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Аннотация
The mountain has provided Jessie with everything a growing kid could ever need: safety, shelter, an education. Then Ginger went dark. Now Jessie needs spare parts to fix the robot, but the world outside is nothing like what�s described in the books from the Oldworld. A mountain education didn�t prepare Jessie for this.
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�LOOKIN� TO TRADE, KID?� The shopkeeper�s face is scarred; smudges of dirt cross his forehead, a hand-rolled cigarette bounces on his bottom lip with each word.
�You got any oil?�
He reaches under the counter and sets a tiny jar filled with amber liquid on the scarred slab of wood.
�No.� I shake my head. �Motor oil.�
The tiny jar disappears; a new jar with coffee colored liquid takes its place. �What else?�
�Two bolts.�
One thin brow rises in interest. �Bolts? Metal like that�s hard to come by.� He drops an elbow on the counter, rests his chin in hand, taps stained fingertips on a hallowed cheek. �What�s a kid like you wantin� bolts for?�
Ash drops from the cigarette in a flutter of flakes like snow from old picture books.
�Wheelbarrow needs fixing.�
�Hm.� The shopkeeper reaches behind the counter again. �Still using wheelbarrows these days?�
�Still buying potatoes from the commune down the road?�
Shopkeeper grunts as he pushes himself to standing using the counter as support. �Work there?�
�Work lotsa places.�
�Best potatoes for miles.� The shopkeeper drops two bolts next to the jar of oil. �Soil�s so rotten nothing else will grow.� He pinches the cigarette between his fingers, sets it on a rusty can filled with ash and tiny bits of rolling paper. �Last two bolts for fifty miles, at least. Been keeping them underground. Ever had a tomato, kid?�
�What�s a tomato?�
The shopkeeper laughs, hearty and deep until he starts coughing uncontrollably.
I wait for him to calm down, itching to get out of this place. Don�t like the dim of the shops. Don�t like the closeness, lack of safe places to hide.
�Tomato was a�� The shopkeeper glances behind me. �Don�t worry about it. Plenty of things from the oldworld you�ll never taste.� He sets his hand over the jar and the bolts. �What�s your trade?�
Reaching into my pack, I pull out a coyote hide and set it on the counter.
This elicits a double eyebrow rise from the shopkeeper. He spreads both of his hands across the gray fur, petting it.
�Used to have a German Shepherd, �fore the world went to shit.� Shopkeeper clears his throat. �Had him at my side for a long time. Since I was a kid. Dusters came in one day, took him away,� he knocks on his pant leg, a hollow sound, �took �em both. Dog and leg. Ate �em for dinner no doubt.�
�That was nobody�s pet. Caught it in the wild.�
�Worth more than a baby food jar of oil and two bolts.� The shopkeeper picks up his cigarette, takes a deep drag, exhales the smoke from his nose.
�I can catch a live one for you.�
Dark eyes focus on me. �Shouldn�t make promises you can�t keep.�
Stretching up on my toes, I pluck the cigarette from his mouth, take a deep drag, exhale the smoke in a staccato of rings.
�Once upon a time it was illegal for a kid your age to smoke.�
�I keep my promises.� I nod to the pelt, exhale a last mouthful of smoke. �Favor equals a favor.�
�What do you want?�
�Need five by seven sheet of stainless steel, two more bolts, three nuts.�
The shopkeeper whistles. �That kind of metal will get your ass added to the registry. Before you know it, kid, authorities will be hauling your scrawny butt off to the smelter.�
The shop windows darken; didn�t think the sepia haze of the world outside could get any darker.
�Probably them now.� The shopkeeper grabs the pelt.
I grab the oil and bolts, shove them in the hidden pocket of my pack.
�The metal?� I ask.
�The dog?�
After a quick calculation, �Two days. Maybe less.�
The flooring rumbles under my feet.
�Guess we meet again in two days.� The shopkeeper drops to his knees, pulls open a trapdoor and climbs inside.
I adjust my pack and run out of the shop.
The world outside is a windstorm of dust. A Sentinel hovers over the building that houses the shops, no doubt scanning the inhabitants. Sprinting for the edge of its shadow, I�m eager to escape them finding what�s hiding in my pack, eager to escape the pulse of the drone scanner increasing its radius.
Boom.
Ten feet.
Boom.
Twenty feet.
Boom.
I leap to the edge of the Sentinel�s shadow, claw at the air, hit the dirt knees first and roll.
Boom.
Clear.
I scramble to my feet, add more dust to the drone wind and take off for the mountains in the distance. The bolts start to clang against the glass of oil. Afraid of it breaking, I swing the pack to my front and hold it against my chest. Precious cargo. Took me months of scouting out that shop to work up the courage and ask for what I really wanted. Took me months of hiding in the shadows, figuring out how to dress, swear and smoke. A mountain education didn�t teach me any of that.
I run through narrow streets, foul smelling and dark, until I reach the dirt road that leads to the mountain.
This land used to be rich. Grass covered every inch, there was a river, trees. Now it�s all ocher and dryness. Few live very far from the shops, the pipes that trickle rust stained water and government slop for dinner.
As far as I know I�m the farthest away with an eight mile hike to the base of the mountain. I rarely ever walk the full eight miles though. I�ve got underground tunnels that get me where I need to be.
�Jessie?�
I stop in my tracks at the sound of Nettie�s voice. Should have known better, I�m never able to get past the barn without her noticing.
The old woman moves from behind a potato stand built into the front porch of her house. Rotting rattan bins are nearly empty. �What are you running from?� she asks.
Shifting my pack into place, I catch my breath. �Drone at the shops.�
�No reason to run unless you�re hiding something.� Nettie settles her fists on her hips. �You�re not hiding something. Are you?�
�Course not.� I pat my bag. �Just had to pick up a few things.� I point at the mountain. �They want me back before dark.�
�Was a time when sending a kid your age out to traipse across burnt-up land like this was illegal.� Nettie rounds the potato stand. �Your people have more stock for me?�
�Just brought a batch three days ago.�
�Know how folks are nowadays. Food like that, few and far between. Sold the potatoes for a price. Kept the crew here turning new soil to get our crops up and running again.� Nettie�s eyes narrow on my pack. �I�d like to purchase more stock.�
I take a step back. �I�ll tell them.�
Nettie cocks her head to the side. �Heard a rumor your people like to fix things.�
My heart thumps. My people.
Nettie walks to the potato stand, reaches to the shelves behind. She�s carrying a figurine as she walks towards me. Holds it out. �Can they make it dance again?�
I�ve never seen anything like it before. A human figure, thin arms and legs, erected on the point of a tiny foot, slender fingers reaching for the sky with the strangest clothing�muted pink, frilly cloth around its waist.
�Ballerina. Someone gave that to me a long time ago.� Nettie holds the figurine at the base. �Innards are plastic.� She flips it over, presses a button on it�s back that pops open a door. �Started using plastic when the great metal harvest began.�
The mechanics are transparent, the tooth of a gear is broken, jamming the motor and a spring is bent to the side.
�Means a lot to me.� She snaps the door closed. �Think your people could fix it?�
�Most likely.� I reach out to take the figurine.
Nettie steps close. Too close. �Better bring this back now. Don�t care how many bushels of potatoes you bring. This here�s special to me.� She pushes the figurine against my hand. �If you don�t bring it back��
�I�ll bring it back.� I shove the thing in my pack.
�Why they always sending you out to run their errands?� Nettie glances at the mountain.
�I�m the fastest.�
Nettie doesn�t seem impressed. Her thin lips press in a straight line. �Better be on your way.�
With a quick nod, I head for home.
Nettie isn�t so bad. The woman could be sweet, could be a viper if need be. I don�t think she ever had kids; maybe that�s why she takes such an interest in me. Some women are like that; nurturing, protective of the feral children they find. At least, that�s how they are in the books.
This last stretch of land is the worst. There�s no shade on the road and the sun is nothing more than a punishment in the sky.
There�s one more house I have to pass. The man who lives there likes to be called Mister.
�Hey kid.�
I startle, didn�t notice him hiding in the shadows beneath a cluster of craggy leafless trees.
�Mister.� I keep walking.
�Where you headed so fast?�
Slipping my left hand into my pocket, I grasp the bone-knife hidden there. �Home.�
�Strange. You call that mountain home. Was up there yesterday, didn�t see a single trail, house, or garden.�
�Must not�ve looked hard enough.�
Mister pushes away from the tree, takes a step in my direction. He�s tall, feet taller than me. He�s younger than Nettie and the shopkeeper. There�s something about Mister that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand at attention. He�s a bad man.
�Was a time a kid your age was sold for a pretty penny, or a cup of coffee, warm bed.� He glances at the mountain. �Could sell you for more than a pile of scrap-metal.�
I take two steps away. �That mountain would hunt you down. They�d never let you do that to me.�
Mister looks me up and down, head to toe. �They�ll probably sell you themselves when the time comes. When you�re ripe.�
�No.� I start walking, don�t want him to see me run, don�t want him to see that he scares the shit out of me.
Mister laughs, doesn�t stop until I can barely hear him shouting, �Everyone does it. Can�t buy innocence like you anymore.�
Screw this.
I run.
I run until the meeting with Mister is nothing more that a memory, until the only thing I feel is excitement from the approaching comforts of the mountain.
There�s a howling in the distance, the sound of a pack on the run, searching. Searching just as desperately as the rest of us.
The land here�s so flat Sentinels are visible from a hundred miles away. At night they�re difficult to see but I notice the silent flicker of a red beacon in the distance.
I need to get underground.
Dropping to my knees near a slowly dying Joshua tree, I dig with my hands. Heavy sand slides through my fingers, blows into my mouth and eyes with the evening wind. I feel the sharp pang of a busted fingernail. Sliding my hands along the wood, I grip the handle and pull, slip below ground. The night wind will cover my tracks and the trapdoor access.
This space is left over from the old government. Prewar. That�s what the manuals say. Reinforced with feet of concrete, a hundred drones could be above scanning and never know what�s hidden under this mountain. Room upon room, supplies, electronics, water recycler, clothing stranger looking than the dim rags worn by the people down at the shops, a thousand feet of impeccably labeled bins with freeze dried foods, foods I�ve never seen or heard of besides on the smooth pages of the Encyclopedia Britannica from the library. Under the mountain, there�s everything a small group of people would ever need to survive a hundred years or more. If they didn�t mind living in the past.
The computerized imitation of a barking dog greets me. Gears hum, nearly-bare rubber tires slip on smooth concrete floor.
�Hi, Samson.� I pat the mechanical dog on its head.
Dim lights illuminate the hall. The generator running on min-power for years provides just enough light.
Beep. Bop. Samson follows me, his wheels squealing.
I set my pack on a chair and dig through it. I pull out the jar, bolts, and the figurine that Nettie wants my people to fix. I set everything on the workbench. Oil sloshes in the jar. I open a drawer, pull out a brush, dip it in the oil then paint it on Samson�s squeaky parts.
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I NEVER CAUGHT THAT wolf. I didn�t skin it or stretch it. I pulled it off the wall of one of the rooms below the mountain. There are other animal hides in there; exotic cats, rhinoceroses with the horns intact, otter, beaver and more. Recollections of what once was wild, someone thought important to preserve. Never liked that room much. Understand the idea of hunting; there is just something creepy about filling the room with dead things.
This will be the third time I�ve been in the room.
I flip on the light. Samson is at my heels, the only sound he makes come from his nearly bare tires. A wolf hide is attached to the same wall as the coyote, creatures that are a mix of man�s best friend and fearless hunters. I pull the hide off of the wall and run out of the room. It feels haunted in there.
The wolves live on the other side of the mountain. Away from the shops and the farm and the creepy man. The wilderness side. Creatures roam free, predators that would eat their young before starving to death. The wilderness looks different; the sky is bluer, there�s grass, dust doesn�t choke the air. The humans never cross the mountain, we�re not allowed.
The wild side of the mountain still has a river, the banks thick with mud. I wait until dusk, take off all of my clothes and roll in the mud until it�s generous on my skin. I drape the wolf pelt over my head and down my back, pray that the wildlife over here doesn�t recognize me for what I really am.
At the base of the mountain is a small cave. The alpha roams not far from the opening, head down, eyes sharp. He lifts his snout to the rising moon and releases a thrilling howl. The pack takes off.
I make my move.
The cave is dark, moonlight reflects off of ten sets of eyes. They near the opening to the cave, interested in this mud caked animal. Pot-bellied and long legged, the pups amble closer. A frail squeak echoes. Out wanders the runt of the litter, half the size of the others. I don�t hesitate before reaching in and grabbing the pup. I hold it close to my chest and take off running for the mountain.
The wolf pup is warm, a tiny fire in my hands. I get home and cleaned. Samson has never worked harder in his robotic life. The wolf pup litters the floor, tears the corners off of carpets and blankets. All of that is forgotten when it crawls into my bed at night, curls up next to my side. I�ve never been so warm in my life. Never had a pet with a heartbeat.
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I HAND NETTIE A BAG of potatoes. Behind the barn, off in the distance, drones are digging up the land, dredging something rusted and creaking out of the ground.
�They been working on that for two days. So heavy drones keep bustin� their own parts.�
�What is it?�
�Old tractor. Must�ve gotten stuck in the mud eons ago.� Nettie uses her hand to shield the sun. �Slated for the smelter. Tragic really. If someone could get it running, would help turn the soil faster than them.� Nettie thumbs towards one of the fields. Two women and three men are digging.
A whining sound breaks the moment of silence.
Nettie�s eyes zero in. �What�ve you got there?�
I press my hands against the pack, soothing what�s inside.
�Don�t hold out on me, Jessie. Your people dealing livestock now?�
�No.� I back away.
Nettie frowns, disbelieving. �Did they fix my ballerina?�
�Nearly. Just a few more days. I�ll bring it as soon as it�s done,� I promise.
Nettie lifts the bag of potatoes. It�s enough to distract her from what�s in my bag.
�Better be on your way, kid.�
I turn and head for the shops.
The door groans, wood on wood hinges that swelled with the last rain season, then dried, cracked, the empty space filled with sand and lament.
�You�re back.� A cloud of smoke surrounds the shopkeeper.
I close the door, lock it.
�Straight to business.�
�Yes.�
Walking past frayed clothing, hats that have lost their form, glass plates and ceramic teacups, I stop. The teacups are like nothing I�ve seen before. The mountain doesn�t have teacups like this�solid porcelain, chipped, filled with shiny glue. Cups that echo of life. I select a pale blue one, start walking again. I make it to the wooden countertop, set the teacup down, adjust my pack.
�Did you get what I asked for?�
The shopkeeper crouches behind the counter. When he stands again he places the pieces of metal that I requested in front of me.
�I�d like to add the cup.�
�Bring what I asked?� He sets his cigarette in the can of ash.
I swing my pack to the front, unzip it, use two hands to pull out the wolf pup.
The shopkeeper barely moves.
�That�s not a German Shepard.�
�Don�t make German Shepards anymore.� I set the pup on the counter. �At least not in these parts.�
Sharp nails scrabble until the pup gets a grip in the deep scars of the countertop.
The shopkeeper looks indecisive. He eyes the pup.
�What if that thing eats my face in the night?�
�Better one night with a friend than a lifetime alone.� Picking up the cigarette, I take a drag.
The wolf pup whines. I set my free hand on the back of its neck, feel the warmth, the softness of its fur, the bones of a spine that tell me all I need to know about how the pack treated the runt of the litter. It stops whining, settles on its belly, rests its chin on the counter.
I take another drag of the cigarette. Let whatever the shopkeeper rolled up in there give me strength.
�The cup will cost you.�
I jam the cigarette into the can of ash, unzip my pack and pull out a box, slide it across the counter.
�What�s in that?� he asks.
�Open it.�
Stained fingers, nails blackened and skin scarred, the shopkeeper rips the top of the box off. �Sweet lord.� He pinches the stem between two fingers, lifts. �Where did you get this?�
�The mountain.�
While he�s distracted, I grab the metal and the teacup, shove it in my bag and back away.
�Last time I tasted one of these� was younger than you.� He glances up, doesn�t seem to care that I�ve made it halfway to the door.
The shopkeeper lifts the fruit to his nose, closes his eyes and inhales. The pup stands, sniffs at his arm.
My back is against the door.
The shopkeeper licks the fruit, settles his lips against it and sucks. Seems he�s unsure of what to do. The fruit couldn�t last more that a bite, or a mouthful. The label said Roma, took less than a heartbeat to rehydrate.
I run out of the shop with my bounty. Drones are off in the distance, headed this way. I run past Nettie�s potato stand. I run past Mister�s creepy shadows. Don�t have time to stop and chat. Need to get this stash underground.
Sentinels are getting closer, faster. It�s like they know I�ve got a pack full of metal. They want it.
Behind an outcropping of rocks, I drop to my knees at the Joshua tree, dig and dig and dig.
The earth dances under the pulse of the Sentinel scanners.
Boom.
Fifty feet.
Boom.
Forty feet.
Boom.
Pull the trap door, slide and scramble.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
The drone�s scanner picked up the hint of metal. Now it wants in.
Rocks and dust fill the narrow hole. I slide, spin, push off with my heels to go faster. Pebbles slide down with me. Cool air hits my back. The change in angle, a flat floor. I�m going too fast to stop. Head over heels, pebbles blast my face, the sheet of stainless stabs me in the side as I roll. The drone is still trying to pound its way in. I scramble to my feet, hear the familiar sound of Samson in the hall on his way to greet me.
�Go to sleep,� I shout to the robotic dog.
Silence.
I slap the red button near the door. The mountain pulses, a slab of iron slams down to block the tunnel. I am tossed to the side as the mountain blows the access tunnel.
There goes my fastest route to town.
Drones will be digging for days, won�t find a thing but rock before they give up. They won�t dig deep enough to find the blocked access.
I roll, limp to my feet, find Samson in the dim illumination.
�Wake up.� The dog comes to life, barks, wheels around me. �Good boy.�
Warmth oozes down my side. I shrug off my pack. The stainless steel edge ripped through the burlap and stabbed me in the ribs. I can sew the pack. I lift my shirt, skin flaps with the movement revealing a gaping hole. Guess I could stitch up myself as well.
Samson�s head tics to the side, he whines.
�I�m fine.�
I empty the bag.
The teacup shattered. Nothing but chips and shards of porcelain. That�s disappointing. I planned on imitating a picture from a book, drinking tea with my pinkie-finger extended just-so.
�Get the med kit.�
Samson goes, squeaking away down a dark hallway.
I peel off my shirt, walk to the kitchen and clean the wound. A mountain education got me a few things, including basic medical training. I drop the shirt on the floor. Samson returns, spitting a med kit at my feet. He collects the torn shirt and takes it away. I�m not sure where he takes it. I just know it will be returned, cleaned and folded. I don�t know everything about the mountain and how it works. Ginger went dark before I learned those details.
After dousing my wound with antibiotic powder, I think better of the stitches and decide on a pressure dressing.
I get a fresh shirt, return to the workbench and get to work, fixing Ginger.
Ginger is a leftover from early twenty-first century engineers, prewar, of course. Buried in the mountain by the people before, to help. Buried with a mountain full of junk, enough food to last a lifetime and� me.
Blue lights and decorative paint give Ginger a human-like appearance. Loose in the joints, a bit shabby, scraped and marred. He is not human, earned his name from the bright orange paint job, but he�s real to me.
Samson got in the way, Ginger tipped over and smashed his case. There isn�t too much broken inside, just the bolts that held certain things in place.
I reach for my tools, scoot closer in my chair. Holding a flashlight in my mouth, I grip the bolt and twist the nut securing the projector in place until it�s tight. Something�s not right, too much tension on the other side of the support. Another bolt head snaps. Rust clouds the air as the bolt head bounces off of the inner chest plate, ricochets, hits me just below the eye.
I mutter words learned at the shops, throw the wrench across the room.
Samson spins after the tool, sweeps it up in his collection chamber and returns, spitting it out at my feet.
I need more metal.
The fixed ballerina figurine smiles at me from the corner of my worktable. I shove it in my bag.
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I LEAVE IN THE DARK, watch the drones as they try to tear the farm equipment from the poisoned land. Creaking, screeching of metal on metal pierces the night. The arm of a drone snaps off.
I make a run for it.
The busted drone flies away, its replacement a red beacon in the distance. I�ve got five minutes before the next one shows up.
The drone arm broke on a joint, twisted metal reveals innards of tiny bolts, springs, everything a kid like me could ever want. I drag the arm, settle it between my legs and start working, disassembling everything I can get my hands on. Ragged edges rip my skin, blood streaks steel. I get five bolts, four springs, a handful of bushings, a few gears, six nuts, two bloodied fingertips. I shove the collection in my pocket.
Boom.
Dust kicks up under the flight path of the oncoming Sentinel. I stand, run. Round the barn, drop down next to the potato stand.
Nettie�s front door opens, she�s standing there in bedclothes, a bone sword gripped in her hand.
�Jessie?� She sets the weapon down. �What are you doing out here at night?�
I open my pack, pull out the figurine and pass it to her. �Had to deliver this.�
I flip the switch. The ballerina twirls on dainty toes.
Nettie�s expression softens. �There was a time�� She clutches her free hand to her chest. In the moonlight, her eyes turn glossy. �You shouldn�t be out after curfew. Can�t believe your people would allow it. If the Sentinels hear you��
�I�m quiet.�
The twisting screech of metal on metal echoes.
Nettie leans, gets a glance at the drone working in her backyard. �Won�t be sleep again tonight. You better go, while it�s distracted.�
I take off, running under the terracotta moonlight that�s so different from the pale silver described in the books. Plenty is different now; the light, the creatures, the people. It�s like the author who wrote those books in the mountain came from a different planet. It�s like�
Hands grab me. I stumble, nearly fall before being lifted.
�Hey, kid,� Mister�s voice is nothing but sinister. His eyes are dark voids.
My heart thumps against my chest.
The ground rumbles as the drone works two miles down the road.
�Went back up on that mountain. Nothing�s there.� Mister grabs the back of my jacket. �You know what I think, kid?�
I struggle to break free. �Don�t care.�
�I think you been lying all this time about your people.� Mister drags me against his body. �Told you, I�ll get a pretty penny for you.� He licks my cheek.
�Get away from me.� I try to kick but he steps on my feet.
Mister�s hand tugs my shirt up. �Nothing can save you out here. Not even your people. Not even whoever you�re actually living with up there on that mountain.�
Never had a reason to scream before, but this seems like a good time. The perfect time to test my vocal chords. I scream, louder than I�ve ever screamed in my entire life.
Dust blows as Mister slaps his hand over my mouth. He backs me against a dying tree trunk. Craggy bark digs into my skin, snares my hair in its grooves.
The replacement drone�s red beacon shifts in the sky. The pulse on this Sentinel is softer, the searching throb barely vibrates the ground.
Mister is saying things, terrible things a kid my age should never hear. He�s so busy trying to figure out the ties on my pants he doesn�t notice the wind has shifted.
Boom.
Mister tugs at my clothes.
Boom.
I reach in my pocket.
Boom.
�Gonna make your people wish they never let you outta their sight.� He licks his lips.
Boom.
I shove a handful of screws and bushings in Mister�s open mouth. Push my fingers across his wet tongue, deep down until he gags and swallows.
Boom.
The drone lights up green. It�s found metal.
Mister�s eyes go wide as the drone�s arms latch onto his shoulders. Blood seeps around its pinschers.
I drop to the ground, still underneath Mister�s shadow as he�s lifted to the collection chamber. He�s screaming now, screaming words a kid my age should never hear.
I flip him the bird, a gesture learned at the shops. I lay still as a stone while the drone takes off, returning to the smelter with its bounty.
After the dust settles, I make my way back to the mountain.
I run across open desert, three miles under the moonlight with my heart beating out of my chest, fresh tears waiting to fall. I never thought a bad thing before, but I hope the government rips Mister apart getting those bolts out of his gut.
Wolves are howling. Probably looking for their missing pup. I wonder if they programmed Samson to howl when I�m gone?
I drop down next to three boulders; they�re giant, look like they rolled off the mountain. The middle one is hollow. I snap open the trapdoor and slide to safety.
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I USE THE NEWLY COLLECTED screws and nuts, secure the slab of stainless in place over Ginger�s back. The steel doesn�t match the rest of the paint job, but it�ll do.
Samson makes a panting sound, nudges my foot.
�I know. I know.� I pat Samson on his head. �Been a long time.�
I push the red button.
Ginger hums to life. Chirps and beeps as he runs through the startup program.
Eyes blink. �Hello. Jessie.�
Samson�s tires slip and slide as he spins in circles with animated excitement.
�You�re back.�
�How long has passed?�
�Fourteen months. I want to see him.�
Ginger raises rudimentary arms, tests his grips, gyrometrics beneath skirted legs roll him in a circle. The machine opens a port on its chest, video plays across the room on the flat wall.
A man in black slacks, a white dress shirt and black tie says, �Sweetheart.� The voice, familiar, I�ve tried a hundred times to remember but never had it this perfect. �You�ve grown.�
Everyday for thirteen years, I woke up to the same phrase.
I reply with my typical response, �Can�t stop growing.�
The man smiles, proud. He�s just as handsome as I remember. High cheekbones, a dimple in his chin. The boys and men of the shops pale in comparison.
�I�ve missed you,� I say. Even though he is only an image of black and white, I imagine the true color of his eyes to be blue, swirling, mesmerizing, a cloudless sky.
I might be just a kid but I�m old enough to know that the man on the wall is nothing more than an animation, voice recordings that�ve been altered, restrung into new sentences, programmed to adjust to my age and respond to certain conversations. Still, this hasn�t felt like home since he�s been gone.
He squints at the machine projecting his image; squats down like a street merchant inspecting a broken wheel. �How did you fix it?�
�I left to search for parts.�
�It�s not safe for you to leave the mountain.�
�I know. But I had to do something. I had to fix you.� I step closer to the image. �The people out there aren�t like the books we�ve read.�
�They never are. This world isn�t for people who break easily or must be carefully kept. Never was.�
�You should have warned me.�
The man blinks. Must not have a proper response programmed.
�Anyways. I did it. I fixed you.�
He frowns. �You were never meant to leave. Not until the time was right.�
�I got out and I got back in. But there were things I saw, things I�ve done.�
The man in the image, his eyes narrow. �What did you do?�
I demonstrate the gesture reserved for Mister, when the Sentinel was taking him away.
�Ah, Jessie, I raised you better than that.�
He did, raise me better than that, manners and all from the oldworld. Never had another soul to practice them on. When I left the mountain it seems the people out there wouldn�t know a manner if it slapped them.
The image flashes and he�s suddenly sitting in a high-backed leather chair. �You�re of age now,� he says. �You�re old enough. You�re people picked a timeframe.�
Strange, all I�ve known is Samson, Ginger, and him. They are my people. I don�t know the people he is talking about. Don�t remember them.
His face is placid, a lake before a storm.
�But�I lost fourteen months with you.�
�And you already went outside. You already saw. Now our time is done. The programming stops here.�
�But, I want more time with you. I worked so hard for more time!�
He is not real, I know this, but he is real to me�all I�ve ever known. He is all that matters. I want to say other things, things like you�re all I have, don�t leave me, and I�I love you.
�We can never go back. We have right now, though.� A pipe appears in his hand, and he puffs staccato rings of smoke that rise and disappear before reaching the border of the projection.
Better one night with a friend than a lifetime alone, my own words. My heart pounds in my chest. Aching, breaking. I want to throw something at him. Slap the stone that is nothing more than a projector screen at this moment. Wouldn�t be as satisfying as slapping human skin. He doesn�t have human skin.
�It�s too late, sweetheart.� He sips at a tumbler with dark liquid.
�Why?�
There is only silence as he puffs on his pipe, watching me.
My eyes burn. �Will you tell me about the world, at least? Teach me about the things I don�t know?�
�I can only tell you about the oldworld. The world from the books.�
The oldworld can�t help me. The oldworld can�t fix this part of me. This part is broken. More than just nuts and bolts and springs.
I grab a screwdriver from my toolbox and pop the stainless off of Ginger�s back, twist a bolt and shut down power to the projector. The image of the handsome man on the wall fades until there�s nothing but gray stone.
-The End-

Sign up for M. R. Pritchard�s Mailing List

Don�t miss out!
Click the button below and you can sign up to receive emails whenever M.�R.�Pritchard publishes a new book. There�s no charge and no obligation.
[image: ]
https://books2read.com/r/B-A-FMM-RXKDB
[image: ]
Connecting independent readers to independent writers.

Also by M. R. Pritchard

The Phoenix Project
The Phoenix Project
The Reformation
Revelation
Inception
Origins
Resurrection
The Phoenix Project Series, Books 1-3: The Phoenix Project, The Reformation, and Revelation
Standalone
The Safest City on Earth
Muse
Midsummer Night�s Dream: A Game of Thrones
Heartbeat
Watch for more at M. R. Pritchard�s site.

About the Author

M.�R.�Pritchard is a two-time Kindle Scout winning author and her short story �Glitch� has been featured in the 2017 winter edition of THE FIRST LINE literary journal. She holds degrees in Biochemistry and Nursing. She enjoys long walks on the beach and reading under the shade of palm trees. To receive updates on new releases sign up for her newsletter at http://eepurl.com/TXnkL
Visit her website MRPritchard.com or her blog http://secretlifeofatownie.blogspot.com/ where she writes about all things books.
Read more at M. R. Pritchard�s site.

Copyright

Published by Midnight Ledger, 2020.
This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.
HEARTBEAT
First edition. January 31, 2020.
Copyright � 2020 M. R. Pritchard.
Written by M. R. Pritchard.

OEBPS/images/img00005.png
BOOKS) /READ





OEBPS/images/img00003.png





OEBPS/images/img00004.jpg
Sign Me Up!





OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
H EAsl T B 4G
}~; y3 o

Lt‘ ,
M. R.TTPRIFFEE AT





OEBPS/images/img00002.png





