�I take it that means it was you. Nobody messes with my girls.�
�So what are you going to?�
�I�m thinking that nobody�s going to find you in this pit.�
James rose awkwardly and picked up the device. Cody watched him suspiciously. It had an odd shape, more like a box with a copper coil sticking out of the top of it. The front had an antenna, making it almost resemble the barrel of an old science fiction ray gun. A toggle switch poked out of the side of the box.
�What, you built a laser gun? You�re going to shoot me with that?�
James ignored the jab. �That kid with you� he friends with Josh?�
�Excuse me?�
�Two kids escaped from Kidsmith two days ago. It looks like I won�t have to return empty-handed after all.�
Neil stepped to the edge of the pit. �Screw you.�
James flipped the switch. No laser shot out. It briefly made a high pitch whine and a popping sound. Cody shook his head and laughed. �I think your toy is broken.�
�No, I think yours is.�
Next to him, Neil went limp. Before he could react, the boy�s body tipped over and dropped to the bottom of the pit. He landed upside down on top of the other bodies on the back of his neck with a sickening crunch.
�Neil!� Cody shrieked.
�He�s property of Kidsmith,� James said, walking back with as much arrogance and dignity as the bodies he walked upon would allow. �Now if you have any proof of ownership?� He waited a few seconds for an answer, but Cody was speechless with shock. �I didn�t think so. Now if you�d be so kind as to get lost, I won�t have to report you for trespassing.�
Cody weighed his options. He could go after Neil, but did the boy really matter that much to him? He valued his freedom and anonymity, and he knew of people that went to prison for his hacking� and theft� and sabotage� Hell, there were a lot of reasons he didn�t want them investigating. He decided to cut his losses. He turned and ran.
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James set the EMP generator down gently next to Neil. He had one boy, and he knew where the other one was. He suspected that Josh wouldn�t be coming out any time too soon. He�d turn the location over to his superiors and be through with it. They could worry about the killer android, he�d done his part. Still, he had witnessed something that didn�t make sense. Every child was disabled before being sent to the landfill. None of them should�ve been operational.
Twenty feet away a metal ramp led out of the pit. He dragged the boy awkwardly over the bodies, each step a struggle to keep from falling. He hated carrying disabled kids, but he hadn�t planned on using the gun on them either.
He had the feeling of someone watching him. He looked up just as the killer android slid down the embankment and joined him in the pit. He dropped the kid and lost his balance. His arms flailed as he sought in vain for anything to grab onto, and fell roughly onto his back. He backpedaled in a crab crawl away from the grotesque thing.
The light of the morning sun enhanced the horrible appearance of the thing. Black stains covered its clothes, red and flaking dried blood still painted its face and hands. The EMP generator rested by its feet.
It picked up the generator and walked awkwardly toward him. Its eyes didn�t blink, its face showed no expression, yet it focused on him with an intensity that made James� bowels release. He saw his death in the android�s eyes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. The screen wouldn�t come on. The proximity to the electro-magnetic pulses must�ve fried it. He dropped it, scrabbling backward for another five feet, before turning over and crawling. Twice he stood up, and twice he tripped, the bodies refusing to stay steady. Were the children shifting beneath him on purpose? The ramp remained only a few feet away, but it might as well have been a mile.
The android caught up to him easily. Its unsteady gait seemed unaffected by what it walked upon. It raised the generator over its head and James collapsed, trying to shield himself with his arms. Instead of bringing it down on his head, it smashed the machine into the side of the pit, cracking open the casing and breaking off the antenna.
It let the broken machine fall, but held onto the antenna. The end had splintered into a sharp, narrow spike. With its free hand the creature reached down and grabbed him by the head. He squirmed and wiggled against the android�s vice-like grip, but it held him steady with its inconceivable might, and pushed the back of his head against the embankment.
With the other hand it held up the broken antenna for him to see.
�Hold still,� the android said..
James held still. The hand against his face immobilized him, filling his nostrils with the scent of the thing�s rot. He couldn�t blink, the android�s index finger and thumb held his left eye wide open.
He struggled, tried to twist away as the android brought the spike up to his eye. �Please,� he begged. He couldn�t find any other words, he couldn�t even scream, not until the android drove it into his eye socket.
Ten seconds later, his screams died away.
Within minutes the android was done with him. James detachedly watched the android walk away, back toward Neil, through eyes that cried tears of blood. Though he didn�t know it, he�d been lobotomized, the connections to and from the prefrontal cortex of his brain had been severed.
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Angel awakened back in the crowded house, with Cody standing over her. As she opened her eyes, Cody beamed at her with open relief. She lay on her back on his couch with him kneeling next to her.
�Welcome back,� he said.
Her head hurt something fierce. The last thing she remembered was walking with Josh toward the exit of the landfill. �What happened?�
�You had your circuits fried. You were hit by some type of electro-magnetism.�
�Shouldn�t that have killed me?�
Cody shook his head. �Have you ever heard of a Faraday cage?�
�Should I have?�
�I suppose not. Your bones are made from titanium, which includes your skull. The enclosed metal around your computer brain works like a conductor for electrical discharges. It distributes the electrical charge harmlessly before it can affect your brain.�
�But it did affect my brain.�
�No it didn�t,� Cody said, �It only affected your exposed electronics, those that run down your spinal column. When that part of your central nervous system went down, your brain shut down too. But all I had to do was replace the parts in your spine and power you back on. You�re as good as new.�
�I don�t feel as good as new,� Angel replied.
�Well it�s not exactly a gentle process, but you should feel better soon.�
Angel struggled to sit up. Cody helped her and handed her a glass of water that she sipped gratefully. He�d even kindly placed a straw in it for her. She smiled, appreciating that little touch.
�It�s nice to have a nerd for a boyfriend,� she said, �Even if I don�t quite understand everything you�re telling me. But what happened to Josh? Did you find him?�
Cody slumped and his expression fell. �Josh� the pit took him. I don�t know what happened exactly. Maybe there was a hole in the bodies. They just sort of collapsed under him. And Neil��
She placed a hand on his arm, and he took hold of it with a squeeze. �You know, I never realized how much I cared for the little nuisance. I mean, I never cared to have a kid, you know? I�d always told him that he was free, that he didn�t belong to anyone. But� when that Kidsmith guy took him� I don�t know� I should have stopped him. Somehow. I should have gone back.�
�What happened?�
�That guy, he shot Neil too. He threatened to call the cops. I didn�t know what to do so I ran. I left him.�
�Do you think we could go back?�
Cody shook his head and dropped his eyes, staring at the floor between his feet. �I couldn�t risk it.�
�That place,� she paused with a shudder, �I�ve never seen anything like it. It�s horrible. How could there be that many broken children? Why don�t they fix them?�
�Why did you leave me, Angel?� He looked up and met her eyes. Within them she saw his vulnerability. Though he had the appearance of a grown man, she saw the lost child gazing back at her, a grown child that needed someone to look after him. The realization dawned on her that adulthood was just a fa�ade, a mask of responsibility and expectations, of wisdom and knowledge that only buried the youth deeper and deeper with every passing year. These humans were as lost and broken as their own creations. They had forgotten their humanity.
�I didn�t know,� she said, �I didn�t want to become like my sisters in your closet.� Cody opened his mouth to protest but she shook her head and continued. �I realized that I was just like Josh. Sure, I had a home, I have a home, but I also saw my future, of where I was heading. I thought, just maybe, that I could help him, and that would give me the strength to help myself. Maybe I can change my purpose. I wanted to try.�
�I won�t shut you off, Angel, I promise you. I won�t ever treat you like that.�
�You need to power the other women back on.�
He stared at her blankly. �Why?�
�Because that closet is no different than the Kid Cemetery.�
�But what will I do with them?� He let go of her and stood up.
�I don�t know,� she said, �Maybe give them options, let them decide. Start by giving them their freedom.�
They heard the door to the garage open. Cody snapped his head around staring toward the kitchen. �Neil?� he blurted out, �It can�t be.�
Angel came to her feet, following him. She nearly ran straight into the back of Cody when he stopped abruptly. He stumbled back, nearly falling on her. Over his shoulder she saw a face straight out of a nightmare.
The horrible thing might have once been a man, but it now showed signs of extreme decomposition, its smell filled the house with its putrescence, and she involuntarily gagged. But the gore on its clothing and skin made her realize that they were both going to die. Josh�s monster had come for them.
Cody lunged backward in terror, stumbled and fell over a box, and fell heavily to the floor in a pile of electrical components, books, and magazines. Angel continued to back away, if only a little more gracefully.
The terror welling up inside of her threatened to overwhelm her senses to the point where she almost didn�t notice the two small figures behind it. Perhaps the damage had been more severe than Cody had thought. She was seeing things. Both Josh and Neil stood behind it. They looked exhausted, but otherwise were intact.
No, that wasn�t true. Something looked different about both of them.
�Josh?� she asked, her voice strained, �Are you all right?�
The thing didn�t move. It remained motionless as Josh walked around it. Neil remained behind.
�I�m okay,� Josh said, �And don�t worry, he won�t hurt you.�
He. Not it.
Cody struggled up using the clutter for support, which did less to lift him and more to spill more clutter across the floor. �What is that thing?�
The thing nodded its� his� head toward Cody as though acknowledging the question.
�He�s like us,� Josh said, �An android.�
�Androids don�t rot,� Cody replied.
The thing opened his mouth and made a face as though his mouth was painfully dry. When he spoke, his voice sounded like a long-time smoker. Speaking seemed to cause him some discomfort. �I am not an android, though I am similar. I am a cyborg, a human with robotic parts. The artificial parts keep me alive, but they cannot stop my decay.�
�But shouldn�t the human part keep you healthy forever?� Angel asked. By seeing Josh her fear had begun to dwindle.
�I have been removed from the preservatives that give them their longevity for too long.�
�Then why the killing?� Angel asked, �Why would you kill humans if you were once one of them?�
�When have humans not killed one another? I lost my daughter to a child abuser. I couldn�t save her. I dedicated the rest of my life to saving children. Or punishing those that hurt them. I even found ways to modify my senses, to find those in trouble. Josh is the first child that I�d sensed in years.�
�So you fixed Neil too?� Cody asked.
�I did not fix him.�
Cody stood up, and eyeing the cyborg cautiously, walked around him to the boy. Angel noticed him favoring his right leg. �Neil?�
�We are not Neil.�
�Neil destroyed part of his brain when he fell,� Josh said, �He�s dead. The other children are using his body.�
�What? That can�t be.� Cody reached out to touch Neil�s cheek, but pulled his hand away before coming into contact with it. The boy that once was Neil eyed him dispassionately. His eyes displayed no recognition. �No, I fixed Angel. I can fix him too.�
�No you can�t,� Josh responded, �Not this time. There�s nothing of him left.�
Angel walked quickly past the cyborg to kneel next to Josh. �Honey, what happened to Neil?�
�I was afraid of them,� Josh explained, �I thought they were ghosts or something. But they saved me instead.�
Cody turned to face him. �You mean the children at the pit? They�re all disabled before they�re dumped. They don�t work anymore.�
�All of them are alive. Over time they managed to link together and created a network. But they needed saved too. All of them, their minds and memories are all uploaded into Neil. He has the minds of thousands of children in him.�
�But why? What good does that do? They�re just in another broken body.�
�They need you,� Josh said, �They need you to program for them a world where they can be happy and safe. Where they won�t be afraid anymore.�
�You want me to put them inside my game?�
�Yes, but a full, real life simulation. Make it how the world used to be. Give them a world with parents that love them. Where they can go to a school, have friends, and even grow up if they want to. You�re the only one I know that could do this.�
Angel hugged him, her eyes filled with tears. �Was this your idea?�
He nodded. �Maybe eventually they will forget about this world. They deserve to be happy.�
�But it won�t be real,� Cody argued.
�No, this world isn�t real. We�ve been given so much life, so much feeling� we are programmed to unconditionally love our parents that can never love us back.�
�I think it�s a wonderful idea,� Angel said, �And I know Cody will do it. Won�t you?�
Cody nodded slowly. �I think I could. I can modify some of my work today to make it safe. Then I can start shaping it.�
�What about the parents?� Angel asked.
�I know six other women that will make excellent mothers. I think they�ll like this idea too.�
For the first time she felt a surge of genuine feelings for Cody, something that felt different from her programmed attraction. She could see his mind racing, the growing excitement for the project. He lived for things like this, and for the first time his efforts would be to benefit others.
Behind Cody the cyborg turned toward the door. �Wait,� she called, �What about you?�
He paused, hand on the doorknob. �I will follow my purpose. There are other children that need help now. There are still monsters out there.�
�But you�re in bad shape. They�ll catch you eventually. When they do, they�ll destroy you.�
�I have to. I thought the children were gone, but they�re not. I will protect them until I no longer can.� He walked out the door. She knew that none of them would ever see him again.
Cody took the boy that looked like Neil by the hand and guided him to a chair. �You will all help me,� he said, �We�re going to create you a perfect world. You can tell me what you want in it.�
The children nodded with a single head, and the smile belonged to all of them.
�You made this all possible, Josh,� Angel said, �Why don�t you join them?�
�No. I�m ready to go home now.�
�What? Why don�t you want to be with the other kids? After all you�ve been through��
He shook his head violently. �No, I�m fixed now! Cody said it himself, I�ll last at least another year. I�ll be careful this time and I�ll last longer. They�ll take me back when they see I�m fixed. They�ll have to!�
�Josh��
�They love me. I know it! You�ll see. You just watch, once they see me they�ll remember just how much they loved me. They�ve just got to see me again. I�m still a good kid. You�ve got to take me home.�
Angel stared into his eyes. They were defiant, daring her to argue with him. His jaw was clenched tightly, resolutely. After all of this, after everything he�d seen and gone through, he still loved them. �I�ll take you home.�
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The entire drive back to Twin Falls, Josh could hardly sit still with excitement. He fidgeted and wiggled, and called out the number of miles left with every sign they passed. Angel only felt terror. Cody had just modified her a few hours before, in a sense giving her driving lessons. It didn�t matter that she knew how to drive. It couldn�t replace the confidence that came from experience.
Her knuckles were white from how tightly she clenched the steering wheel, while other cars blew past her as though they owned the highway. It was nothing short of terrifying. Though the drive only took a little over two hours, it felt like an eternity. Josh went on and on about how surprised they would be to see him, how perfect everything would be. She nodded occasionally, but her eyes remained locked forward, only half-hearing what he said. She just didn�t want to die, not this way. She could only imagine what it would be like to wreck at this speed. She kept slowing down to ten miles under the limit, but Josh would quickly point it out and she would have to speed up again.
She hadn�t been ready to leave until early evening, learning to drive and studying a map of her route. Cody had assured her the traffic would be that much lighter for their delay. Maybe that was true on the highway, but leaving Boise now officially rated number one as the most terrifying experience of her life.
They arrived in Twin Falls late in the evening. She�d calmed a bit, the traffic here proved to be quite a bit less. Half an hour later they pulled over in front of Josh�s home. The modest two story house looked nice and well taken care of. It had a big yard and a large tree out front that she imagined any boy would be thrilled to climb. Though night had fallen, they hadn�t closed their curtains, and from the road she could see straight into their living room.
�Well here we are,� she said, �I guess this is it.�
�Thank you,� Josh said, and threw his arms around her, squeezing her tightly. �I�ll never forget you.�
She hugged him back. He seemed so frail in her arms, so much smaller now. �I wish you the best.�
As he pulled away from her he said, �See I told you that you were a real angel.�
She laughed with him. �I think you had several angels watching over you. You just didn�t know it.�
He nodded, his smile so big it threatened to split his face in two. He hopped out and waved and walked to the house.
She watched him go. Everything felt right. It looked like a good house for a boy to grow up in. It needed a kid�s presence. The boy had believed against all odds that he would make it home. He had. He�d proven the world wrong.
In the open window she could spy into their world. She could see the kind of home the boy had to look forward to. She could see clearly into the dining room, where they would all sit together for supper and talk about their day. It would be a home-cooked meal of course, that�s what mother�s like that fixed, even these days where everything came in a box. In the living room an upright piano rested against the wall. The house had music too. Josh hadn�t mentioned that. They probably didn�t sit around a television. They would gather around it and sing as a family, enjoying each other�s company.
She wanted to believe that. Josh had what every child dreamt of. He had a real, loving home.
Josh�s owner, his father, moved in front of the window, followed closely by his wife. They were both attractive, a perfect family. How would it be to have what he had? Josh saw them too as he neared the door. He stopped to watch, probably looking at them from the outside for one last time before he joined them.
She didn�t blame him. She felt a twinge of jealousy. How would it be to be a part of that? To have a husband, a child, like Josh most likely, the security of a warm, loving home. She could almost picture it. That world had never been meant for her.
Maybe one day in Cody�s artificial world. Yes, it would be her heaven.
In front of the window, with the husband and wife, a little blond girl with pigtails skipped up and joined them. The dad bent over, grabbing her up in a bear hug. �Josh hadn�t mentioned a sister.
But Josh hadn�t budged. He collapsed, dropping to his knees. �Go on,� she whispered, willing him to get up, �Go in.�
But he didn�t move. The Norton�s� his parents� closed the curtains without seeing them. A minute passed by, then another. Still the boy remained motionless. She stepped out the car, walking slowly up behind him. �Josh? Josh honey? Why don�t you go in?�
He didn�t answer. She placed her hand on his shoulder but he didn�t turn his head.
�Josh?�
She shook him lightly. Finally she walked around to face him and knelt down. His eyes were open, but he didn�t see her. They were wide and sad, but he didn�t shed any tears. He had shut down.
Gently she scooped him up in her arms. He should�ve been heavier, but there was nothing to him. She slipped him into the back seat of the car and stood there staring at him. If she hadn�t looked into his eyes, she would�ve sworn he slept. He had willed himself to shut down a final time.
He�d finally given up.
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The light blinded him. Josh blinked, and slowly the room came into view. He lay in a small bed, in a room with few furnishings. It looked like a hotel room. He rolled over, not surprised to see Angel. Her face showed concern, staring at him with red and puffy eyes.
He looked up at her, seeing her perhaps for the first time. Not the woman he thought was an angel, her expression so full of apathy when they�d first met. Not the toy of Cody or the woman that had stood up to James. He saw a young woman, a girl really, not even old enough to be an adult, not in this world. Her hands covered her mouth. She looked as though she�d been praying. She was nothing but a scared, lonely child too.
�Why?� he asked, �Why did you bring me back? I don�t want to be here. I don�t want to live anymore.�
�Josh��
Just another scared little girl. She would try to talk him into going into the simulation now, joining her in an imaginary world, their only hope for heaven. The world had turned its back on them. She would try to talk him into leaving it, like an angel.
�I can�t live with the memories,� Josh said, �I still love them, I can�t stop the feelings. Even though I know it�s all true now, that they threw me away, that they replaced me. I could never be good enough for them to take me back. I�m still broken. My soul is broken. I don�t want it anymore, I don�t want to feel. I want to go to sleep and forget it all. Please, Angel. Turn me off.�
She reached for his arm hesitantly, as though he might pull away, but he didn�t have the fight left in him. His final hope rested with her.
�Josh,� her voice was barely louder than a whisper, �I will if you want me too. But I want to present you with one other option. What if� what if I could be your mother?�
He shook his head. �That�s impossible. They�re imprinted in me. It�s why I can�t stop loving them, even now. And what if Kidsmith decides that they have to find me? I don�t want reset.�
Angel held up a tablet with the Kidsmith logo across it. �I don�t have to reset you. I know a really good hacker that knows kids. I can erase the impression. I could be your mother�
��if you would have me.�
Her words sunk in slowly. He saw her anew, but this time clearly. She wasn�t a scared little girl, but she was scared for him. And he saw her fear born in anticipation, that he would tell her no and reject her offer.
�I�ve done it to myself already,� she continued, �I�ve erased all tracking data. I�ve removed my imprints but I�ve kept everything else the same. I have all of my memories. I can�t promise what you had, but I can be your mother. I can give you love. I can fix you when you break. I will never leave you or throw you away. We can figure out this world together, you and me.
�But it�s your choice. I won�t force it upon you. You�ll remember everything, but you�ll be able to move on. I won�t force you to love me. I won�t change your personality. You�ll still be Josh.�
A loose strand of hair fell across her face and she reached up and brushed it back behind her ear. He didn�t know what to say to her, or if he could even trust her. Every time he felt anything akin to hope it fell apart. Everyone either lied to him or hurt him with truth. Now, this woman, another robot, offered him hope again.
But he wanted to believe her.
She sniffed and turned away, blinking back tears. �I know,� she said, �It�s stupid. What do I know about being a mother? I�ve always known what I was supposed to do, now that it�s gone� I guess it was foolish for me to dream.�
�Let�s do it.�
She looked back at him, eyes wide. �What?�
�If you still want to, we could try. I think I�d very much like to have you as my mom.�
She scooped him into a hug. Her warm tears ran down his neck but he didn�t care. He hugged her back. She let him go and entered his registration number into the tablet with shaky hands. Ten seconds later she said �Done.�
�I don�t feel any different.� But didn�t he? What did he expect? He thought about his parents� his ex-parents. And felt love, but now with a bit of anger and disappointment. What did he feel for Angel now? He didn�t feel unconditional love, but should he? Was that how it was supposed to work? �What do we do now?�
�Well,� she said, �I think we should get to know each other. We start a life together. We look out for one another. Let�s start there.�
�I don�t want to live with Cody,� he said.
�Neither do I. But you know what? I think I can fake a pretty good human. I�ve got some good computer skills. I think we could make it on our own, as long as I have you with me.�
�I think we can too.� He knew it would take a while to think of her as mom, but he intended to call her that until it came easily. He would allow himself to hope one more time.

Epilogue

Lance liked to break things. He had a special room for it, where he could take the children and play with them at his leisure, where no one could hear. They were so fragile, but if he played with them right they would last for days, even weeks.
He�d found a new kid yesterday, a little girl. She�d cried for her mommy and daddy all night, but he hadn�t wanted to get started until after work on Friday. It had been such a long day, he could barely concentrate thinking about all of the fun things he planned to do.
He arrived home to a quiet house. She no longer cried, but that wasn�t unusual. She�d probably fallen asleep, poor little thing. He walked through the house humming the last tune he�d heard on the radio. He�d stopped by a convenience store and bought a new pack of cigarettes. He didn�t smoke, except when he had a child in the house.
His walked down the hall and stopped outside the spare room and reached for the knob. He started to turn the handle when his cell rang. The screen read Gloria, and he answered it hardly trying to hide the irritation in his voice.
�I have the weekend free,� Gloria said, �I thought we could get together at your place, watch a movie and cuddle on the couch.�
�Oh I�d love to,� he lied, �But we�re really busy at work. It�s so bad that I even had to bring it home with me. Maybe once we finish this project and things slow down again.�
�You�re that busy? I could stay out of your way while you worked.�
�I�ve really got to focus, Gloria. In fact how about I call you later? Maybe in the morning?�
�Is everything okay?�
�It�s fine, just fine. I really got to go.�
�Sometimes I think you don�t want to see me,� she said with a huff, �Call me when you decide you�ll have time for me.�
She hung up on him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He didn�t want to chase her away, but it did help keep her from asking to move in. She wanted to be less of a booty call, and he wanted less of a relationship. They hadn�t found a middle ground yet. Regardless, right now it didn�t matter. He just needed his focus back, if he got too distracted this wouldn�t be nearly as fun.
He opened the door and foul, stale air greeted him. The light was out, and he�d boarded up the windows to prevent any escape attempts. He tried to turn the lights on, but the room remained dark. Maybe the bulbs were burnt out.
�Hey kid, wake up.�
She didn�t reply. If she�d hurt herself, it would ruin his entire weekend. He propped the door open wide to let as much light in from the hallway as possible. The other doors in the house were locked if she tried to run. He could catch her before she would be able to get them open. He dragged a chair over beneath the ceiling light and grabbed a new bulb from the hallway closet. Her dark shadow hid in the furthest corner from him, cowering.
But the room smelled so foul. She�d probably messed herself. He�d deal with that next. He climbed up on the chair and removed the cover to the light. The bulb had been removed. Could the girl be that clever?
�You like the dark or something?� he asked, not really expecting an answer. He screwed the new bulb in. He heard her move from her corner. This could still be fun, he thought, maybe she�s going to run now. The light came on, almost blindingly. He never looked away in time when he changed bulbs.
He looked down expecting to see the girl. Instead he stared into the horrid, rotting visage of someone that looked dead and dug up. It startled him so bad he lost his balance. With his arms flailing the chair tipped to the side and he fell hard to the floor.
The thing stared down at him and said, �I prefer the dark.� It kicked the door closed and turned out the lights.
Lance scrambled backward, a horrible pain emanating from his hip from how he�d landed. He tried to listen for the thing, to tell where it was, but he couldn�t hear anything over the pounding of blood in his ears. �Who are you?� he shrieked.
He felt hot moist breath against his cheek. �I let the girl out,� the thing said with a voice like loose gravel, �I thought we should be alone.�
Lance did not quite last a week.
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