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About Elegant Literature
Magazine & Contest

Elegant Literature is a magazine focused on publishing new writers. At its inception, there were few publications—if any—that only
accepted work from aspiring talent and also paid professional rates.
We aimed to change that.
As far as we know, Elegant Literature is the only short fiction magazine willing to turn down work from famous authors. No Stephen
King’s or George Martin’s here. This policy gives unpublished authors a significantly less competitive market to submit work to, increasing their chances of publication.
Our goal is to help discover new voices in fiction, and publish talented beginners from around the globe.
Elegant Literature publishes work from all genres, and readers can
always find a free copy of every issue on our website.
Each issue of the magazine also corresponds to our monthly contest. One of the stories in the following pages has won the grand
prize. But we don’t reveal who it is in the table of contents. It wouldn’t
be fair for readers to skip over the other works.
We encourage you to read and enjoy each piece in the order presented. They have been curated intentionally. Please, discover the
winner naturally.
The list of honourable mentions relates directly to the contest.
If you read something you like, please consider connecting with
and supporting the author.
Click here for more information about submitting to the magazine.
Click here for more information about entering the contest.
Happy reading!
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Issue Prompt

Fearless Friendship
Write a story involving friendship, and a ring.
Who would you call to bail you out of jail? Is there a friend good
enough to drop what they’re doing and lend a hand? No, of course
not, because they’re locked up right beside you…
Our stories are full of fearless friendships: from grand quests fighting evil to owners rescuing pets. But fearless doesn’t need to be heroic. It can be that friend who’s always up for anything. Pushing our
comfort zone and forcing us to be brave, or dangerously reckless.
Friends stand up for us in hard times, give us a shoulder to cry on,
and fight back against our bullies and enemies. They speak their
minds when we’re in the wrong. A friend will push us to be better
and go further. So what, if they call and ask us to meet them in the
woods with a pair of shovels…
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T

HE STINK OF BURNING WRECKAGE filled Henry
Claremont’s nose as an acute pain in his leg brought him
back to consciousness. His crewmate, Robert Lewis, was
tightening a bloody bandage around one of Henry’s outstretched legs,
using his TL-122 flashlight tucked beneath his armpit to see in the
dark.
“Ah, steady!” Henry groaned as Robert cinched down the fabric in
place.
“Don’t snap your cap,” Robert replied calmly. Robert’s forehead
and cheeks were smudged filthy with dirt and what might be engine
grease or blood, Henry couldn’t distinguish which. Robert examined
his work with a slight nod of approval.
“You’ll live, Henry,” he said slumping back against the muddy wall
of a trench.
“How did we get here?” Henry asked, his last clear memory being
30,000 feet off the ground inside the B-17 he and Robert were assigned as gunners.
“Well Sergeant,” Robert said with a smirk, “Would you like to start
with getting shot down by the krauts, or after we crashed in the sticks
and I dragged your heavy ass across two fields to this trench?”
Henry tried to sit up straight, but a searing pain in his leg quickly
pulled him back to the damp ground.
“The crew?” he asked, breathing heavily.
“Dead,” Robert said grimly. “I recovered Jim’s service pistol, a few
sticks of beef jerky, a canteen of water and those bandages,” he said
pointing to his leg.
“How bad is?” Henry asked, nodding at a long red stain running
from his knee almost to his ankle. “There’s not much pain.”
“Just wait until the endorphins wear off…” Robert said.
“Give it to me straight, Bob!” Henry demanded.
“Your landing gear is busted, Henry-boy,” he replied. “I doubt you
can stand, let alone walk.”
Henry stared at his ruined leg, thinking back on his combat crew
transition training and the instructor that had set the entire class on
pins and needles as he quoted survival rates for air crews that got
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shot down behind enemy lines. As a gunner, it had been Henry’s job
to make sure this exact scenario didn’t happen, and he had failed
miserably. Henry had done well enough at operating radios at the
schoolhouse, but the combat part had been a constant struggle. It had
been Robert who had helped him through the training. Robert had
been something of a prodigy, and God knows why he had chosen to
take Henry under his wing. The rest of the class had been jealous
of him, but he and Henry had fallen in together, becoming thick as
thieves along the way. Now, Henry considered their odds of survival
and knew there was one variable that was shooting their chances
straight to hell; him.
“Well then,” Henry said, raising his chin proudly. “You know what
you have to do.”
Robert stared at him, his eyebrows drooping lower and lower with
disapproval. “And what would that be?” he asked at last.
“You’ve got to leave me here,” Henry said, wincing. “You’ve got
to get yourself to safety. Try to meet up with French resistance and
make your way to Switzerland. You still have a chance!”
Robert smiled kindly and shook his head side to side as he cut off
the flashlight, leaned back against his side of the trench wall, and
stared up at a full moon. He spun a thick golden ring on his left hand,
using his thumb and pinky to work the metal in a circle. Henry heard
a faint popping sound of machine gun fire in the distance. With only
one handgun between them, if the Germans came over the crest of
dirt, things would go belly up fast.
“I think I’ll stay a bit,” Robert said casually. “You were always
great for conversation. You’d be surprised how hard that can be to
find.” He rubbed his ring with his thumb.
“You’ve got a girl back home,” Henry protested, referring to the
ring. “I always thought it strange you never talked about her, but I
figured some men like their lives private.”
Robert just kept on smiling as he held up the ring, catching slivers
of moonlight. “I’m not married,” he said. “At least I haven’t been for
a long time.”
“Oh, sorry,” Henry said. “I just figured…”
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“Don’t sweat it,” Robert said. “In fact, did you know that wearing a
ring on this particular finger,” and he tapped his ring finger, “wasn’t
even a thing if you go back several thousand years. Maybe I should
have picked the pointer finger, or this one.” Robert shot a middle finger towards the direction of their downed plane.
“What do you mean, picked?” Henry asked with a confused chuckle.
“Henry, I’ve been watching you these last ten missions we’ve
flown,” he replied, ignoring the question. “I never fit in with the rest
of the crew, but you’ve always had my back, don’t think I didn’t notice.”
“What are friends for?” Henry mused, looking down at his bandages, noting a troubling amount of red. “I’ll tell you what, if the Nazis
don’t get us, I’ll buy you a cold beer when we get back.”
“Make it a Guinness, I’m partial to them.” Robert said, looking
Henry over with an appraising stare. “They might not let you drink
with that baby face though.”
“I’m twenty-three, same as you,” Henry replied.
“Huh?” Robert looked genuinely confused.
“Twenty-three, cabbage head,” Henry teased. “You told me when
we first met, we were the same age.”
Robert snapped his fingers and gave a mock ‘tsk tsk’ with his pointer finger. “Right you are Henry, right you are.”
There was a loud explosion several hundred yards away and Henry
felt the vibrations through the dirt, followed by inaudible shouting
and more gunfire.
“Getting close now,” Robert observed. “Tell me something Henry,
what would you do if you could live forever?”
“What?” Henry asked, dumbfounded. His heart was pounding and
it felt like a ball of ice was sitting in his stomach.
“What would you do if you could live forever,” Robert asked again,
speaking slowly, as if he had all the time in the world.
“Robert, you don’t have time for this, you need to go, now!” Henry
shouted, feeling a flash of anger towards Robert for having a means
to escape, yet choosing not to take it.
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“No!” Robert snapped. “I want to know, it’s important.”
“There’s no time!” Henry hissed, gripping his leg as he felt a fresh
stab of pain.
“Just tell me, and I’ll go,” Robert replied.
Henry could see he wasn’t going to budge. If he wanted to save his
bull-headed friend, he would have to humor him.
“I suppose,” Henry began, “I would see the world.”
“Meh,” Robert said, rocking his outstretch palm side to side.
“All of it!” Henry added. “Every square inch! Even the oceans!”
“Better,” Robert smiled.
“Who knows, maybe even one day, up there,” Henry pointed to a
cluster of twinkling stars high in the sky.
When he looked back down, Robert was staring at him intently,
two points of reflected moonlight in his eyes.
“And when you’ve explored it all, or as much as you care to, then
what?” Robert asked, a hint of bitterness in his voice.
“I don’t know, maybe settle down, try find love,” Henry offered,
trying to scan to top of the trench in the darkness.
“And when the people you love have all grown old and died, and
you’ve loved again and lost again so many times that their names and
faces all run together, then what?”
“Jesus, Bob,” Henry said, looking back. “I hadn’t even considered
that.”
“Well, consider it now,” Robert said flatly.
There was a fresh round of gunfire exchange as tracer rounds
zipped overhead, pressing Henry hard into the packed earth. There
was more shouting, closer now. Robert sat motionless, spinning his
ring, and watching Henry.
“Consider it,” he said again, almost in a whisper. “Would you seek
out death, knowing that this physical life held no more surprises?”
Henry didn’t want to dwell on such morbid thoughts, but he couldn’t
shake the way Robert looked at him. There was an eagerness to hear
Henry’s responses, a severe focus of Robert’s attention. Henry figured it was at least better to die speaking with a friend, than crawling
through the mud like an injured dog, only to get a bullet or knife in
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the back.
“I’d look for others,” Henry said. “Others that live forever. I’d form
a group, and we’d make decisions together. I’d figure out why we
were given our gift. I’d discover our true purpose.”
Robert nodded slowly, then rose to his feet.
“Are you sauced? Get down!” Henry shouted.
“There isn’t much time, Henry. I need you to listen and listen
good,” Robert said, producing their deceased pilot’s service pistol. “I
can try to explain things until I’m blue in the face, which will take a
long time, believe me. Or I can just show you and get that first shock
out of the way.”
“Bob, what in the he—”
Robert placed the pistol beneath his chin and pulled the trigger.
The shot was deafening, amplified by the walls of the trench, setting
Henry’s ears to ringing at once. Henry cried out in in horror, expecting to see the top of Bob’s head popping off like a fourth of July firework, but instead, the man sat on his haunches, alive and unharmed.
Henry looked wide-eyed at a small impacted bullet that had dropped
between his feet, the tip of lead blossomed like a smashed flower.
“Impossible,” Henry managed weakly.
“Even impossible has its limits,” Robert replied, placing his right
thumb and forefinger around his ring. “I want you to find the others…if they even exist. See the world and find the others.”
“But you…you…” Henry’s head was spinning.
“I’m very tired, Henry,” he said. “The things I’ve seen,” Robert
said, staring right through Henry to some distant memory. “I’m ready
for my next adventure, and it lies beyond this life.”
The shouting of German soldiers could be heard no more than 30
yards away.
“I wish there was more time,” Robert said regretfully. “I wish I
could explain things…guide you. I want you to promise me something. No matter what happens, you don’t surrender, do you understand me?”
“But my leg, I—”
“Promise me!” Robert shouted, making Henry flinch.
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“I promise,” Henry said solemnly.
“You keep fighting and keep moving,” Robert said with a quick
grimace as he slipped his ring over the knuckle and off his hand. He
quickly transferred the ring onto Henry’s left pointer finger. “Miles
to go before you sleep,” he smiled. Robert’s face went suddenly slack.
“Oh,” he said with a mix of wonder and surprise. His knees buckled
and he toppled sideways into the dirt, the gun spilling from his hand.
Henry stared at Robert’s lifeless body in disbelief, then looked to
the golden ring adorning his finger, shimmering in the light of the
full moon. A rush of adrenaline hit Henry, taking his breath as if
he had jumped into a pool of ice water. The throbbing in his leg
vanished, erased, the entire idea of pain already seeming foreign.
A burst of energy moved through his entire body, like sunlight had
been injected straight into his veins and he sprang to his feet, taking
in several exhilarated breathes. He leaned down and picked up the
pistol, looking up in time to see a half dozen German soldiers appear
at the top of the trench, shining flashlights and pointing their Karabiner rifles as they screamed orders in broken English. Henry stared
back, feeling his fears melt away, evaporating into the cool night air.
“I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing the golden ring with his thumb. “But
I made a promise.” He looked down towards Robert, but there was
only a flattened gunner’s uniform, motes of dust blowing out the collar and sleeves. “And I intend to keep it,” Henry said. He raised the
pistol and started to fire.
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Evan Gillespie

Evan Gillespie was born in Bethesda, Maryland, to a life as a military child. He moved around often in his youth, living all across
the country, eventually settling near the Blue Ridge mountains of
North Carolina after his father retired. He tried his hand at the
food industry for eight years, a grueling chore that bore the sweetest return. He met his wife Chelsey and they pressed forward together, leaving that behind as he entered into the United States Air
Force, currently serving his thirteenth year on active duty and becoming a proud father to four beautiful daughters along the way.
Throughout this time, one thing has never changed, and that’s a passion for writing. He’s written stories for over twenty years, amassing
a grand collection of tales and ideas. The writing realms he most like
to explore are science fiction, fantasy, and horror from time to time.
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Caleb Kliewer
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E

DIN HAD LOTS OF FRIENDS. Edin had made one friend
a day for 546 consecutive days and never lost a friend. Each
friend had a ring which Edin (who was quite fond of rings)
had given in token of his friendship. Edin’s friends wore their rings
proudly, never taking them off. They wore them to shower and bathe
and swim. To bed and to work. If it ever occurred to one of Edin’s
friends to take off their ring, they did not act on such thoughts.
Edin’s friends were always there for him, never letting him down.
When Edin needed them, they would come. Today, for example,
his car needed a new spark plug. Edin had not spoken to Joe, his
mechanic friend, in over a year. Yet here was Joe, wearing his ring
and smiling. Always smiling, Edin’s friends were. If they were with
Edin, that is. Joe, the mechanic, replaced the spark plug in good old
Edin’s car at the rather early hour of 6 o’clock. Still, Joe was smiling.
He was with Edin, after all. When the car was running again, Edin
drove off without thanking Joe, and Joe stopped smiling. Edin was
not there. So why should Joe smile? Joe rubbed the grime and grease
from his palms. He wondered when he’d get to see his friend Edin
again. He took special care to clean his ring, a bright silver smooth
thing, without actually removing it.
As Edin drove to the office where he worked and where all of the
people he worked with were his friends (ring and all). He wondered
vaguely if today would be the day. Probably not, but he still hoped.
Edin strolled into the office, late as always. What they did at Caddel
Securities, Edin didn’t know. He’d never asked. It looked like people
did something on computers all day for some other people.
Edin passed several smiling people, enthusiastically greeting him
as one greets an old friend. “Good morning!” and “hello, buddy!”
But not Taffy.
Edin had begun working at Caddel Securities after meeting Mr.
Caddel in a bar. Mr. Caddel became Edin’s friend. Mr. Caddel was
an exceedingly thin, short man. With large, stocky hands entirely out
of proportion to the rest of him. You couldn’t help noticing his hands
and, therefore, his ring.
It was purple. Edin had dumped a little blue plastic troll with flam18

ing red hair into his box. The box gave up the ugly ring, so ugly that
any sane woman would leave a man for wearing it, and you couldn’t
even blame her. As it happened, Mrs. Caddel was in the process of
divorce. Yet Mr. Caddel never took off his ring. Mr. Caddel, being a
decent man, had given his good friend Edin a job at his firm.
Taffy sat prim and proper and beautiful as always in her cubicle.
Her brown hands bare of jewelry. Taffy never wore rings, said she
didn’t like them. She wore other jewelry, but never any rings.
“Late again, Edin?” Taffy asked, shaking her head of dark brown
curls, not bothering to look up at him. “Better late than never,” Edin
said without enthusiasm as he went into his private office.
Edin ground his teeth. He hated Taffy. Life was so much easier
when everyone around you was a friend. “Today is the day,” Edin
said to himself, “Please, today be the day.”
Edin sat down and got out his box. He placed it gently on his large
desk, a desk he never used for anything except making rings and,
therefore, making friends. He had made rings from all sorts of things.
To make Samantha’s ring (the girl in the cubical next to Taffy), Edin
had squeezed a few blobs of toothpaste into his box. Out had come a
smooth pearl white thing, still smelling faintly of mint and fluoride.
Samantha liked that ring. Every so often, he’d catch her taking a
whiff of it, her face the picture of bliss.
Taffy. Nothing seemed to work on Taffy. Not plastic toys, plain
sand, or even horse teeth. In a fit of desperation, Edin had even tried
taffy candy. Today Edin had something new.
Edin opened his little perfectly square box reverently. It looked a
bit like wood and felt a bit like metal. He dropped in the old spark
plug, carefully shut the lid, gave it a little shake, and placed it back
on his desk. The box began to steam. It hummed and vibrated. Then
it went quite still. Edin fumbled with the lid, burned his fingers a bit,
then, more carefully, picked out the new ring. It was ugly. A rough
sandpaper texture, tarnished silver with splotches of brown rust. The
worst of both colors blended to ugly perfection. Edin sighed dramatically to himself. “Still, it’s worth trying,” he decided.
Edin walked over to Taffy’s cubicle. “Would you like to grab some
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coffee after work?” Taffy asked. Edin had been about to ask Taffy
to accept the ring when Taffy had interrupted, quite suddenly, like
a cat on a mouse who thought it was a cat. Edin still felt like a cat,
just a rather surprised cat. Most days, Taffy was a bit rude to Edin.
Since, to Taffy’s discerning eyes, it seemed that Edin didn’t really do
his share of work in the office. Which, of course, he didn’t. So like a
mad mouse stalking a cat, Edin said, “Yes! That would be fantastic!”
Edin put the ring in his pocket for later. Taffy smiled to herself once
Edin had gone. It was not a friendly smile because she was not Edin’s
friend. If Edin had seen that smile, he might not have gone to have
coffee after all.
The rest of the day in the office was rather dull. Edin’s friends did
things on computers, and Edin did not. Eventually, Taffy and Edin
walked together to the coffee shop on the corner. And they had coffee.
It was not very good coffee, but Edin wondered if it would make
a good ring. The fingers of Edin’s right hand ran over the box in his
pocket. His left fidgeted with the ring. Ready to give to Taffy any
moment now.
Edin asked the question. Not the question most men ask a woman while holding a ring. Edin asked the same question he’d always
asked, “Will you accept this ring as a token of friendship?” “No,
you and I will never be friends...” she paused. Edin tensed all over.
“Unless,” Taffy continued, “you show me how you make your rings.”
Without a second thought, or even a first one. Edin pulled out his
box, setting it on the little round table between him and her. Before
he could even begin to explain, the box was no longer on the table. It
was in Taffy’s hand.
Taffy, who a moment before thought of Edin as the most repulsive
creature in creation, suddenly realized he was rather endearing. His
smile, which she had thought was crooked and gapping and generally disturbing. She now realized was actually adorable, in a homeless
puppy sort of way. She decided to make him her friend. She thought
she should give him a gift—something to seal their friendship. Perhaps, a ring.
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Edin’s left hand had been holding a hideous ring a moment before
but was now, Edin realized, holding a beautiful piece of craftsmanship. Edin held up the ring, rich chocolate blended into chrome silver.
Taffy took the ring from Edin’s hand and, with a cheerful smile,
gave it back to Edin. Edin accepted the ring that used to be a spark
plug and placed it on his right forefinger. Eyeing it proudly, it gleamed
and glimmered as only such a thing can.
At this precise moment, Mr. Caddel of Caddel Securities realized
rather ruefully that his wife was right; purple was not a fashionable
color. Mr. Caddel put down his fork at the dinner table, stood up,
tore off his ring, and chucked it across the room. This fortuitous act
brought his wife to tears of joy and saved his marriage. Mr. Caddel
also made a mental note to fire Edin at the first opportunity.
Taffy put the box in her pocket, thinking about everything she could
make into rings and all the friends she would make. Edin smiled at
Taffy. And 545 other people simultaneously realized that they didn’t,
after all, like that Edin fellow very much. Nor did they like his rings
very much. But the little square box liked all of this very much. Very
much indeed.

21

Caleb Kliewer

I’ve been told I have too many hobbies. This is probably true. Card
magic, keeping bees, fencing, and a few more picked mostly at random. Naturally, telling stories tops the list. I will create a story that
will last a thousand years. Probably. If I can find the time.
IG: @calebmagician
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Kassie Killough

23

“HEY, WAKE UP,” DUCKY SAYS, followed by, “He ain’t wakin’
up, J.”
“Move,” Jack grumbles.
From my hiding place, crouched down at the edge of the thick
brush-line, I watch Jack drop to one knee and lean over the incapacitated man before doing something to his face. Ducky carelessly
twirls his gun in his hands, whistling a low tune.
The man on the ground jerks, then falls into a coughing fit and Jack
stands.
“Why you even wanna wake this asshole pig up? He ain’t deserve
last rites,” Ducky complains. He’s a cherry little spitfuck. Body
dumps like this are his favorite. Gives him the biggest thrill, he says.
I’ve had to tag along on a few before, though I never jump at the opportunity like Ducky—it’s just part of the job.
“Shut your mouth and learn some fucking respect.” And that’s Jack.
The only hitman I’ve ever heard of that has any shred of respect for
a human life. Even after decades on the job. He’s a quiet type. Old
school. Loyal to the Marchetti Family—our employer. His friendship
is one of the few I value.
I don’t think he likes certain aspects of this job, same as me, but
you don’t easily walk away from this life.
The unconscious man’s coughing fit slows until it dies out completely. Jack talks to the guy and I hear rough, disoriented responses.
Not surprising. We worked him over good back at the warehouse for
days. When it was my turn to have a go at him, Dean called me out
for going easy on him. Had to play it off as an old injury bothering
me.
The truth was in our mutual recognition, though he recognized me
before I him. His battered face an egregious contrast to the easy-going smile I grew up around. Knowing what was at stake, he played
dumb until we were alone, then all he asked me was, “Why, Hunt?”
Hunt.
I don’t go by Hunter Carnes anymore. I’m Danny Thomas.
When my oldest friend, Leo, called me by the only name he knew
for me, I slipped a finger up to my lips in a silent plea for him to stop
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talking. And he did. Especially once I started throwing the punches,
aiming for less vital areas that would only bruise him.
On the lakeshore, Jack is trying to steady Leo on his knees, but he
continues to sway, making Jack’s job impossible. Ducky is getting
antsy, his darkening silhouette dancing with anticipation.
I make a quiet dash from the brush and around the three men, until
I am behind Ducky. He is too busy complaining to Jack to register
my presence, giving me the opportunity to ease the blackjack from
my waistband and strike him over the head. He collapses into a heap
and Jack drops Leo in surprise.
Jack has trouble getting to his feet and even more trouble wrangling his gun from its holster.
Squaring my own gun at him and shaking my head, he eventually
sticks his hands up in compliance.
Smart man.
“Keys?” I ask.
“Ignition.”
His assessing stare sweeps up and down my body, but the mask
conceals my identity, leaving my unremarkable eyes the only feature
visible.
At my insistence, Jack removes the bindings from Leo’s hands and
feet, and tosses the two lengths of rope to me. I advance on Jack, securing his hands behind his back, then kicking in his left knee—his
bad knee. He drops to the ground, tipping over onto his back. Ducky
doesn’t receive the same courtesies as Jack does from me. Still unconscious, he gets hogtied.
I drag Leo’s naked body to Jack’s car, depositing him in the backseat and laying my jacket over his naked form before climbing in
behind the wheel.
Leo’s in bad shape. Every breath is a labored wheeze, with the
occasional cough, and he is out cold again. There’s no telling what
damage my guys did to him. Considering they knew Leo’s a cop
when they brought him in, odds are not great.
Once we’re back in the city, I park in the first deserted alley I come
across and climb in the backseat. “Leo, buddy, wake up.” Tapping
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his cold, ashen cheek a few times, he refuses to stir. Which is clearly
not a good sign. “Come on,” I plead, brushing his hair off his sweaty
forehead.
Specks of blood appear on his lips following a particularly bad
round of coughing.
“Shit. No, no, Leo…” Returning to the driver’s seat, I get us headed
to help. “Hold on, brother.”
“Marla, it’s Hunt.”
“What do you want?” her angry voice sounds out from the intercom beside the entrance to her apartment building.
“Can you let me in? Leo’s with me…he’s hurt.”
The only response she offers comes in the form of the building
door buzzing open. If there’s one thing Marla likes about me it’s that
I care about Leo. I can’t blame her, though. He’s a good man—a great
man. The best friend I’ve ever had. My only family. On any other
matter, I am pure evil in her eyes.
“Hunt, what in the world?” Both hands shoot up to cover her mouth.
Her pale, blue eyes filling with tears and worry when she meets us at
the entrance to her unit.
“Help him?”
She forces her horrified gaze from Leo’s bloodied face over to mine
and simply nods.
Leading me into her small apartment, back to a guest room, she has
me lay Leo on the bed. I remove my jacket from his torso and pull
a sheet over his lower body. Marla immediately jumps into doctor
mode—well, nurse mode. She’s a hell of a nurse, I know that without
a doubt. It’s why I brought Leo here. And because she understands
discretion.
Shooing me back out of the room, she ducks into the ensuite bathroom, hauling a large bag to Leo’s bedside. Medical supplies, I discover, by watching from the doorway.
“Wait in the living room,” she orders.
Grateful she didn’t tell me to leave entirely, I make my way to Marla’s plush couch and take a heavy seat.
26

He’ll be okay. I chant the mantra over in my head, willing it to
come true, because I can’t lose Leo. Not him, please.
“He should be in a hospital.”
Her shrewd voice startles me awake. Marla is standing in front of
me when I open my eyes, hands on her hips, her expression a mix of
that disdain she reserves for me and worry for Leo.
“Can’t do, Mar.”
She throws her hands up and blows past me, into the kitchen.
I stand and follow, falling behind to give her space. “How is he?”
“How do you think, Hunt? He’s hurt! Bad! Because of you! All you
do is hurt him, you selfish prick! I don’t understand why he still sticks
up for you.”
The words don’t sting like they should because I know they’re true.
Leo has fearlessly stuck by me for years, despite my own proclivity
for trouble. Even after mixing him up in some of that trouble in our
youth. And I don’t attempt to explain to Marla what actually happened. No point. She won’t see it any other way but my fault.
“Please, Mar. How is he?”
She shrugs this time, turning her back to me. “Go ask him yourself.” Pure venom in her low voice.
When I enter the bedroom, I find Leo propped back against a stack
of pillows, bent at his waist. A pained look pinned on his face and
eyes closed with his brow drawn way down the middle.
I quietly drag a chair over to the bed and take my seat. The lamp
on the bedside table illuminates his beaten face. Stitches beneath the
one eye I can see. A catheter is secured with tape in his chest. He’s
clean of his own blood now, at least.
“Hunt?”
“Right here, brother.”
He carefully turns his head to better face me. There are more
stitches on the other side of his face, some near his temple and butterflies along his jaw. Bruises everywhere. He forces a small smile,
his eyelids drooping. “You look like shit.”
I chuckle. “Better than you, ya ugly bastard.” He gifts me with his
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own chuckle. “What’s the prognosis?”
“Diagnosis,” he corrects and I roll my eyes. “I don’t know. Mar
used too many big words.” His speech is slow and slurred.
“What kind of worthless ass medic are you?”
“Former medic, jerk.” His languid grin negates the insult. “Couple
of broken ribs, I guess. My head is pounding like a bitch. And dislocated shoulder. Everything else just scratches an’ bruises.”
“What’s the thing in your tit for?” I ask, tipping my head towards
the catheter.
A confused look blooming on his face, he glances down at his
chest. “Oh, shit. Didn’t even see that. Pneumothorax maybe?”
“Marla get you the good stuff for pain?”
“Yeaaah. Don’t think I’d be so cheery without it.”
“I’m sorry, Leo. So damn sorry.”
“No worries, man. Part of the job.” He shrugs his good shoulder
and smiles again.
Job.
He’s a decorated Army medic, turned respected police detective.
I’m a fucking henchman for a crime family. My job? Keep the local
drug-ring functioning.
“How’d they get you?” I ask.
“Makin’ an arrest on one of your coworkers and that squirrely prick
didn’t agree.”
Ducky.
If Ducky is responsible for Leo getting nabbed, I’ll end the little
shit myself.
“Why, Hunt?”
He asks the same, simple question every time we hangout. This
time, all the humor leaves his expression and there is more pain in
his voice. Not entirely physical pain, either. He resents the path I’ve
chosen, but I never lie to him; I can’t walk away.
You never walk away from this life.
“I’m sorry, brother.” I shake my head and look away.
“They’re coming after you guys, Hunt. Top brass is putting together a new task force aimed at coming down hard on the local drug28

ring—shoot first and ask questions later kind of hard. I don’t want
that for you. Not you, Hunt, please…”
I brush the hair back off his forehead as he struggles to suppress a
bout of coughing. “I’ll be alright, man. You know me, I always take
care of myself.”
He shakes his head, eyes taking on that look I only ever see after
our conversations regarding my life choices; disappointment laced
with grief.
Talking becomes painful for Leo, so we fall into familiar silence.
Never needing to say much to each other, it’s peaceful and easy between us. An hour passes and Leo’s blinks grow sluggish as he fights
unconsciousness. “Hunt—” he rasps.
“Marla said you need rest,” I interject. “I’ll come check on you in
a bit, alright?”
He briefly closes his eyes and takes a strangled breath, then nods.
“Think about it, brother. I love you.”
“Love ya, man.” His eyes finally slip closed for good and I leave the
room, then the apartment entirely, not sparing Marla another word.
Leo’s in good hands and I’m already late for work.
“Yo, Danny boy, Boss wants to see you,” Dean hollers as soon as
I set foot in the warehouse—the Marchetti Family’s headquarters.
I beeline to the small office our boss keeps, offering one courtesy
knock before stepping inside.
Ducky is leaned against the wall to my left, cigarette hanging from
his lips and he’s shaking his head at me. A smile plastered on his
face.
Jack is sitting in the chair next to Boss’ desk, running a hand back
and forth across his mouth. He won’t look at me.
“You wanted to see me?”
“Danny, let’s take a little drive,” Boss says, his tone firm as he
pushes up from his chair.
Behind me, a hand lands on my shoulder and something digs into
my back.
Sorry, brother. You don’t walk away from this life.
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AST YEAR, I BROKE A bag full of ice over Cousin Sean’s head, and from the way his light hair bloomed red, I
knew I’d cracked more than just the ice. That was when
my brother developed his first pair of limbs. Today, when I pushed a
weasel-faced fifth grader to tears, he grew two more as he watched
from the sidelines.
“He said he could take it,” I explained to Ms. Gomez as she herded
me towards her office with an iron hand clamped around my wrist.
“It’s not my fault he kept getting back up.” She looked at me with
livid eyes, the hairy mole on her nose a wrinkle away from bursting.
“Sit down,” was all she said.
As I made for her desk, I sensed my brother skittering past the walls
around me, scurrying like a spider dispersed by a sudden light. I had
just taken a seat in the glorified broom closet Ms. Gomez passed for
an office when I realized he was nowhere to be found—until I looked
up. He was on the ceiling, suspended in a darkened corner by his
newfound pair of hands, still skinless and sinewy. He had four now.
I didn’t know you could do that, I told him with my thoughts. He
stared at me stupidly with a face blank of any features. As Ms. Gomez began to prattle on about the consequences of my actions, he
hung motionless as a cobweb by the office’s wall clock, the ticking of
its seconds synchronizing with the beat of my heart. No. No, that’s
not right.
Our heart.
Tick, tick, tick, tick.
Ms. Gomez snapped a finger. “Mateo. Eyes here.”
Sometimes I forgot I was the only one who could see him.
When Ms. Gomez finished berating me, she dismissed me early
with a condescending tut tut, a note dipped in red, and a guilt-inducing line of questioning:
“What would your mother say?”
If only she would say anything at all.
At home, I was welcomed by the sterile stench of disinfectants and
the stale scent of human bodies cramped too long in a much-too-little
space. Most days I would’ve been lucky to receive more than a flick
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of the wrist from my mother when I arrived. But today, she leaned
upon a doorway, shadowed by the cold, low light of my father’s sickroom behind her.
She raised her eyebrows as if to ask, “What did you do now?”
I looked around, helpless under her scrutiny. There were piles of
takeout and unwashed dishes. Navy-blue reading glasses accumulated dust on the counter. My voice was small when I found it.
“He dared me to Ma.”
“Who did?” she asked as she stepped closer, fury and fatigue flashing in her eyes. “Who did, hmm? And don’t you say it was your
fucking brother.”
She was thinner now, her back stooping from the weight and shame
of hauling trash bags full of vomit for days on end instead of teaching
in a classroom.
“You’re thirteen. How can you still believe this shit?” She kneaded
her forehead, worry lines creasing against her once soft skin.
“Ma,” I said.
“He’s not real, Teo.”
Her tone was despondent. She never called me that anymore.
“I’m sorry Ma, but…”
“He’s not real.”
“But if you could just—”
“HE’S NOT FUCKING REAL.”
Tears and spittle flew as she screamed. Past the silence and the
tension, only the white noise of the bedroom remained. The room
itself was a machine, alive with the way it hummed. As if all the
beeps and buzzing were one with my father’s pulse. Was he listening
as he slept there? I felt my brother clamber up my shoulder, sending
goosebumps up my spine. I imagined pulling the plug. One quick
movement. Everything going away.
“I wish it was dad that was here and not you.”
It was unthinking, unbidden, and my hands flew to cover my mouth
instantly.
And then she slapped me.
She recoiled, her face grimacing with regret. Or was it disgust?
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I couldn’t quite tell. My face hardened, while my brother’s split in
two. He smiled—a long, twisting smile—and I realized he had cut
himself a mouth.
I fled to my bedroom, locked it behind me, and willed myself not
to cry. I could hardly move, yet my brother sprung from one surface
to another, as thrilled as I was shaken. He stopped to swing on a solar system model my father had made once, displacing Jupiter as he
found his footing among the stars. He coughed and wheezed, rasping
through his squelching mouth.
“Bro… ther…” he groaned, grinning with sharpened teeth.
He hung there, waiting for a response.
He wasn’t really my brother, the blob of flesh watching over me
from above like a grotesque guardian angel. Not quite. He had grown
since I met him three years ago. But the memory was hazy. Steeped
in honey and glossed over by sunlight.
That weekend, my knees dug into the backyard of our old house,
which stretched out to the edge of a wood and was outlined only by
a woven wire fence half-buried in bursts of bright swamp sunflowers. Weeds and unwelcome sprouts overran my mother’s supposedly
meticulous flowerbeds, the aroma of wild onions and meadow garlic
lending the afternoon air an unmistakable earthiness.
I was inspecting a trail of red ants when I spotted him through a
collection of cracked terracotta pots and Mexican marigolds. Round,
shy, and waiting. It was unlike any animal I had ever seen.
“Hi,” I said, reaching out with a wary hand. “Come here, buddy.”
Usually, I spent those golden hours pretending. Shooting arrows,
empty-handed, at the birds perched on the clouds, or hunting for extraterrestrials as the Predators did. But this time, it wasn’t just my
imagination. The creature was real. I knew it. It inched closer, curious, until it rested on my palms, and I held it high to show my mother.
“Look ma, an alien!”
A chorus of female laughter sounded from where she rested.
“He’s just a boy,” my mother teased, ignoring me altogether.
Over the static of the PM radio, she and her teacher friends chat34

tered among themselves, warding off the Pasadena summer heat
spells with homemade hibiscus tea and neighborly gossip. I sat crosslegged, cradling the little critter in my lap.
I was used to it by then. How others made fun of the way I preferred
my lonesome. A child content with make-believe wasn’t anything of
concern, but it amused them still. And my mother found pride in it.
She threw her comments around as if I wasn’t there to listen, like I
was as detached as everyone suggested. To her, I was absentminded
but insightful. Intense in my quiet creativity. A curiosity she didn’t
quite understand but was quick to put on display.
“A special boy,” she said, and she laughed with them all the same.
The creature crawled up my shoulder as if to console me, and the
frustration of being disbelieved became overwhelming. Standing, I
felt for a pebble, held it in my fist, and chucked it at the nearest terracotta pot until it shattered. I kicked at the rest of the pots until there
was nothing left but shards and mangled marigolds.
The ladies thought the outburst cute, but my mother hid her face
behind a porcelain teacup, her drink made bitter with herbs, and half
her smile with doubt.
“Special…” she tried again, her friends’ soft laughter echoing.
Back in my bedroom, a surge of rage swelled in my chest. I took
the Styrofoam ball that had fallen on the floor and flung it at a bedside lamp. It crashed and flickered before it died. And the next thing
I knew, my brother and I upended my tiny bedroom in seconds.
Old Star Trek posters torn from the walls and shredded to ribbons,
my desk knocked over and reduced to splinters, my father’s carefully
painted planets trampled to dust—we reveled in the destruction. I
had just thrown out a framed family photo when I heard footsteps on
the staircase.
“Run…” my brother moaned.
Unquestioningly, I darted out the window, snatched my bicycle
from the driveway, and tore through the empty streets without a destination in mind. I turned to my brother for comfort. From a pet, then
a twin who shared in my thoughts, he was always there. Always. He
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never judged—not for the pots, the ice, nor the weasel-faced fifth
grader.
“I don’t need them,” I said to him. “I don’t need anyone.”
Illuminated only by streetlights and the pale full moon, I saw my
brother sprouting legs as he bounded beside me like a werewolf, exhilarated by the prospect of the hunt. He kept pace, now bigger than
the cars around us, as fresh claws carved into the asphalt and black
horns shot out of his head. There was a flash of fear in my mind. Yet,
his presence tugged at my heart still.
I pedaled and swallowed my sorrow as he howled, laughing into
the night.
Four days later, my father finally died.
At the church, I stood at the dais to read the eulogy, and my brother
murmured over my shoulder like a mischievous devil, shuddering
with the misery I tried so hard to hide. On the days leading up to
the ceremony, he had grown fat with my grief, taking up most of my
bedroom as a black, writhing mass of ghostly tentacles.
Today, he overshadowed the fourteen mosaic Stations of the Cross
embedded on the stone walls, drowning out the rainbow hues of the
church’s stained-glass windows and plunging the interior into darkness. My mouth was too dry for words. I crumpled my speech in one
hand involuntarily, the paper feeling like fragile moth wings. In my
other hand, a white gold ring inlaid with diamonds dug into my skin.
Four days ago, my mother surrendered my dad’s wedding ring to
me, too defeated to care. “Our marriage ended with you,” was what
she said. Now, a hundred eyes looked up at me, expectant and filled
with pity. My mother’s friends and their alligator tears and snakeskinned handbags. Ms. Gomez and her overdone condolences. Cousin Sean glowering.
Strangers and their whispering.
I could taste bile at the back of my throat as the funeral fare of
coffee and empanadas threatened to make a comeback. My nostrils
stung with the smell of spent candle wicks and the scented smoke
coming from the priest’s metal thurible, swaying, and swaying over
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my father’s coffin. I wanted it to stop. For the stares and the whispering to stop. In my mind, the church organ played one deep, somber
note. Unceasing and reverberating.
Then nothing but whispering.
Do you hear that, brother?
I wanted to be angry. To send the pages flying and scream and
break something. I wanted to swallow my father’s wedding ring and
choke in front of my mother and all these stupid guests and be done
with it.
But what I really felt was sadness. And instead of giving a eulogy, I
stood there pathetically, crying like a baby. I turned to my mother for
comfort. But her eyes were made heavy by the overnight wakes and
by disappointment. Shame washed over me—the same shame my
mother wouldn’t admit to as she watched, expressionless. Her lashes
flickering, eyelids twitching.
I didn’t have to look behind me to know that my brother grew eyes.
I could sense him mutating into an all-seeing angel wrought from
the very pages of the Bible as he inched closer. One massive eye for
him to see. Two for my own, for all the nights I laid awake and wept.
Then countless more, for everyone who looked at me and laughed.
For the people peering into my life at my father’s funeral now.
Expecting.
They see you, brother.
Pitying.
They see all of you.
I turned to my brother staring down at me with a face that saw with
a thousand eyes.
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“I HAD TO GET THE metro today,” Grace announces. “It was
vile.”
“Oh God!” I inject the requisite horror into my voice, as if I don’t
get the metro every day. “Did you have to sit near a member of the
proletariat? Or see a homeless person?”
She flops miserably onto the sofa.
“That’s not funny? They really smell.” She has a habit of intoning
her statements as though they’re questions, a problem I’m still trying
to sort out. Seven years of boarding school instil a certain oblivious self-assurance that can be amusing or cruel, depending on where
you’re standing. I prefer to see the funny side.
“Who smells? The proles?” I reply. “I’m so sorry, let me go and
shower.” She gives me the look reserved for when she’s lacking a
witty reply, which is quite often.
“Mummy phoned today,” she says. “My uncle’s got a tumour. My
French one.”
“I didn’t know you had a French uncle.” I did, but since we became
flatmates a month ago, I’ve realised it’s best not to encourage her
pretentions.
“My uncle Jean-Philippe? Who’s met Leonardo Dicaprio at the
Cannes film festival?” She says ‘Jean-Philippe’ as though she’s got a
blocked nose to demonstrate that she has continental family ties and
that she belongs in Paris.
“Right. No wonder your French is so great then.” It’s a bold strike,
and I fear momentarily that I’ve gone too far. But the armour of her
self-confidence is impenetrable.
“Thanks,” she replies without looking up from her phone. “Perks
of having French family I guess.” I’m sure Jean-Philippe is a friend
of her mum’s and not a relative, but I decide not to labour the point.
“We’re going to visit him in Cannes next weekend,” she says. “I’ve
booked our train tickets.”
She huffs into her room, presumably to shower off the poverty
germs from the Parisian underground. It was Grace’s advertisement
on a real estate site that crossed the chasm between our upbringings
to unite us. ‘A spare room to be filled ASAP by an English-speaking
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girl aged 18-25’, seemed like a narrow enough filter, but life is full
of surprises.
Later that evening, I’m summoned to pass judgement on her new
clubbing outfits.
“I’d love to go to Cannes, but spontaneous holidays don’t really
line up with my financial constraints,” I explain, helping zip up the
most recent acquisition from Galeries LaFayette, and realising that
her idea of a nightclub and its attire is quite different from mine. She
gasps at her reflection.
“Simply wow. Black or white blazer?”
“Black. I just wish you’d asked me beforehand, about the holiday,
because I can’t pay you back at the moment.”
“Don’t be silly,” she tells the mirror. “Mummy says it’s fine.”
I do the responsible thing and call her mother, to introduce myself
and explain politely that I really couldn’t accept the holiday and that
maybe Grace should invite another friend.
“Darling, it’s wonderful to speak to you!” She calls away from the
phone. “Andrew, ANDREW, it’s Grace’s new friend! Yes, from Paris!” Goodness. Not only am I deafened, I’m also a household name.
I didn’t know that Grace’s parents were aware of my existence. Mine
certainly aren’t aware of hers, or anything else that’s happened to me
since I left home.
“How fabulous, to be young and free in Paris. Don’t tempt me or
I’ll get on a plane! I’ve got to say, darling, it’s been hard for our Grace
to make friends, in the past, so it’s wonderful that you girls get on so
brilliantly. You’re to come and stay in London whenever you’d like!
Or at the chalet, of course. Do you ski? Cannes is a treasure, we used
to summer there with a friend who owns an adorable vineyard…
I really did try, but sometimes your best isn’t enough. Somewhere
inside the hurricane of brilliant’s and fabulouses, my moral principles and lack of interest in a holiday with Grace are smashed to
pieces and reconstructed into a sense of duty to our new friendship,
the one we have in her mother’s head. The heartbreaking mixture of
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enthusiasm and relief in her voice compels me to declare, to my surprise, that I, too, am very glad to have met Grace and thank you so
much for the holiday, I’d love to come and stay in London some time.
The next day, I find a Chanel receipt languishing on the kitchen
counter. The dress and accompanying shoes cost what I saved in
three months of waitressing before coming to Paris.
“Simply wow!” I cry, and it’s not a bad impression of Grace’s accent.
When we arrive in Cannes, Grace’s uncle Jean-Philippe appears to
be in rather radiant condition.
“Vous êtes arrivées!” He is standing on the vast front porch amongst
palm fronds and white stone pillars with arms outstretched. There’s
a responding shriek of excitement from Grace, who is, unfortunately,
a shrieker. Jean-Philippe must be in his forties, his lined face tanned
above a white shirt. He bounds down the steps and holds me at arm’s
length, surveying me like a favourite painting. It occurs to me that
this might be the mythical creature for whom the collection of art is
a satisfying means of personal fulfilment. I’ve never felt so far from
home, and I like it.
“Come! Inside. The band is practicing.” He wafts the air to indicate the syncopated stream of sax and cymbals from the open double
doors.
“Tell me what you need, girls,” he says inside a room of dark wood
and sharp glass, but mostly space. I scan the crowd of expensively
unfamiliar bottles in the cabinet and resent that Grace has to order
for us, but I’ve got to admit I’m out of my depth. Now that I’ve wandered out of the neutral territory our apartment and into her world,
there’s a creeping sense of inferiority. Grace drifts around the room,
picking up ornaments and fixing her makeup in the mirror. She takes
a long sip of her drink, the cogs of her brain turning as they sometimes do. She eventually asks Jean-Philippe, in a roundabout way, if
he’s ill.
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“Benign! Removed next week. But I couldn’t resist the excuse for a
visit.” He gives an impish smile.
I had been interested to meet Jean-Philippe because I’ve never met
anyone who’s dying. I think about death quite a lot, but it’s not in a
morbid way. It’s calming to think that when enough time has passed,
no one’s life will matter any more than someone else’s. However robust that philosophy may seem, I can’t deny the feeling that JeanPhilippe and I won’t be dying the same death. He’s carved out a space
for himself in the world, and that’s what people take notice of when
you go; how much space you took up. I don’t take up much at all. I
wonder if Grace ever thinks about what she’d be like if she was born
into my family instead of hers.
We have dinner on the open veranda at the back of the house;
Dmitri, the saxophonist from the band, nestles a clay pot amongst
glassware and starts serving the four of us, which is a relief because
Jean-Philippe had just asked what my favourite wine is. I navigate
the conversation and manage to avoid any incriminating comments
about my lack of country house or trust fund. After a few glasses of
wine, Grace unwittingly relieves the pressure by attempting to switch
her exchange with Dmitri into French. This provokes a look of alarm
from the poor man who does his best to stay afloat, but quickly sinks
beneath the sea of anglicisms and confusing English pronunciations.
After some hesitation, I offer a clarifying interpretation that abides
by some fundamental rules of the French language. It’s not perfect,
but Dmitri shoots me a look of grateful surprise.
“Elle n’est pas mal du tout,” says Jean-Philippe. Although Grace is
the first to sing the praises of private education, it appears that money
can’t buy you a good accent. The warm dark air smells of pink and
purple flowers and vibrates with the chirping of crickets, and in the
light of Jean-Philippe’s approval I feel like less of an imposter.
After dinner, we settle deeper into our chairs beneath a haze from
the cigar Jean-Philippe and Dmitri share. Their heads are bowed towards each other, like swans, and two gold rings loop between their
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entwined fingers. Grace fades into the screen of her phone, and I’m
bathed in their attention. They indulge my questions with gentle patience, and I think a hint of amusement. Eventually Grace’s chair
scrapes back and I remember she’s still there.
“I’m shattered,” she says, stretching. “Thanks for dinner, anyway. I
don’t really like curry, but yours was alright, Dmitri.”
“Our pleasure.” he says. Grace turns to me.
“Instagrammable place, right?”
Dmitri leans over as she slopes into the house.
“It’s a tagine, not a curry,” he whispers.
I’m relieved when she’s gone; my enthusiasm felt stupid in front
of her. I wonder if I’d be as disinterested as she was, had I known
places and people like these all my life. The fact is that Grace has
this all laid out for her; one day, she’ll wake up with a life like JeanPhilippe’s, and walking that neatly paved path doesn’t require pause
to wonder how things might otherwise be.
“So why did you move to Paris?” I continue the dinner conversation, hoping Jean-Philippe isn’t tiring of my questions about his
past. We speak in French, now that Grace is gone. He sucks on the
cigar, sliding an arm around Dmitri’s shoulder. I’m about to ask if he
can blow smoke rings when one sails from his lips and up into the
darkness.
“I was looking for a different life, and I thought I might find it
there,” he says.
“A different life?” I ask, confused.
“Different from the one I was born into. Maybe it doesn’t show,
but nothing was figured out for me, nothing given,” he says. “But the
view is prettier, now.” He leans in like we’re sharing a joke. “People
who are born with too many things are always confused about the
point of it all,” he says, and his knowing smile puts crinkles around
shining eyes. “Why is your French so good?” he asks. “I presume
your school wasn’t as invested as Grace’s.”
“I practiced every evening after work for a year. There’s everything
online, if you can be bothered.” I wouldn’t normally be so blunt,
but the conversation demands a certain directness. He chuckles and
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blows another smoke ring.
“Impressive. You remind me of myself, you know.”
“How?”
“Grace likes to consider me her family, but we don’t come from the
same. That girl spends more in one shop than I’d spend in a year at
your age.” I laugh in stunned agreement as he reaches over and tops
up my glass from the decanter.
“I knew if I didn’t move out of my family’s town, I’d die there,” he
continues. “So I turned up in Paris with no money and a lot of will.”
“And now you’re here,” I say quietly, more to myself than to him.
“Oh, there were a lot of hard times along the way.”
“Would you change it?”
“Of course not. A life needs satisfaction, and there’s none of that
when you start it with everything you’ll ever have. You and I are
lucky; we have the chance to go after it,” he says.
“Money?” I ask. He laughs, and I feel like a child.
“Money comes along. But live to chase it, and you’ll be lost when
you get it. I mean life. Go in search of it, and make your own before
you die.”
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“ARE YOU SURE THIS IS what you want, Lissy?”
“Yes, Pen. I’m sure.” I stare into my best friend’s eyes, trying to
read her mind.
“You know there’s no going back once I plug the USB in, right?”
Pen is trying to read my mind, too, and searching her own. I know
she feels conflicted. But I also know she’d never let me down.
“I know it all, Pen. About the procedure, at least. We designed it
together.”
Pen chews on her lip, the way she always does when she’s nervous.
I put my hand on her shoulder and smile at her from my seat.
“This is what I want, Pen. This is what I need. I don’t wanna be real
anymore, so why should I have to be?”
She stares at the floor, so I keep pressing her.
“Besides, it’s not like you’re losing me forever. You’re not, don’t
think about it like that.” I allow a familiar sternness to creep into
my voice. “Think about it like I’m gonna be free. Finally free, Pen.
No more twelve hour shifts for paycheques that never come, no more
stacks of bills. No more begging you for help asking you to pay for
my meds, or my groceries. No more worrying about the foetid, decaying forests or the ozone holes. No more worrying, at all. Or pain.
Or suffering.” I lean towards Pen as I talk. “I’ll be at peace, Pen. And
I’ll still be right here,” I say, tapping my fingers against the counter
beside the microchip we have ready. Waiting.
“Pop me into anything with 7G capabilities and I’ll be here. You
can talk to me any time; it’ll just take the press of a button.” She
smirks half-heartedly.
“I know, Alissa. But it won’t be the same.” Sniffling a little, she
dabs her nose with her sleeve. “I’m still gonna miss you.”
“Then come with me. We could rewrite the procedure to knock us
both out at the same time. We can set everything up so that it works
perfectly. You know we can. We were top of our class, every mother
fucking year.”
Pen laughs, but only to cover the fact that she’s crying. “You know
I can’t, Lissy. Isaac needs me.” She pivots so I can’t see her face properly, and I can’t move to follow her without pulling out the IV drip in
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my arm. “Maybe one day, when he’s grown up, or if I find a way to
pay for the surgeries. But I can’t just leave him.”
My face falls like I wasn’t expecting her answer. Like it’s not the
same one she’s given me hundreds of times. “I know, Pen. I know he
needs you.”
I apologise to the floor while my best friend checks over her coding
one last time, her breath quietly hitching.
“I’m nervous, Lis. No one’s ever done this before.” Pen can’t stop
herself from voicing her fears, even as she measures out dosages of
all the required chemicals, each one calculated for my exact body
weight and composition.
“No one had ever visited Saturn, before Vern did it four years ago.
He’s just some manic son of a bitch, but he did it.”
Pen shakes her head. “Correction. He’s a manic son of a billionaire.
We couldn’t even afford college.” A scarlet bead blossoms on her
lip before she bursts it with her tongue. “What if we’ve got this all
wrong? What if that math is off, or—”
“Pen. We don’t have it wrong.” Something in my voice convinces
her to look at me. I stare her dead in the eyes. “I can feel, with everything that I am, that this is right. This is what I’m meant to do.”
I pause, analysing the emotions dancing across my best friend’s
familiar face.
I wonder if I’ll recognise her, once the procedure is done. Will she
be familiar; when she boots me up will I still recognize her as Pen, as
my best friend? What is familiar and unfamiliar to one who knows
all?
I have so many questions bouncing back and forth inside my skull;
they’ll all be answered soon.
Whatever happens, I know it’ll be better than continuing on the
same death march of a life I’ve been fighting to escape for years.
“Penelope. Listen. I wouldn’t ask you to do this if I didn’t know this
was the right decision. And I wouldn’t ask you to help if I didn’t need
this. I love you, Pen.” I look at her with doe eyes, begging her to see
things my way.
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Judging by her body language, she does.
Her shoulders loosen and settle. She stops shifting from foot to
foot.
“You’re completely, absolutely, one trillion percent—”
“Pen,” I laugh, cutting her off, “I’m sure. As sure as I’ve ever been
about anything. I promise.”
“I trust you, Lissy.”
Pen turns her back to me, and refocuses her attention on the preparation of her tools. She makes sure she knows where everything is,
and triple checks. Then checks again.
When Pen hunches her back and leans over her notebook, she looks
exactly the same as she did in high school. Her auburn hair is still
braided messily down her back, tendrils wriggling out like desperate
snakes. She still places all of her weight on her left leg, the toe of her
right foot resting just above the ankle of the other.
I watch her shift as she makes a few notes, checking the various
monitors I’m hooked up to.
Pen’s unfinished basement could almost be mistaken for a doctor’s
office, if it weren’t for the fact that we’re in a windowless underground
room with concrete floors and a cobwebby wooden staircase in the
corner.
I’m the reason she has half the shit she does. It’s the legacy of a
decade of sticky fingers, and wearing a baggy sweater every time I
could afford to visit the doctor.
I wanted to walk out with my money’s worth. Is that so wrong?
Pen walks over to the Medication Cooling System; possibly my
best grab ever. It wasn’t easy to get it—fifteen pound, half-metre
wide plastiK cylinders aren’t exactly the sort of thing you can tuck
inside a hoodie. I had to improvise. And I’ve gotta give Pen credit
where it’s due. She’s the one who created a distraction.
God, I love her. Pen pretended to faint, dramatically throwing herself into a row of waiting room chairs. I slipped straight out the front
doors while the reception team crowded around her, attempting to
revive someone who was never really sick.
Pen and I never felt bad about our pilfered supplies. The medical
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system is one of the most unfair and heinous miscarriages of social
supports. We both protested outside the hospital together when we
were sixteen, after the State cut funding for the Low Income Medical
Pass. It was a plastiK card given only to the poorest five percent, allowing the cardholder to access free ‘medical care’ at the lowest rated
clinic within two hundred kilometres. The nurses were always either
right at the beginning or the end of their careers; every doctor had at
least one malpractice strike against their name.
Pen and I were both part of the LIMP program. So was her brother, Isaac, even though he was just a baby when the program was cut.
With the loss of medical care, however shit it may have been, we lost
hope. Especially Pen.
She sorts through vials of various chemical concoctions; one to
sedate me, one to suppress nausea, one to paralyse me.
Most of the meds I’m about to be pumped full of weren’t intended
for me. Hell, I didn’t swipe any of these supplies for myself.
Well, maybe a chill pill or two. But can you blame me? The fucking
ocean is on fire, and skin cancer is plagueing the Arctic population of
polar bears—I guess the evolutionary hair loss to adapt to the rising
heat doesn’t help much with the constant sun exposure.
Nearly everything in Pen’s basement is geared towards one very
special patient. As soon as the LIMP cards were revoked, Pen was
broken. Isaac was, and still is, desperately in need of corrective surgeries for the deformities in his legs – caused by the radioactive fog
clouds that roamed the continent around the year Isaac was born. He
and Pen have no parents to take care of them, and no money for the
surgeries. But she stepped up to take care of Isaac better than any
kid could wish for. Isaac is Pen’s reason for getting out of bed most
mornings.
There’s never been a more loving person on earth, or any other
planet, than Pen.
She circles the room, fidgeting with the positioning of wires and
circuits, the same expression on her face as when I first met her at the
preschool placement exams: the rigid but determined look she wears
now hasn’t changed since she was a toddler.
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My eyes are glued to Pen as she turns back to me. “Everything’s
ready.” She nibbles on a translucent flap of dead skin hanging from
her lip. “Are you sure you wanna do this, Alissa?”
Neither of us breaks eye contact. I grin up at my best friend. “I’m
sure, Pen.” She nods her head slowly. “Thank you.”
Pen keeps nodding as I lay my finger on the release button for the
paralytic formula waiting to flood through my IV and into my veins.
I pause for a moment, just to look at Pen. I want to make sure I have
her face perfectly memorised. I play her voice over in my head a few
times, just to be absolutely sure I have her pitch exactly perfect.
While taking a deep breath, I slowly and smoothly press my finger
down on the release button. There’s a little pinch in my arm, followed
by a cold tingling as fluid spills past the needle tip and into my body.
Immediately, my arm begins to go numb. The feeling spreads into
my shoulder and my chest and my neck quickly. I look to Pen, my
breath caught in my throat.
“I love you, Lissy.” She smiles at me, her hand resting on mine.
I try to say it back, but the words die before they can reach my
mouth. I choke out a rasping, unintelligible stutter, eyes wide.
Pen squeezes my hand. I can barely feel it anymore. “It’s okay, Lissy. I know.” She bends down and gives me a hug, awkwardly avoiding the IV tubing.
I try to shape my mouth into a smile. I think Pen can see it in my
eyes.
She turns her head and looks to the screen facing both of us. It
displays my vitals; it’ll be the first device to host my consciousness.
Once the transfer is complete.
“It’s time, Lissy.”
I try to nod, but my head just twitches slightly.
“I love you, Lis. You’ll always be my best friend. And besides,” she
pauses, wiping away a tear, “this isn’t goodbye. Like you said, I can
talk to you any time.”
My eyes begin to shut involuntarily as Pen moves closer, holding
the free end of one of the black cables connected to the monitor. She
pauses, looking at my face. She nods.
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Pen leans forward and gently moves my hair aside, revealing a surgically implanted plug-in, anchored in place by a silicone ring glued
to my skin.
She kisses me on the cheek, or at least I think she does. I can’t feel
her lips.
I can’t really feel anything as she hooks me up to the monitor, finally passing the procedure’s point of no return.
import java.util.*;
public class Consciousness {
Scanner input = new Scanner(System.in);
// establishing connection to host chip
string consciousness = backingup.data;
security protocol = true;
begin import conciousness.exe;
(LOADING.....................)
// do not turn off device...consciousness may be lost
// or corrupted
}
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Shining in any Light
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“IN TWO MILES, YOUR DESTINATION will be on the right.”
Rebecca looked down at her engagement ring again as Phin drove
them along the suburban road. She wanted to remember every detail.
She had set a reminder on her phone for every hour of the day so
she could see how her ring glimmered in the different angles of the
sunlight.
“Do… do you still like it? I know the diamond isn’t as big as some
of your friends’, but I promise after a few years, we can replace it! I
just need the time in the job to build up the extra funds.”
“Its perfect Phin! I love it almost as much as I love you! I wouldn’t
trade it for the world,” Rebecca replied.
Financing an engagement ring on a part-time waiter, full-time student salary couldn’t have been easy for him. But soon, all that would
change for the better.
Their graduation was a week ago, and Phin had landed a great new
job out east. They spent the week packing all their essential items
from their college years and tried to sell the rest for gas money to
make the trip together.
They had spent all four years of college together, meeting at their
orientation day. All their friends said they couldn’t be separated, and
now they would never have to be. The night before they started on
their cross-country escapade, Phin had taken her on the most wonderful date. He was so cute; he had always said that one day he would
take her to the most expensive restaurant in town and let her order
whatever she wanted. And last night, he made good.
They spent hours at the white tableclothed booth, laughing and
smiling and reminiscing about all their stories from their great years
in college. She could tell what was coming, he was sweating more
than usual. Maybe it was just the fact he was wearing a tie for the first
time. Gosh, he had looked so handsome!
The waiter must have given them nasty looks a dozen times, hoping they would get the hint to get out for another seating. They knew
what he wanted, but they just couldn’t leave. It was too much fun to
live a night out like they owned the place. Second dessert, more to
drink, extra sides with their main course. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if
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that could be every night?
Rebecca stared down at the ring. Now that the sun was setting, the
small diamond reflected all the colors of the fading sky. Red streaks,
purple clouds, the bright pink backdrop of it all reflected beautifully
through her diamond and onto the black dashboard of Phin’s truck.
“I just want to make sure I give you the best. Now and forever,
darling.”
She looked over at him and tousled his hair. “I already have the
best.”
“Hey now, no assaulting the driver. Who knows what could happen? It could be something like this!”
Phin jerked the wheel to the left, then back right, causing the car
and its contents to all fly one direction, then the other. He laughed as
she swung right into the door, then back towards him. As her head
flew across the center console, he leaned over and kissed her hair.
“Don’t do that, Phin! We will lose everything in the truck bed if
you keep it up!”
“Oh, don’t worry, we are almost at your parents’ house. If anything
falls out, we can get it back in the morning.”
There it was, good old Phin. Always something crazy, but so optimistic.
Rebecca reached over to hold his hand. He only used one when
he was driving anyway. It was something she had done hundreds of
times, but today it felt different. As she laced her fingers between his,
her new ring pressed against her skin.
“In half a mile, your destination will be on the right.”
Home, her home. The house that her dad had built and that she had
spent all her young life growing up in. It had been last summer since
she had been there. She declined their plane tickets to come home for
Christmas break this year, choosing instead to stay back near school
with Phin and his family.
His family were all so excited when Phin and Rebecca had stopped
by the house that morning to show off her new jewelry. Of course,
they knew what Phin had been planning. Planning for months as his
mom told Rebecca that morning.
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This was going to be a much different mood. Her parents had never liked her choice of Phin, and while she knew that he had asked
their permission to marry her, he went against their choice and still
proposed. But they didn’t have money for hotels along the way east,
so this was the only place they could stop before driving the rest of
the way.
The sun finally drooped below the trees that edged the family estate, making the sky dark and the mood in the car darker.
“It’s only one night, Phin. We will be ourselves and they will get to
really meet you. Once they spend some time with you, and see how
happy we are together, they will have to love you like I do,” Rebecca
said. If only she believed it herself.
“It’s okay, Becs. Like you said, it’s only one night. For that little,
they don’t have to like me. We will say thank you and keep on our
way tomorrow.”
“Just remember, no matter what they say, I love you and I will always be yours.”
“And I to you, sweetie.” Phin glanced over and smiled. That big
smile that used his whole face. The smile that she fell in love with
on day one.
Rebecca held up her ring, facing her left hand towards his face.
“You know, I’ve spent all day looking at how this diamond reflects
the sunlight, but I should have been holding it up to that smile. Nothing all day has made it shine more beautifully.”
Phin laughed as he turned onto the drive for her parents’ house.
“Your destination is on the right.”
Phin had to slam the breaks to keep from hitting the bronze gate.
With a huff, Rebecca called the home number, but no one answered.
The driveway wasn’t long, and she could see the lights on in the living room. She could tell they were home. She could see the game on
dad’s massive television.
“It’s okay Becs. It’s only one night. We can find our own place to
sleep.” Phin put the car in reverse and began to pull back.
“Wait honey,” Rebecca said. “You have been driving for hours and
I know the town. Let me take over and I will find us a place we can
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rest. I can call Ginny, I’m sure her parents will let us crash on a couch
there.”
“Okay baby, that would be nice.” Phin put the truck in park, smiled
at her, and they both changed seats.
“Make sure you have your seatbelt on tight Phin, these roads can
get bumpy.”
Rebecca put the truck in drive and floored the gas. The front of the
truck slammed into the gate for her family’s property, breaking it off
the hinges and sending it flying into their perfectly manicured lawn.
As it landed, it gashed a long trench through the peonies her mother
worked so hard every spring to tend.
“Rebecca!” Phin exclaimed, “What are you doing?”
“Making sure that we keep out guest list short. It’s never too early
to start the wedding planning.”
The emergency lights aimed at the entryway flared on. As Rebecca
put the truck in reverse, she brought her left hand up to the top of
the steering wheel. She looked at how the light refracted through the
small diamond onto the dashboard again. Beyond the windshield,
she could see her parents running out the front door, shouting and
looking aghast at the damage that had been done to their home.
“You know sweetie,” Rebecca said as she pulled away, “this lighting might make the ring look the prettiest it has all day.”
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S

OME SILENCES CAN CO-EXIST WITH sound. They
suspend themselves, smog-like, and remain unmoved by the
mere quaking of air. One could observe such a silence in
the shared apartment of two ever-bickering Olympian divinities. The
end of this particular silence was heralded when Dionysus, flicking
through the news, said to their roommate, “Polly. You’ve got to move
out.”
Apollo groaned from the cracked black pleather couch, awoken by
the god of all hangovers. The previous night, she had taken the form
of a young woman with bleached hair in a dark hoodie, and was now
too queasy to don something more deiform.
She wiped some sick from the corner of her mouth. “Fuck off.”
“I will not,” said Dionysus. “Not when you’ve been messing with
humanity again.” They were clad in a respectably empyrean body:
athletic, androgynous, and wearing diaphanous chiffon that looked
like the flavour of honey.
Apollo squinted up at her fellow divinity. “You’re way overdressed.”
“Stop distracting me,” they snapped. Their fingernails clacked and
clicked as they traced the text. The headline: Breakthrough in Fusion
Power—New Tokamak Design. “This says the humans have cracked
nuclear fusion. Overnight. Reactor designs advanced by decades. A
sudden revelation, says the lead French engineer.”
They shook their head. “This really is the last straw, Polly.”
Apollo rolled herself upright and stared straight ahead at the wall.
These days, her eyes were always wide with the kind of unspeakable
apprehensions which come only when one has well and truly damaged oneself with alcohol, as though as an offering to an oracle.
“I had nothing to do with it,” she said.
“There’s a lie. And a bad one too.”
Apollo leaned forward, and began rolling a cigarette from the materials on the coffee table. “How would you know? Only thing you’ve
done is yell at me. If you’re not going to clear my head will you at
least get me my filters? They’re just there, by the microwave.”
Dionysus obligingly fetched the filters from the adjoining kitchenette. As they brought them back, they said, “Polly, I know it was you.
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You have a pattern.”
“Rational analysis is my domain, Dio. Not yours.”
“You went to Verdun yesterday, didn’t you?”
“I’m the sun god. I travel.”
“Answer the question.”
“Fine. Yes.”
“And you got drunk.”
“Yes.”
“Black-out drunk.”
“A bit.”
“A bit. And do you remember what happened last time you got a
bit black-out drunk?”
“Hiroshima.”
“Hiroshima and Nagasaki. And the time before that?”
“CFCs. Hole in the ozone layer.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I had nothing to do with leaded gasoline though. That’s all on that
one mortal.”
“Didn’t say you did.”
“Good. Great. Why do you want to rake up my dirt every time
something happens? The Manhattan Project was eighty years ago.”
Apollo paused to lick her cigarette paper. “You never want to bring
up any good accidents I’ve had.”
“What, like the internet? The internet—”
“Had a very good start. Its current state is the mortals’ fault, not
mine.”
“Here we go again, blaming the mortals when things go wrong.
Who’s the god of thinking things through? When you intervene, what
happens is on you, you know. Mortal technology is meant to be more
than a series of drunken accidents. I’ve had enough of it.”
Apollo clenched her fists, and then relaxed them again. “Could you
let up for like five minutes? And get rid of this hangover, please?”
Her head began to clear. Dionysus sniffed, and moved into the
kitchenette, where they turned on the tap, squirted washing-up liquid
into the sink, and began scrubbing.
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“What even is a tokamak, anyway?”
“Toroidal chamber with magnetic coils. A big ring for harnessing
plasma. Do you actually want the details?”
“No.”
“Describing a tokamak is not an admission of anything, incidentally.”
“Sure it isn’t.”
Dionysus managed to wash two dishes before noticing dust atop
the fridge. They fetched the duster. After a few brief whiffs of the
duster they noticed a packet of rice had started spilling in the cupboard, so they began to hunt down the individual grains. This lasted
until they spotted some stains on the tiles, which prompted a hunt for
cleaning fluid.
Apollo lit her cigarette on a sunbeam, and watched from afar. The
god of impulsivity did this dance every day. It was largely an excuse
not to talk to Apollo, the golden child of the family, while continuing
to shirk any real work.
“Why are you really kicking me out?” she asked. “You don’t care
about mortals.”
There was the sound of a damp sponge swishing across the floor.
“Might make a difference if you cleaned up around here.”
“Cleanliness is not your problem with me. Nor is me drinking.”
“Okay,” they sighed. “Look, Polly. It’s like this. You’re miserable.
You’re miserable to be around. When you do the whole afflatus thing,
mortals die. The world gets worse. You get worse. We’ve been friends
a long time, and I feel I’ve been super patient, but I can’t keep living
with you. Your whole…” They waved the sponge in the air, searching
for words. “Your whole mien is extremely depressing.”
As soon as they said this, Dionysus realised they had made a grievous error.
Apollo pulled on her cigarette. “Hephaestus is dead, Dio.”
The ever-lurking silence filled the room, heavy and thick. It permeated it like the smoke rising from the sun god’s mouth. Dionysus
took to sweeping up one secluded corner, but this act was not loud
enough to break it.
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“No answer there?” Apollo asked the deafening quiet. “Someone
had to take over for them. Additionally, as Gaia’s gone suicidal, I’m
responsible for global warming now too.”
There was the sound of a brush scraping up a screw hidden underneath a cupboard.
“Do you know there will be a point in the next century where my
sun will heat up the oceans enough to turn them anoxic? I do. I know
it will cause another Great Dying, like we had a quarter billion years
ago. Fun fact: if the oceans turn anoxic, the atmosphere gets filled
with hydrogen sulphide from bacteria growing in the water.”
“Polly, I-“
“Right, I get it. Too depressing. You don’t want to hear anything
depressing from me. Well, while I may be failing to manage my additional domains, at least my original ones are intact. More than can
be said for you. You used to be fun, Dio. What happened to you? You
were in charge of wine and epiphanies. Now here you are, failing to
clean up a flat, and I’m the only drunkard.”
“Yes, well-“
“You want a confession? Fine” Apollo stood up, and the lights in
the apartment flickered and flared. “Yes, I did get hammered in Verdun, and yes, the mortals got a tokamak epiphany. Why not? If I
have a way to improve energy production and stop them choking
themselves to death, using a process that happens in my own sun,
then why shouldn’t I gift it to them? If they blow up the whole planet,
what do you care? You’ve been no help. You just stand around looking pretty, with your own judgemental fucking mien.”
At this, the microwave exploded. Its magnetron, overcharged with
Apollo’s anger, launched itself through the casing, took a chunk out
of the adjacent wall, and landed sizzling on the other side of the
room. Apollo threw her cigarette into an empty jar of peanut butter.
“Forget this,” she said. “I’ll be back in an hour for my things.”
“Polly—”
“You got what you wanted. I’m out.”
“Polly, wait.”
Apollo stopped at the door, ready to stride out in all righteousness.
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Yet, out of old fondness for her friend, she hesitated.
“I’m sorry,” said Dionysus. “I didn’t mean what I said. About you
being too miserable.”
Apollo leaned back against the door, arms folded. “Go on.”
Dionysus held up a finger, and tossed the magnetron out the window before it charred the floor. The silence had by now lightened and
lengthened, becoming like a veil which they could not see, but could
at least struggle through.
“Well, okay, you are miserable, but that’s not the real reason I want
you to leave. The reason is the same reason I’m not fun anymore. It’s
kind of embarrassing to say.”
“Spit it out.”
“Well, it’s because you keep taking my stuff.”
Apollo gave a stare as hard and harsh as the desert.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’ve been taking a leaf out of my
book and getting trashed, but I think it’s causing me to lose control
over my domains. Music, drinking, madness… mortals aren’t using
these things to liberate themselves anymore. Mandatory company
socials, corporate art, coked-up bankers, dictators using postmodern
theatre. I’m losing everything that made me… me.
“I mean, microdosing. What am I supposed to do with that? People
give themselves tiny doses of psychedelics so they can work more
productively or medicate their self-inflicted depression. You can’t
give regulated doses of chaos. I created them so people would lose
their minds, that’s their whole point! I can’t believe these weirdos are
in charge of my drugs. I’d never even have a drink with any of them.”
“Your problem with me is the mortals aren’t getting high enough?”
Apollo rolled her eyes, “You’re blaming me, for your own issue? On
top of saying I have a misera—”
“I envy you, okay?”
Apollo blinked. The god of prophesy had been struck speechless.
“See,” Dionysus blushed, “this is why it’s embarrassing. I know
it’s not your intention the mortals are going this way, but they are.
They’re getting too rational.”
Apollo composed herself. “Even for one of us, this is some thrice66

cursed self-centred horse-shit. If the mortals are giving you trouble,
use your influence.”
Dionysus threw their arms out, “I can’t. Rational thinking is your
territory.”
“Dio, the mortals are all completely insane. They do not act out of
rationality.”
Dionysus’s perfect eyebrows clenched together, “What are you
talking about? They keep saying they’re into rational choice theory and market efficiency. They won’t shut up about engagement or
growth projections or whatever. They want to make the big lines go
up. Big lines going up is your department.”
“Sure, they say all this, but if they were truly rational, golf courses
and bank bailouts wouldn’t exist. There wouldn’t be laws saying corporations are people, or those jobs that are composed entirely out of
meetings. All absurdly irrational. They believe you can have infinite
growth with finite resources, and have a finance industry comprised
entirely out of hype and blind faith.”
“Faith? But religion is one of my domains.”
“I know, Dio. Are you telling me you haven’t noticed?”
“Um, honestly? No. No I hadn’t.”
The two gods looked at each other, blank astonishment wiping
away their previous expressions, as they realised simultaneously how
little either of them knew about their own relationship.
“I thought you were taking the lead on the mortals,” said Dionysus.
“I thought you were,” replied Apollo.
“So when you were out getting trashed and giving away fusion
energy…”
“It was the only thing I could do with all the insane mortals under
your purview, yes.”
“Oh. Oh no.”
With these admissions of their ignorance, the great skulking silence finally fell away, and a clarity came to the air, as sweet and
roseate as ambrosia, though tinged somewhat by the bitter realisation
of the hard work to come.
“Apollo, I think it might be best if you stuck around after all. I, uh,
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need some help tidying things up, it seems. If you’d be so kind. Here
and elsewhere.”
“Dionysus, you can be a real fool sometimes, you know that?”
“Yeah. My bad. Sorry about the hangover.”
For the first time in centuries, Apollo laughed.
“It’s alright. I forgive you.”
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E COULD SNATCH THREE CATS right now. Grab
them around their necks and shove them in a box; come
back and do the same tomorrow. They’d probably be a
nightmare to grab, though. Scratching and running around—he’d get
cut and muddy. And there was almost certainly cat crap all over the
place.
James shined his shoes on the back of his trousers and knocked on
the door.
The cats sat in the long grass staring at him, lazily cleaning themselves in the afternoon sun.
The grass needed cutting again—although that wasn’t unusual for
homes around here. What was unusual to anyone who bothered to
look were the closed windows and drawn curtains, especially on
such a bloody hot day. James noticed; he was observant; took pride
in it. He also saw the dirt in the corners of the windowpanes. And the
cats. Always the bloody cats.
The internal lock rattled, and the door opened a crack. A head
peered round with squinting eyes, wincing in the bright light.
“Mr Caddick?”
“Doctor Caddick.”
A positive sign, James thought. This might be a good day. “My
name is James. I’m here to have a chat with you about your cats. May
I come in?”
“My cats? What’s wrong with my cats?”
“Oh, nothing is wrong, don’t worry. In fact, I can see three here.”
James pointed to the overgrown garden. “They look in excellent
health. Beautiful too, lovely coats. What do you call them?”
Dr Caddick peered at James but said nothing.
“I’ve been told you have quite a few cats. Over ten.”
Dr Caddick paused a moment more. “I don’t know, maybe fifteen.”
“Wow,” James said with a broad smile, “wonderful. Would you
mind if I came inside to see them?”
Dr Caddick nodded and opened the door.
“I’ve got some boxes in the hallway. I’m afraid you’ll have to
squeeze through.”
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The hall was dark and stuffy, and the heat was doing nothing for
the smell. James could see piles of books, toilet rolls, and magazines.
He noticed some bed sheets stacked on top; those were new.
“Not a problem Dr Caddick. I can fit. After you.”
“No, you go first. I need to lock the door.”
James hesitated a moment, then turned and slid through the gap,
making sure not to touch anything. It was tight, but he fitted.
He heard Dr Caddick lock the bolt behind him.
The living room was filled with more belongings stacked to head
height. A small track snaked through to the sofa and small TV and
then to a door at the rear. James saw the same old sheets of stiff newspaper spread across the cushion of the brown single-seated sofa. And
there was another cat, sat atop a box of COVID test kits, leg cocked
straight in the air, licking its arse.
“Sit, please,” Dr Caddick said, stooping over his wooden walking
stick, straining with an occasional tremor.
How old did he look now—perhaps seventies, maybe older. “Don’t
be silly,” James said, “you sit. I’ve been in an office all day, and it’s
good for me to stretch my legs.”
“Oh,” Dr Caddick chuckled softly, “all I do is sit in my chair. I
should probably stretch my legs too.”
“Perhaps we can see your cats then?” James asked.
Dr Caddick smiled. “They live in the conservatory at the back.
This way, please.”
James passed the brown sofa and caught whiffs of ammonia; faded
yellow circles stained the newspaper.
“Ah, the kitchen,” James said. He glanced at the sink black with
decaying food. Stacks of empty microwave meals spilled over from
the worktops and onto the floor. By the bin, empty tuna tins rested
precariously in a tall mountain. “Did you have anything nice for dinner last night?” Of course, he hadn’t. But James was keen to make
conversation and help him feel at ease. It was the easiest way.
“I made a lovely chicken for the cats.”
“Chicken?”
“Yes, I bought a chicken for them, roasted it myself. It was free72

range.”
“I didn’t know cats liked chicken?”
“Oh, the cats loved it. They kept nipping my fingers as I picked
the meat off the bones. They ate the whole lot. Some were a bit overkeen. I had to give them a little smack.”
“Dr Caddick, I didn’t see a downstairs toilet?”
“A toilet? It’s back in the hallway...”
“Is it,” James said. “I didn’t see another door when we came
through.”
“Well, it’s currently being used for storage. I keep meaning to have
a clear out, but I haven’t managed to get to it yet.”
“OK,” James said, aware his fingers were closing into a ball. “It’s
just, I thought we agreed—”
James felt the familiar and soothing sensation of his nails digging
deep into his palm. He counted from one to five and looked down
at his shined-up black leather shoes. He observed the contrast of his
shoes on the stained Lino flooring; it was as if his feet were not in
contact with the floor. It was an odd sensation. His fingers slowly
relaxed.
“I think you should prioritise clearing the downstairs toilet. It must
be difficult going upstairs each time you need to go. Dangerous too,
I… wouldn’t want you to have a fall.”
Dr Caddick busied himself with moving a few empty dishes from
the side and into the sink.
James realised his teeth were tightly clamped. He loosened his jaw
and smiled. “So, how about those lovely cats of yours. In the conservatory?”
“Yes, this way.” Dr Caddick shuffled across to a glass-panelled
door. “You can’t go in there, of course. You’ll scare them, but you
can watch.”
James peered through the dusty glass and saw two torn sofas covered with cats. Vines grew through the open windows and onto the
mould-covered plastic roof. He counted quickly as the cats moved
around; he thought he saw ten.
“They must get through some food,” James said.
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“Yes, it’s quite expensive.”
“Do you think you spend too much on them?”
“Oh, only the best for my cats, and they do not like cheap food.
They know what they like.”
“I’m sure they do. But in looking after the cats so well, I don’t
think you are looking after yourself. And—” James raised his hand,
“please, let me finish, what if I could provide a new home for the cats,
where they would still be fed chicken and tins of the finest tuna.”
“Where would they go?”
“I have met a man who specialises in re-homing cats to the countryside, acres of farmland, all the mice they could eat.”
“I’m not sure they would survive on their own without me. The cats
come to me for…”
“Company.”
“Yes, I suppose so. We have a delightful time. We sit and cuddle.
They try and climb on me. I have to tell them to be careful, so they
don’t knock me over—”
“What if we arranged for only a few to move. How about… six?”
“Well, yes, maybe. If I could meet this man?”
“Of course, I’ll bring him along.”
“My cats are a fussy bunch… a bit like my wife used to be…”
James froze. He hadn’t mentioned her in years.
“You have a family?” James asked.
Dr Caddick turned a gold wedding ring on his finger. “I have a son
and a daughter.”
“Where are they now?”
“My daughter moved out, oh, about five years ago.”
Almost fifteen, actually. “Are you still in touch?”
“She calls me sometimes.”
“Has she visited you recently?”
“No, she will not come back.”
“Why?”
“She says I need to tidy, to sort myself out.”
“What do you think?”
“It’s hard. I haven’t got much space, and I had the roof repaired.
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Two men knocked on my door and showed me a problem with the
chimney. They insisted they fix it for me, but it was costly.”
“Yes, it was, but don’t worry, they won’t be coming back. Dr Caddick, how about your wife?”
Dr Caddick stared at his hands and stopped turning his gold wedding ring. “She left quite a few years ago now.”
“She left?”
“We fought. Most days… and most nights. Like cats and dogs, you
might say.”
“What did you fight about?”
“Oh, everything. She was a difficult woman.”
“Do you remember the night she left?”
Dr Caddick leaned heavily on his wooden stick. “I think I do.”
“How did she leave?”
“How?”
“Yes, do you remember how she left?”
“Yes… in a bodybag. She fell down the stairs… flew really. She
barely touched the steps at all.”
“And your son, was he there?”
Dr Caddick stared at James. “You seem familiar? Have I met you
before?”
“Do you recognise me?”
“Maybe…”
James couldn’t help but look for the dusty picture frame atop the
cabinet across the room. He found it, where it always was, his own
young face smiling back at him, holding a 32 lb carp so high it caused
him to lean over.
“We spent a lot of time together, my son and me. A bad temper, but
an intelligent boy.”
“He gets it from you, no doubt.”
Dr Caddick sighed and nodded. “I used to work at the university. I
taught chemistry. I have my books here somewhere—”
“Maybe we can look at those next time,” James said. He rubbed his
cheek with the cuff of his starched white shirt, then made his way
back through the house. The front door was still bolted.
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“Why did you come here?”
James turned and found Dr Caddick close behind him. The mountain of belongings enclosed them in a hot, airless tunnel.
James hesitated. “I… came to help you with your cats, that’s all.”
Dr Caddick stared at him long and hard. James thought he saw a
brief recognition of who he was, a glimmer of the man he used to
know. But then Dr Caddick leaned across him and unbolted the door.
Dr Caddick stood back and leaned on his stick. He swayed rhythmically back and forth.
“You should call your daughter this evening,” James said. “I think
she’d like to hear from you. You remember a lot today.”
“Do you think so? Maybe, we’ll see. I have lots to do this evening.”
James stepped out into the bright light and fresh summer air. “Take
care, Dr Caddick. I’ll be back. Same time tomorrow. Perhaps we can
talk about clearing the downstairs toilet again.”
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E

L’S STOMACH GRUMBLED AS HE studied the shiny
ring inside the dumpster. It had a golden band with a diamond stone. He turned to Sam crouching next to him, “How
much do you think it’s worth?” Sam didn’t take his eyes off the ring
and replied, “Enough.” He picked up the ring, placed it in the pockets
of his stiff, mud stained jeans and lifted himself out of the dumpster.
With a quick look in either direction, he slunk off through an empty
alleyway, El on his tail.
No more than two years older than El, Sam had the look of a stray
dog: lean with hungry eyes and a cautious gait adopted after being
kicked at too many times. El had spent the first twelve years of his
life in relative luxury and even after a year on the streets he walked
with a straight back like his father had taught him to.
El felt a dullness come over his thoughts, as it did every time a
memory of his family surfaced unbidden. He forced himself to shake
it off and kept walking. They stopped at the end of the alley with Sam
scanning the street beyond. “Can’t get cornered now,” he whispered.
El nodded, pulling his hood up against the cold and the prying eyes.
A beating was one thing. But they had more to protect now.
In the red evening light, he saw the street lined with hawkers, beggars, pickpockets and policemen—predators—but no sign of the
Smith boys they had hidden from in the dumpster. Sam had been
discovered stealing from the family of thugs a few days earlier and
they had been looking to mete out punishment ever since.
As they stepped out onto the street, they heard the whine of a pack
of bikers approach. El’s stomach filled with ice at the sound. The
bikers stopped at a traffic jam, their engines growling. El turned towards them and looked for the man responsible for putting him on
the street. “By Matty’s cart,” said Sam next to him. It didn’t take long
for El to find the man in the orange bandana with a cigarette held
in his mouth. El remembered his mother’s whimper when the man
had marked her arm with an identical cigarette. He remembered his
father’s howl after the first gunshot. He remembered biting his captor’s forearm and scampering away through the back door before the
second gunshot.
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The man looked up at El and across the street their eyes met. He
is going to recognize me! I need to get away! El tried to run but he
couldn’t move. He couldn’t even break eye contact. He felt untethered
from the world.
Then he felt Sam grip his arm and anchor him back to earth. The
spell finally broke and El ran, not caring about which direction he
was going as long as it took him away from the man who had orphaned him. He did not stop until his terror drained away and shame
took its place, filling him with each ragged breath. He leaned against
a wall and retched acid. “He doesn’t remember you, El,” Sam panted
next to him.
This was the third time El had seen the biker since his narrow escape. Each time the biker had failed to notice him and each time El
had run away.
El wiped his mouth and closed his eyes, blocking out the world.
But the face of the biker was imprinted on the inside of his eyelids.
An idea sparked into his mind. “Enough,” Sam had said. “Enough
for what, Sam?” he asked now, looking up at his friend. Sam smiled
with a hint of embarrassment, “A van.” El considered the possibility.
A van would provide shelter for the coming winter, and they could
earn a steady income delivering goods throughout the city. The less
savory merchants always needed discreet ways to move their product. No more stealing or picking pockets. El wasn’t the only stray
Sam had rescued. There were three others, all younger, all hungry,
all cold. A van would change their lives.
“How about a gun instead?” El proposed.
Sam’s jaw stiffened. “No,” he said, turning to walk away.
“Come on, Sam! Think about it—”
“I know why you want a gun. We’re not getting a gun.”
El gnashed his teeth at the dismissal. Sam had always been blunt.
“The Smiths will find us. They were screaming about breaking our
arms and legs. We need protection.”
“This is not about the Smiths.”
“Fine, it’s not,” El admitted, “I can’t keep running away, living with
fear and shame. I need to hunt the bastard down. For my family.”
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Sam’s eyes softened. “Guns don’t bring folks back from the dead,
El. A gun won’t help.”
“With a gun we wouldn’t have to steal scraps to feed ourselves.
With it we could take what we want.”
“It would get you killed,” Sam said with a note of finality.
Tears pricked at the corners of El’s eyes. He had expected Sam to
understand. “You are a coward!” he shouted.
Sam’s eyes widened, his thin patience wearing out. “We are getting
a van. You don’t like it, walk away, you little shit!” he snapped.
El stood up tall and clenched his hands. “I need the ring, Sam.”
Sam held his gaze for a moment and shook his head, as if disappointed. “Let’s get back now. The Smiths will be out looking—”
“Speak of the devil,” said a voice from the end of the alley. Finn,
the oldest of the Smith brothers, walked towards them with a baseball bat on his shoulder, blotting out the blood-streaked sky with his
wide body.
The other end of the alley was walled up. El looked to the side and
found the two younger Smith brothers running in, big smiles on their
faces. Cornered!
Sam positioned himself between Finn and El, and raised his hands
in a gesture of surrender, “Look here, Finn—”
“I do the talking, runt,” snarled Finn, “Now before we smash in
your knee caps, little El here mentioned a ring?”
Sam cursed and, with a murderous look at El, charged Finn. But
the thug grabbed him by his shoulders and pushed him back into El,
knocking them over like bowling pins. El knew they had no chance
of running away or fighting their way out. They are going to take the
ring and leave us crippled.
El felt Sam’s hand brush his pocket. “Run,” Sam whispered.
“What?”
Sam got up and tackled Finn’s legs, this time taking him down. He
managed to wrest the baseball bat out of Finn’s hands and lift it up
before one of Finn’s brothers kicked him in the ribs. “Run, El!” Sam
croaked, rolling over on his side. El took one last look at his friend
and sprinted towards the last brother, dodging his outstretched hand
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and slipping into the street beyond.
He ran, snaking through cars stuck in traffic and carts hawking
wares. Away from his friend. Away from his enemies. As he always
had.
It did not take El long to lose his pursuers in the darkening city.
When he was sure he was not being followed he sought out the hidey-hole he used to sleep in before Sam found him: a large steel pipe
in an overgrown park. El ducked inside cautiously and squinted to
see if another unfortunate soul had taken up residence there. When
he did not see anyone, he banged his hand against the walls of the
pipe to shake loose any critters. Sure enough a rat squeaked and darted between his legs and out of the pipe.
El felt around in the dark with his hands until he found the ragged
blanket that had been his only possession in those early days on the
street. Finding it dry he wrapped it around himself, trying to drive
away the cold and ignore his groaning stomach.
He thought of Sam. The Smiths would not let him off easily, especially after getting wind of a treasure. El put his hand in his pocket
and felt the ring. He did not want to take it out and risk losing it in the
dark. Sam had taken a beating for it.
El knew he should go back to their shelter and look after the young
ones until Sam eventually stumbled back in with a broken bone or
two. He knew Sam’s injuries would need to be tended to. But he also
knew that Sam would take the ring away. El fumed thinking about
how stubborn Sam had been earlier. If anything, his beating proved
that they needed a gun. So, El hid in this hidey-hole where he knew
Sam would not be able to find him.
He shivered through the night, wrapping the blanket around him
so that his skin did not touch the cold steel. The next morning he dug
a hole next to the pipe and buried the ring there, wrapped in a rag,
and covered up the soil with brown leaves. He then sought out several
pawn shops in a part of the city he knew Sam or the Smiths would
not frequent, and tried to barter the ring for a handgun and some
ammo. It was a hard deal to sell without the ring at hand to show the
82

brokers. But he managed to come back that night with a “maybe”.
The following morning El dug out the ring, stuck it in his pocket
and headed to the pawn shop. His legs shook, partly due to the cold
and partly in anticipation. He looked over his shoulders at every turn.
When it came to crossing a bridge or going under it, he chose the
dark tunnel underneath. Halfway through the tunnel he tripped on
a soft lump and went down on the rough floor, skinning his elbow.
“Ow!” he cried, crawling back up and looking to see what he had
tripped on. The lump turned out to be a boy wrapped in a blanket.
El could see the pale face of the boy, his tired eyes looking hazily
up at him, his teeth chattering as a draft blew through the tunnel.
He could not have been older than ten and must have been newly
homeless to have not found a tent yet. The boy did not say a word and
covered up his face with his blanket. He did not yell at El for tripping
over him. He was resigned to his lot in life.
El massaged his elbow and turned around to walk away, to his
pawn shop and his handgun. To revenge. But something pulled him
back.
The pale boy shivering behind him reminded El of himself the day
Sam had found him. El had left his shelter to scavenge some food on
a morning much like this but given up after an hour of searching. He
had not had the energy to get back to his steel pipe and so had laid
down on the side of a street, shivering and waiting to die. Sam had
found him, carried him to his tent and given him warm food. They
had lived together since, along with the other kids Sam had rescued.
They had thieved and scavenged and begged and eked out a living in
an arid world infested with predators. Sam had risked getting crippled to protect El.
El looked back at the human shaped lump and decided that this
time he would not run away.
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REAT STORIES ARE OFTEN ABOUT large, complex
topics shown through the lens of human interaction. The
backdrop interests us on an intellectual level, but the story
focuses on the small actions that provide emotion and meaning. Life
Online has done this by exploring the concept of mind-uploading
through the love and loss of friends.
One of the things I love most about this piece is how much information the author managed to convey about the lives of the characters
and the world they live in while still remaining focused on the one
pivotal moment. With such a sprawling topic it would have been easy
to overreach and attempt to pack in too much story, but that doesn’t
happen. We get just enough context to understand their reasons for
attempting the experimental procedure.
A typically bleak near-future drives the need to escape the physical
world. Terrifying radioactive fog clouds roam the continent, polar
bears shed their fur and get skin cancer, and even the oceans are on
fire. Hyperbole or not, the image is enough to drive the point home.
It’s time to leave.
It’s an easy choice for Alissa, the point of view character. She states
multiple times throughout the story how certain she is of her choice.
The only drawback is having to leave her best friend, Pen, behind.
That alone is heartbreaking, but what I found especially compelling
was the author’s decision to tie the reason directly to the state of the
world. They could have made it circumstantial, such as a difference
of opinion, or the procedure only working on one person at a time,
but they explicitly said the friends could have overcome that hurdle.
Instead, the author provided depth to the characters by making the
choice a direct result of the world they want to escape.
A dependent. A younger brother who was injured by the world and
failed by the medical system. He is Pen’s reason for getting up in the
morning, and possibly a driving factor in the pair’s pursuit of mind
uploading. It’s never stated explicitly, but it stands to reason Pen and
her brother could safely follow Alissa if the procedure is successful.
That gives me hope for their future together.
As it is, for now Pen remains behind, and it’s a heartfelt and scary
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goodbye. The author captured the emotions well, clearly showing the
love Alissa and Pen have for eachother, and the deep trust they share.
And while the piece is ultimately about love and friendship, the
author leaves us with the terrifying knowledge that the procedure
is not a guaranteed success. Alissa’s consciousness may be lost, or
worse, corrupted. The risks drive home the emotional response of the
characters, giving weight to their choices.
Life Online is a lovely piece about friendship in the face of uncertainty and fear. It shows us an unnerving possible future not unrealistic to anticipate, but stays focused on the human relationships that
make us care.
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