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CHAPTER 1: THE PRICE OF A HEARTBEAT
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The rain in the East End of London never felt like a blessing. It didn't wash away the grime of the coal factories or the stench of poverty that clung to the brick walls like a second skin. Instead, it was a persistent, icy reminder of everything the world withheld from those who lived in the shadows. For ten-year-old Ethan Carter, the rain was the sound of a countdown.

Inside their cramped, one-room apartment on the fourth floor, the air was heavy with the scent of damp wool and the metallic, sharp tang of illness. Ethan sat on a rusted metal chair, his eyes fixed on his mother, Elena. She was propped up against a pile of yellowed pillows that smelled of mildew. Every breath she took was a battlefield. It was a ragged, hollow sound—a whistle through a broken reed that seemed to shake her entire frail frame.

"Maa?" Ethan whispered, his voice small and trembling.

Elena didn't move. Her skin was the color of old parchment, stretched tight over her cheekbones. She had been a beautiful woman once—Ethan remembered her dancing in the kitchen when his father was still alive—but the years of working double shifts at the textile mill and the dampness of their apartment had turned her into a ghost.

Ethan reached into the pocket of his trousers, feeling the small, damp envelope. Inside were eight pounds. He had spent the last six weeks earning every penny. He had scrubbed the vomit of drunkards from tavern floors, carried heavy crates of coal until his small back felt like it would snap, and sold every scrap of copper he could find in the city’s gutters. Eight pounds was a fortune to a boy who hadn't eaten a full meal in three days. But it wasn't enough.

"I’m going now," Ethan said, standing up. "The chemist said he’d stay open until eight. I’ll be back with the blue bottle, Maa. The doctor said it would clear the lungs. Just... just hold on."

He didn't wait for a response. He knew the energy it took for her to speak was energy she needed to breathe. He threw on his thin, threadbare jacket and stepped out into the dark hallway. The stairs groaned under his weight, a chorus of wooden sighs that echoed his own exhaustion.

When he hit the street, the wind nearly knocked him back. The rain was blinding, turning the cobblestones into a slick, black river. Ethan ran. He ran until his lungs burned as much as his mother’s. He ran past the pawn shops and the shuttered bakeries, his heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird.

The pharmacy was a small, lit oasis at the edge of the slum. Mr. Henderson was already pulling down the heavy iron shutters when Ethan arrived, gasping for air.

"Wait! Please, Mr. Henderson, wait!" Ethan screamed over the roar of the storm.

The man paused, looking down at the shivering, drenched boy. Henderson was a man whose face was etched with the weariness of a thousand cold winters. "Ethan? It’s late, lad. I’m closed."

"The medicine, sir! The lung tonic for my mother. I have the money!" Ethan held out the envelope, his fingers blue with cold.

Henderson sighed and gestured for the boy to come inside. The warmth of the shop was intoxicating. It smelled of peppermint, clean paper, and the sterile safety that Ethan had never known. Henderson took the envelope and counted the crumpled bills with agonizing slowness.

"Ethan... there’s only eight pounds here."

"Yes, sir. That’s what it cost last month. I’ve worked every night to get it."

Henderson looked away, unable to meet the boy’s desperate eyes. "The price went up this morning, Ethan. The new shipment from the city... it’s twelve pounds now. Wholesale costs, taxes... my hands are tied."

The world seemed to stop spinning. Ethan felt a coldness in his stomach that had nothing to do with the rain. "But... I don't have twelve. I have eight. I’ll bring you the rest on Monday. I’ll clean your windows, I’ll sweep the sidewalk, I’ll do anything! Please, Mr. Henderson. She can’t breathe. If she doesn't get this tonight, she won't make it to Monday."

The pharmacist looked at the boy, and for a fleeting second, Ethan saw a flicker of humanity in his eyes. But it was quickly extinguished by the cold reality of survival. "I can't do it, son. If I start giving discounts to everyone in this neighborhood, I’ll be the one out in the rain. Business is business. No money, no medicine. That’s the law of the world."

He shoved the envelope back into Ethan’s hand and ushered him out. The door clicked shut. The 'Closed' sign was flipped. The light inside went dark.

Ethan stood on the sidewalk, the rain blinding him. He didn't cry. The tears had frozen somewhere deep inside his chest, turning into a wall of ice. He looked at the eight pounds. They were useless. They were just pieces of paper that had failed to save the only person he loved. He realized then that the world was a giant, heartless machine, and the only fuel it accepted was gold. Without it, you were nothing. You were dust.

He walked back home. He didn't run this time. Every step was a calculation. He felt a sudden, chilling clarity. He vowed that he would never be on the wrong side of a price tag again. He would become the man who owned the machine. He would become so rich that death itself would have to ask him for change.

When he reached the apartment, the room was quiet. The rattling had stopped. The only sound was the rain tapping against the window like a ghost wanting to be let in. He walked to the bed. His mother’s eyes were still half-open, staring at a ceiling she could no longer see. She looked peaceful, but to Ethan, she looked defeated.

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE
ALGORITHM

OF LOVE

LEO R: THORNE

A Story of Time, Reflection, and the Human Heart





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





