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      The Counter was coming. The being made of gears and scales, it was coming to remove all the coin from inside Lane and count how much he was worth.

      Lane didn't believe he was worth much. Not worth much to The Counter anyway. He believed he was worth more than all the coin in the dark Counter's heart when it came to the people he loved, and those who loved him. Why stop there? That love was capable of moving on from those he knew and the strangers he passed most every day.

      The Counter was not important. For all its ledgers, no value could be placed on It. It could not come up a value higher than the human heart.

      This Lane believed.

      Whenever The Counter came a calling and the counting began, the life of the individual hangs in the balance. If the coin held enough value in an individual, that individual would be allowed to live and coins replaced inside to be counted once again on some future date. If not enough is counted, the individual would be scrapped, parted out like some unrepairable, dysfunctional machine.

      He had had four other Counter visits in his lifetime, saw its scales dropping slowly, but certainly onto the side of death. The life side, grew lighter with each visit, his worth picked away by the erosion of time.

      He lived in a one bedroom apartment on floor 102 of a two hundred story skyscraper. His home didn't have a window to look over the urban horizon, never to set eye on a live sunrises or sunsets in the comfort of his own home. His wall screens gave him that option, but on a smaller two foot by two foot scale, and only three hours after a sunrise or sunset. He could choose a view from the building, from the 102nd floor. Or from the coastline in the east, west, or even the southeast. If his worth had been more, he could get a view, a real one, a live one. And a more spacial apartment, one thousand feet (or more!) instead of the five hundred.

      He knew others who increased their worth and The Counter's life scale grew heavier and dropped while the death side grew light and vaulted higher. In today's society you could look where other people lived and for how long to know the outcome of a visit from The Counter.

      Lane prepared for The Counter's visit.

      From the dozens of friends, neighbors, family, and former lovers he asked, six had agreed to help him when The Counter came to visit. The ones who declined the request said the standing up for someone was unprecedented and the idea flawed--the counting would be the result of the coin inside him, not who stood with him. No matter what they did, even if they contributed coin.

      Lane accepted their decision and forgave them. He knew the fear. The gears and scales could be menacing as well as mesmerizing. He knew of diminished value, even though none those people mentioned it.

      The Counter arrived precisely as scheduled, through the front sliding doors of Lane's humble apartment. His friends waited behind the bedroom door. Until they came out, it would only be Lane and It.

      The Counter condensed to fit through the doorway and expanded like a balloon once inside Lane's home. Its torso gleamed with rotating brass gears inside a silk cloak the color of night. It glided an inch off the ground, the tail of the cloak flowing behind. It had four arms, two in the form of scales--those would be in the position on the human body, on each side at the shoulders, in the form articulating and rotating bars. The scale plates were gold and suspended by thin, taut wire from those bars. Two human arms extended from the sleeve of the cloak at mid-chest level on either side of the gears rotating inside. The hood of the cloak was pulled over its head and its face was shadowed except for two red glowing eyes and above those, a gauge with a red needle. Currently, the needle remained centered.

      "Prepare to be counted," It said with its mechanical voice.

      Lane stood in the living room, the faded upholstered furniture pushed against the walls to make room for the counting. The floor was linoleum and cold on his bare feet. He was naked, his zipper from the sternum to the belly button exposed. Lane's skin itched around the zipper and The Counter extended its hand, reaching for the pocket of coin inside of Lane.

      The Counter pulled at the zipper and the coins inside of him tumbled out and clanged and vibrated reverberated on the floor. There were lead coins and copper coins. Some nickel. A couple silver coins and, surprising even to Lane, a gold one. The Counter stretched one arm down and plucked coins, one by one, off the floor and placed them on the life scale. The death scale hung low and didn't begin to budge until a dozen coins were placed on the life side.

      Lane watched the scales with growing anticipation laced with apprehension. He hoped he was wrong, that he'd formed enough coin inside him to weigh heavy on the side of life. But as he saw the coins added and the scale didn't move in his favor, he grew determined to go through with it. After all he had nothing else to lose.

      The red needle above The Counter's eyes remained red-lined, in the area of death. Oddly enough, the other end of the gauge was as shadowed as his face, the side of life.

      When It added the silver and the gold to the scale, death hung heavy and dropped lower. Life remained high, light as a feather, and unobtainable Lane feared.

      "Your coins have been counted," It said. "And the balance is death."

      The news didn't come as a surprise. Before It could grab him and throw him into the
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