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A year ago, we set out to produce the anthology we always wanted to read, but which did not yet exist. An anthology of future-state anti-gender, pro-gender, mixed-gender, beyond-gender, without-gender, playful-gender, WTF-gender. We wanted bodies changing and being changed, bodies that are permeable, bodies that resist, bodies resisted, bodies transcended, bodies that become and are becoming. Minds that are natural, beyond natural, synthetic, beyond synthetic, digital, and unfathomable. We wanted gender queer, gender beautiful, gender sacred, gender outside, gender beyond, gender that makes you go, “Wow” or “Huh?” or “Whoa!” or “Cool” or “Me!!”

And now we’ve got it! The stories in this anthology will transport you to strange places filled with mythical monsters, found families, strange science, restless robots, and gorgeous genders. You’ll explore genders both very new and very old, feelings of kinship and kindness, the boundaries of bodies and minds, and what lies beyond our current moment.

Bodies aren’t all they’re cracked up to be in stories like The Great Rejuvenation (Matthew Yap), Reveal Party (Athena Sophia), and Buddy-125 (Andrew Benzinger). These stories blur the line between physical form, the natural world, and the boundaries of consciousness. Would you give up your body to save the world? Your lover? Or just to save yourself?

But bodies are also everything in Call Me by My Dead Name (Hava Steinmetz-Cumbo), The Category is...Borg Queen Realness! (Christopher Scott), A is for Asteroid (Cary Tide), and Clanker, Meatbag, Traitor, Scum (Lily LaChance). Here, the interplay between physical form and gender expression is explored to its fullest. What will it take for people to see you as you are—as you truly are? What are you willing to give up? And what are you willing to gain?

Forgetting who you are won’t solve the problems of the world, as stories like Conversion (Xauri’El Zwaan) and Warning: Loss of Network Connection (Damla Çelik) remind us. Shrinking ourselves, changing ourselves to fit in, won’t solve the problems we face. Only we have the power to change the world. What will you do with the power? 

Community, family, and connection are paramount in stories of found family like Human Maintenance and Repair (Kai Wolden), Alterious Alignments (Evangeline Giaconia), Swarm (Alistair Robinson), and Apocalypse Later (Bat Collazo). Here, love has the power to save lives, stave off the end times, change the course of human history, and bring us all closer together. What family will we build together? Who will we call sibling, parent, child, lover, friend? 

Enter the fantastical—and learn to save the world, and yourself—with Collaboration (Adrian Ruskin), The City (R.J. Butler), and The Ganymede Dragon (Meagan Kane). As powerful actors conspire to oppress and control, find solace in the strength of queer and trans people to resist and rebel. When the world feels at its darkest, who will you reach towards for help? And who will you uplift alongside you?

These stories cover a wide range of perspectives, but the message is the same: the future is full of amazing, clever, beautiful, complicated, strong, and thriving trans people. The future is trans, and it’s awesome. Won’t you join us there?

Dan Michael Fielding, editor

April Autumn, artist
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By Athena Sophia

––––––––
[image: ]


[New gender just dropped.]

Erika mentally snapped the text message off to a friend, overlaying a pixelized black panel over the green neon light illuminating the array of bottles behind the bar. Simultaneously, she raised her equally neon drink and cheered with the rest of the party-goers as the official announcement flared on the wall-screen at the front of the room; she turned her perceptual audio volume down to dampen the deafening applause. On the screen, the sleekly minimalist geometry of the Xin-Sallow Group corporate launch page exploded into a riot of shape and color heralding this year’s gender: the “aphrodite”, pronounced with three syllables, pronouns aph/ro. Pulsing, vaguely organic graphics entranced the eye while a soft, breathy voice delivered the pitch with well-paid enthusiasm:

“The next evolution of gender euphoria. Transcend all binaries and combine the best of both worlds into a new, more true yourself. Imagine smooth skin, long limbs, a slender frame, and gorgeous features. With dense tactile nerve endings and a dual anatomy equipped for all situations, the aphrodite gets the most out of life, and people love them for it. Aphrodites are vivacious, open-minded, funny, and sensual, a perfect identity for anyone craving a happier, more liberated life. Act now and receive a discount on the first year of your subscription.”

Several different models held alluring poses above and below the text, showing off the beauty and possibilities a not-so-small monthly fee offered. Each one of them sported an elfin androgynous look, tall and somewhat broad-shouldered but with slim waists and wide hips, all framed by cascades of translucent hair pulsating rainbow hues. An explanatory pop-up promised that the implanted cranial fiber-optics interfaced with the nervous system to shift in color according to the mood of the user. Not the first time they tried that gimmick–the cuttle (ce/ceph) from three years ago did something similar–but it remained flashy enough that some people would certainly make the purchase from that fact alone. 

Despite rolling her eyes at the hilariously forced pronouns (aph/ro, really?), she saw the appeal. Despite her introverted tendencies–or perhaps because of them–Erika could not help but find identifying as the life of the party enticing, for all the reasons the bombastic description sold it on. Even if one’s natural personality failed to live up to the expected standards of disinhibited spontaneity, the timed-release hormones and cortical stimulators that came included in the full package would mold the mind to match, tweaking everything from your emotional range to your sexual orientation. Unlike in prior times, one’s selfhood was no longer a straitjacket.

Erika glanced over the assembled transhumans milling around the garishly lit room. A trio of melipones (mel/mer) sitting in quiet communion, each bearing identical feminine faces and silvery antennae. The towering, statuesque apex (ex/em) chatting up the svelte faeder (fae/faer) with a peacock plume coiffure at the table by the window. The kuda (da/dam) with a neatly trimmed beard nursing a non-alcoholic drink, clearly several months pregnant. The perfect porcelain face of a bisque (bi/bir) elegantly sipping a cocktail held with a ball-jointed arm. At the center of the throng stood Onyx Lyric, the tall, toned hyen (hy/hyr) with close-cropped cyan hair who organized the reveal party. Erika let out a small sigh. Her role playing the synthesizer in Onyx’s glitchpop band–the Aberrant Stimuli–kept her regularly invited to parties, but she remained at the back of the room here as much as the back of the stage during shows. 

“Staring at hyr again, huh?”

Erika jumped in her seat and splashed half of her remaining drink on the counter. A meter-wide indigo isocahedron with an eye on each facet hovered into view beside her, speaking in a sardonic synthetic voice. Galois never stooped to assuming the same form twice.

“Don’t scare me like that!” she hissed at the augmented reality avatar. “How did you even do that without my permission?”

The observant polyhedron bobbed in a fashion approximating a shrug. “You never actually ended the call last night.”

Erika squeezed her eyes shut with a grimace as she recalled waking up to keyboard indentations on her face after hours of audio mixing. “Oh.”

“You have got to take it easier, girl. You’re going to burn yourself out.”

“You can’t lecture me, you don’t even sleep.” Virtuals (vi/vir) like Galois usually concentrated consciousness processing onto rotating parts of their computing cluster, always fractionally resting but never fully dormant.

Vi rolled all vir eyes at once. “So, I see they went all out with the gender this year.”

Erika downed the remnant dregs of her drink and let out a sharp laugh. “I’ll bet half the people here will’ve made the switch within the month.” While amusing to watch, fad genders failed to find purchase on her psyche. Sure, she tried out being a faeder for a while, but after settling on the Xin-Sallow Group’s Woman+ package, she never looked back. The classic aesthetics (and pronouns) of womanhood, but with the unpleasant aspects of the menstrual cycle engineered out and the complications of birthing dealt with by a yearly allotment of access to an exowomb pod if one wished to have a child. She had stuck with it more or less her entire adult life and never felt the pangs of missing out.

“I wouldn’t bet against you there–although oof, look at that price tag. A quarter of them’ll be bankrupt by the end of the year.”

“Onyx will be fine, hy gets modeling contracts all the time.” The lead singer of the Stimuli carried the popularity of the band on hyr artfully muscled back. Nevertheless, Erika scrolled through the aphrodite’s detailed description and might have whistled at the fee had she ever learned to whistle. As she reached the bottom of the page, she came across a smaller subsidiary announcement.

“Due to low subscription numbers and the expected customer adoption of the aphrodite, we will be sunsetting support of the Woman+ gender product. Current users will receive a special discount if they wish to upgrade before the cessation of services in 64 business days.”

Erika grew still and quiet for a moment, before letting out a different laugh, more the inverse of a gasp. 

“What?” Galois inquired.

Erika swallowed. “Look at the bottom.” Her friend narrowed vir eyes as vi read through the last paragraph.

“Oh, no. Oh, honey.” Vir 3D model could not physically touch her, but all the same Galois positioned a vertex to press against her shoulder. Erika wished she could feel it.

“Hey!” Onyx called with a cheerfully elongated enunciation as hy strode over to the bar. “What’d you think? I think it’s gorgeous, you can guess how I’m going to look next week.” Hy directed a blinding smile at Erika while standing at a slight angle with hyr hand on hyr hip, a practiced pose hy developed for public appearances.

“It’s—” she began before choking on the next word, desperately holding back tears. “It’s great, I love it.”

“God, me too.” Onyx put a palm on the table and leaned in. “I was talking with the other members, and we might all get it together. We can be a matching set on stage, wouldn’t that be great?”

Erika imposed a smile onto her face. “Yeah, great. Maybe we could do that.”

“Well, think about it, but not for too long. You’ve held on to that old gender for years now, it’s time for a change.” Hy added a sing-song lilt to the end of hyr sentence. “And have another drink, you look pale.” The beaming hyen took off back into the crowd, quickly flanked by a pair of kitsu (fe/fer) admirers.

“You going to be okay?” Galois asked once Onyx disappeared, not that hy could have heard vir either way.

“I want to go home.” She ended the call.

Decorum demanded she stay another half hour to ease her way out of the web of social reciprocities, but Erika eventually escaped the party to make her way to the monorail station. Her head buzzed with a swarm of anxieties. She needed her gender. She didn’t want to switch, and even if she did, she couldn’t afford it. Onyx made money on freelance work, but the band itself didn’t actually pull in that much profit after operating costs, and it was the only thing Erika had going. She couldn’t bear the thought of her hormone implant turning off and her body slowly reverting to how it used to be. Whatever the bioessentialists said, not everyone was lucky enough to be born the way they wanted.

The tears finally burst free. In a vain attempt to not make a scene in front of passerby she steadied herself against one of the transparent algae tanks installed to increase urban air oxygenation after the oceans failed. A giant multinational corporation was not singling her out for persecution, these things happened. By now there were so many childbearing genders that humanity hardly required the original model to maintain replacement levels. She remembered when she was a kid and they came out with the neuman (neu/nem), the first neogender. Similar to the standard male but tweaked to for reduced violent tendencies, quicker development of attentiveness in early schooling, and eliminated baldness (but reduced body hair), it fit modern technological society better than its ancestral counterpart. Although it initially faced strong opposition by men nervous about being replaced, within a decade they were lining up to make the change. It simply outcompeted the older model, leaving man (classic) a rare specialty gender for those with particular tastes.

In the broad abstract, it made sense. She accepted the logic of it on a systemic level. She could not accept the feeling of it on a personal level. People didn’t need to be corporation-tailored sex icons, but she needed to be what she was right now. 

Sometime after midnight Erika tapped her keycard on her apartment door and tumbled inside onto her bed. Her head ached from alcohol and crying. She ought to get up and brush her teeth so she could go to sleep properly, but the force of will necessary to accomplish that simple task failed to materialize. After twenty motionless minutes on the mattress, she mentally checked her messages.

A series of texts from Galois went from annoyed at being hung up on, curious as to how she was doing, then concerned for her safety. She rubbed the corners of her eyes before composing a short response.

[I’m fine.]

[Are you home yet?]

[Yes.]

[I’m glad. Doing okay?]

[No.]

[I didn’t get a chance to say this earlier but... you have options, you know. There are discreet clinics that handle this sort of thing.]

Erika scrunched her face, not that the expression carried through the communication medium. 

[I’m not going to a chop shop.]

[They’re not all that bad. They’re not just for criminals looking for augs, they’re for people who want bodily autonomy.]

[Pass.]

[They can give you what you want for a one-time fee, not a perpetual subscription.]

Erika hesitated before responding.

[It’s not like I know any places like that.]

[I know someone.]

She started to input a dismissal, then deleted it. 

[How do you know this person?]

[Look, if I give you an address, will you come tomorrow morning?]

She dragged herself out of the bed and into the bathroom. Once finished, she yanked her clothing off, left it in a trail on the floor, and drew the sheets up over her head.

[All right.]

The next morning Erika swallowed an analgesic to deal with her hangover and a stimulant to deal with her sleep debt. With rising apprehension, she left her apartment and followed the automated map’s path to the location Galois indicated the night before. She wanted to trust her oldest friend, but the idea of going to one of those sketchy bodymod places set her vellus hairs on end. Never, ever had she considered herself the type of person who would patronize an illegal operation. Well, not inherently illegal (as long as you were not installing concealed weapons in your forearms) but the kind of dubious grey market that the major companies offered a trustworthy, licensed alternative to. She had no alternative now.

The nondescript steel rectangle thumped three times against her knuckles. She took a step back and waited in a superposition of hoping it would open and hoping it would not. A few seconds later, the lock disengaged and the door creaked on its hinges. Overhead lights flickered on she poked her head inside, revealing a baroque assembly of machinery arrayed across the concrete floor. In the back-center of the room sat an empty operating table.

“Hello?” Erika called out with a quavering voice.

“Hello!” answered the shimmering mass of liquid metal floating in the air before her.

She gasped and put a hand to her chest. “Oh, it’s you. Are you here to introduce me?”

The face that embossed itself out of the undulating mercury raised both eyebrows. “No, we already know each other quite well.”

Erika lowered her eyebrows in turn. “Where is the... the doctor, then?”

Galois extruded several silvery tentacles, whose ends congealed into a panoply of surgical tools. Behind vir avatar, an arachnoid set of robotic arms lowered from the ceiling to loom over the table and flexed in the same manner as the blob’s arms. “Ready to begin.”

Erika’s face worked through a series of emotions. “You...” She tried again. “You did say you were a surgeon.”

“Just not where.” Vi spread vir appendages in all directions. “This venue gives me more latitude for my... artistic tendencies, shall we say. Still up for it?”

She let her body slump wearily as she exhaled, resembling a deflating balloon. “I’m here, I guess.”

“Excellent. So, what do you want?”

“Well, whatever it takes to let me keep my gender, I guess.”

“Simple procedure, mostly just have to jailbreak your hormone implant and get you a fresh cartridge. Are you sure that’s what you want, though?”

Erika clasped her hands together in front of her. “Yeah, unless you can make me an aphrodite, I guess.” She suddenly drew her arms closer to her body. “It would make Onyx happy.”

Galois transformed an appendage into a five-fingered hand and pointed to the left. “Look over there.” A collection of chests hooked up to pipes that disappeared into the walls crowded that end of the room. “Organs on ice, anything you like. Mechanical parts too, if that’s more your style.”

Erika gave the wall a hard look. “Where did you get those?” 

“Such implicit accusation! Trade-ins, of course. Transactions between consenting adults.”

The look shifted to the fluid avatar briefly before a thought came to her. “Wait, do you have any kitsu ears? I always thought those were cute.”

“As a matter of fact I do, fresh from yesterday. Black fur, feline type.”

“Cute...” Erika trailed off. “I always kind of wanted those.”

“Well, they’re here.” Galois leaned in conspiratorially. “We also have bisque limbs, I know you like those.”

“I do, but I didn’t like the idea of being... you know, smooth.” She gestured with a flat palm between her legs.

“That’s just the corporate package deal. Here you could have only the arms, only the legs, anything you like, à la carte.”

She pursed her lips. She knew she ought to stick with the plan she walked in with, yet a candy story sparkle shined in her eyes. “Anything I like...”

A chemical haze swirled around her thoughts and sensations as she awoke. Erika blinked twice, then rotated her jaw to make sure it still worked. She put a hand to her head as though to steady it. A hand of synthetic porcelain with exposed joints.

“Ah, you’re awake. Feeling okay?” The metallic bubble hovered above her.

She blinked some more. “I think so.” With effort she forced her upper body upward. “Did it go okay?”

“No complications whatsoever. I am a consummate professional, my dear.” A robotic arm extended a mirror to the patient on the table. In the reflection she beheld organically melded cat-like ears, ball-jointed shoulders, and hair of a pale blue shade that brightened and swam with eddies of orange as the sedation wore off. A juxtaposition of every element she ever fancied from every gender she ever saw. A genuine herself constructed from modular parts.

She suppressed hyperventilation. “Wow.”

“Relax, you’re gorgeous.”

“I just... it’s just, a lot, right now.” She turned her head and angled her torso this way and that, examining the body her friend made for her with joy and fear.

“Take your time. I don’t have any clients for another hour.”

“What am I now? Like, what are my pronouns?”

“I guess that’s for you to decide.” The possibility space overwhelmed her. She decided to think about it later. For the moment, she wrapped herself in the provided robe and gingerly stepped down onto the cold floor. Her legs seemed to work.

“So, what do I owe you? I really should have asked that first, I’m sorry.”

Galois waved a dismissive tendril. “A favor for a friend. It’s on the house.”

“No, no, I couldn’t live with myself!”

“Fine. Give me whatever you were going to pay for your subscription to cover labor, and I keep your old components as a trade for the materials. Deal?”

She made a small, guilty noise. “All right.” Her brows knitted. “What kind of person would want my old arms?”

The antigravitic melted gallium shrugged in a fashion that sent ripples through it. “Some people just want to look different, not necessarily upgrade. If it gets near its expiration date, then certain vendors will pay handsomely for it as a delicacy.”

Disgust wrinkled the corners of her eyes. “You mean...”

“Hey, no one died for it. Perfectly ethical.”

She dragged her fingernails through her autumn-leaf hair. Better not to argue when she was getting such a good deal. Instead, she grabbed her belongings and got dressed. After profuse expressions of gratitude and promises of reciprocal aid in the future, she swiftly made her way out before any subsequent clients knocked at the door.

With everything else going on she had almost forgotten her actual schedule. Today the Aberrant Stimuli began recording their next album (title pending) and Erika was already late. She quickened her pace, not only with urgency but also with the springing step of someone granted a new lease on life. She beamed out at the world until it hurt her cheeks. She was free now. Free of the Xin-Sallow Group, free of the limited avenues of identity imposed on her. Whispering doubts nagged in the back of her head, but exuberance buoyed her over them. She had become something better than a woman, better than an aphrodite – or at least, better in her own eyes, truer to her own self-conception. She didn’t care what anyone else thought.

The sound-dampening studio door swung open before her and she strode in with her head held high. “Hi,” she announced with ebullient simplicity. 

All faces turned. All eyes stared at her. A long silence fell upon the room. Onyx Lyric, high priest of extroverts, spoke first. “What is that?”

A frown flickered on Erika’s lips. Her eyes met those of the newly minted aphrodite standing before her. So utterly put together, just like hy always – rather, aph always was. Perfectly coordinated half-jacket and dress combination, signature hand on ro hip, iridescent tresses down to ro knees. The closest thing to a god in a post-industrial society. In comparison, she looked mismatched. Gaudy. Too much, gone too far. A child playing with her mother’s makeup. 

“It’s...” Erika swallowed. “It’s my new look. Like you said, I needed a change.”

Onyx raised a sculpted eyebrow. “Right, a change to look like the rest of us.” Aph looked her up and down. “This isn’t bringing our brand together.”

She almost protested that she got the same hair, but bit her tongue. “I’m in the back anyways,” she answered in measured syllables, “everyone just looks at you.”

Onyx raised ro eyebrow even higher. “And that gives you an excuse to do...” A flap of the hand in her direction. “This nonsense?”

Incipient pressure built in the corners of Erika’s eyes. “A person’s gender...” She took a steadying breath. “...shows their individuality.” The Xin-Sallow tagline verbatim.

“Your gender shows your role in society.” Onyx put ro fingers together and swiped them diagonally in the air. “All this shows is that you can’t afford a real gender.”

The eyeshadow consisted of targeted skin melanin, so it remained untouched by her streaming tears. Somewhere from underneath the smothering shame, anger boiled up and seized her tongue like a lash. “Well, ‘Onyx Lyric’ isn’t a real name. I remember you before you changed it, Abigail.” Venom dripped off the last word.

Onyx’s palm left a red mark on Erika’s cheek. “How dare you?” aph hissed.

The sting shut her lacrimal ducts. “I quit.” The words came out with leaden gravity. “Keep your brand.” Before her courage deserted her, she spun around and wrenched the door open. She ignored the shouting until it swung shut again.

She didn’t know where she meant to go, she simply walked as fast as she could away from there. She felt stares from bystanders burning holes through her like sun through a hundred magnifying glasses, but couldn’t discern if her perceptions corresponded with reality. A pair of diminutive neotes (ne/ne) giggled as she passed, and she wondered if they laughed at her. She could not help but picture herself as a foreign element about to be ejected by the immune system of the body politic. The hole her shape fitted in no longer existed.

Involuntarily she found herself standing in front of the clinic she left just hours ago. A foolish choice by her unconscious, to wander recklessly into a seedy part of town to a known den of questionable commerce. She ought to leave, now. Before the nervous signals reached her leg actuators, the door opened of its own accord. A familiar voice addressed her softly.

“Come in.”

Inside, the automaton spider arms were placing their used tools one by one into an autoclave. The physical components of the room appeared no different, but Galois now assumed the shape of a serpentine chimera, a many-legged creature whose each segment mimicked a different animal. The frontmost portion resembled a sphinx, a lion’s body with the face of a man. The face regarded her with the most tender of expressions to match the tone of vir words. “Tell me what happened.”

She did, and although the incident lasted no more than ten minutes, it took the better part of an hour to recount. Galois simply nodded and asked questions until she finished and collapsed backwards onto the surgery table, the only seat available.

“I did the wrong thing, didn’t I? I burned my only bridge.”

The chimera tilted vir head. “Probably not the best response, but it might not have turned out any better no matter what you did. At least you stood up for yourself.”

“Myself.” Erika enunciated it with distaste. “I hate myself.”

“Honey, don’t say that. I wouldn’t have helped you if I didn’t think you were a good person worth helping.” A rare shadow of regret crossed vir face. “It’s my fault, I influenced you.”

“It’s not your fault at all!” Erika lifted her head with fervent eyes. “It was my decision. You were so sweet to help me.” She slouched heavily back down. “Who is ‘me’, though?” She fingered the furry ears atop her head. “I didn’t have these yesterday, are they still mine?” She looked over at the freezer chests. “My limbs are still in there, right? I had them since I was born, are they more ‘me’ than the ones I have now?” She moved her dominant arm through various contortions.

Galois offered a sad smile. “Don’t ask me, I’m just a brain in a jar.” Vi scuttled over the walls to curl around a tube-riddled tank in the back right-hand corner.

“That’s not true at all.” Erika smiled back at vir. “Within the last 24 hours you’ve been a d12, a slime, and a centipede.”

Vir smile grew a little less sad. “I was proud of that slime avatar, it took a while to get the lighting right.”

Erika kept twisting her arm, peering at it pensively as the conversation hit a lull. At last: “This isn’t me.”

“The arm?”

“No, all of it. All of this.” She brushed her fingers down her torso. “I changed half of it on a whim, but I was still ‘me’ in the only way that mattered.” She sat up again. “Gal, how much could you get for my whole body? Broke it down for parts and sold them off?”

Vi retracted vir head a bit. “Back up, where is this going?”

She looked vir straight in the eyes. “If you sold all of it, could you make me like you?”

Galois retracted vir whole body away from her now. “Hey now, chill. This isn’t the time to be making decisions like that. Go home and get some sleep, you need it.”

Erika shook her head firmly. “I can if you want, but I’ll ask the same question tomorrow.”

Vi sighed. “It would just about cover the cost of the procedure, but not the upkeep.”

“I’ll start a solo career. Or I’ll get a boring programming job at a software company if that’s what it takes. I’m done with my old life.” She gripped the edge of the table. “I never really liked having a body in the first place.”

Vi studied her expression. “Fine. Ask me again tomorrow. If you still feel the same way, and you can show me a plan, I can do the procedure. I’ve done it before.”

She bowed her head. “Thank you.”

The next day, Erika woke up feeling the same way, and spent the morning researching how to most efficiently liquidate her earthly assets. Unsurprisingly, financing an entirely new mode of being did require a boring programming job, but she didn’t care. For the next several weeks she worked without cease putting things into order. When the last piece clicked into place, she sent Galois a text.

[I’m ready.]

Once more, she laid her head down on the padded table and tried to relax. The electromechanical hekatoncheires whirred above her, laden with scalpels, needles, forceps, and drills. She shut her eyes as the anesthetic washed over her. Galois, a humanoid shadow on the wall cast by no one, whispered repetitious reassurances. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”

When they opened their eyes again, they were no longer really eyes. They sensed information directly as a continuous stream of input, and perceived the ocean of the network fully for the first time. They were a vi now, strictly speaking, but the words didn’t matter. She/vi/they/whatever swam the digital mesh now, untethered by space and matter. The music they made with their spirit emancipated put their old work to shame, drawing followers to its boundless joy. Anxiety and despair and frustration still pursued them, as such emotions did all sentient beings, and they could not always shed every piece of baggage from their old life, but somehow the sum of it grew more manageable. They and Galois could touch each other for real now, real at least in a way that they could feel, and that was all they cared about. Their souls had shed the fetters of flesh.

And the forms they assumed were endless.
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A Is for Asteroid
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By Cary Tide

––––––––
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An homage to “The Aleph” (1945), by Jorge Luis Borges.

A single week of assaying changed me. 

Allow me to clarify. Every day my joints became more inflamed; my hair grew longer; and my life grew shorter. Every night I fell asleep thinking over the tiny repayment my day’s findings represented, and its corollaries: my old life slowly shuffling off with every half-step towards my eventual liberation. Too often, these calculations also occupied my waking mind, such that I risked concluding my sentence in the most abrupt and inconvenient manner. But I set aside these weary progressions to speak instead of a profound change: an immediate, yet indefinite event. Pardon my specious chronology; by “a single week,” I mean only that I started the week the same, and ended it not, without an apparent turning point. My routine was so dull, in fact, that I reviewed the work log repeatedly in an effort to find one. Thus, I can assure you that there was no inciting incident whatsoever: the change was meteoric in impact and in velocity.

Look to your patience, sir! This groundwork is necessary. I am the only witness to my plight, and my testimony deserves a hearing. If I rushed headlong into a brief description of my “symptoms,” as you put it, profound misunderstanding rather than the clarity you seek would inevitably result. Moreover, I fear that your haste to get to the point has caused you to miss my little play-upon-words. Perhaps I had better start quite small. Once more: on an asteroid, atoms make up everything—the liars!

Well, I must ask for your forgiveness. I supposed I had paid a thousand credits for the observations of a professional, not for the facile remarks any student might volunteer. Of course that is true everywhere; are you dense? My point is that it is all so wonderfully atomic in a void—Heraclitus, you know. When one resides upon an asteroid, there is little else to dwell on. 

Yes, you may laugh. Laughter is the heart’s applause, and lets a storyteller know their audience is keeping up. You may think me vain, but I am not so self-ingratiated as to break stride over a laugh. Clear as quartz? Good. And the Heraclitus—you understood?

Ye gods. What has education come to? Well, did you bother to read the Borges I sent, or the Winterson—the child with the tulip—or must I go elsewhere? 

Then I can continue. No, thank you; after my long confinement, I prefer to pace about.

I speak of atoms not merely to amuse myself. I do so because, by making contact; securing the ship; and drilling samples, I effected an incidental shift in the asteroid’s velocity and momentum. Yet the asteroid’s orbit had been quite stable; using such little delta vee altered the destiny of the whole very little. It altered the fate of those tiny fragments likely to fly off in a collision far more. If in turn I was divinely subjected to a sort of retributive balancing, I should less expect a change quite total in nature than for bits of myself to depart—atoms subtracted from my ledger. You see? 

Well, you ought to consider it; the error in my arithmetic will be found only through careful review, I fancy. But I discarded this notion after considering four items against it. One: the change came more than three years into my sentence, after I had surveyed hundreds of asteroids—did the gods love these any less? Second: the stories I have sent contain the only parallels amongst all I have surveyed—and my library is quite remarkable. Third: the accusation upon which I was convicted, baseless though it was, suppose I altered an Earthbound destiny rather more dramatically than I rocked the asteroid’s world. If I am to be so judged, why my sudden liberation? Finally: I may have been the proximate cause, but it was hardly my idea to drill rocks for years; I am a poet, you know. Surely the gods would take that into account.

Thus, I reckoned that the space/time in which the change occurred contained nary a mechanical, casual, nor divine source. (No, you may not interrupt.) I am accustomed to such eventualities: many tragic questions in my life have had only the echo of fate as reply. Yet still I sought a frame of reference, and suspected the path of illumination lay behind psychological or artistic doors. I attempted a few poetic investigations in the first few weeks; finding that incomplete rhymes running through my head only worsened my distress, I abandoned that endeavor. For several months I only occupied myself by weighing-in my findings; waiting for the court to remand the excess portion of my wealth to my custody, which took long enough; using them to acquire the means of life; and researching my predicament. At last I concluded, with some hesitance, that I must consult a psychiatrist.

I should think the reason for my reluctance quite obvious: I was harassed by court-appointed idiots playing at diagnosis just three years ago. Moreover—while three years of solitary space mining is no tagine for the soul—I have maintained my status as an eminently rational man. That is what made the allegation of fraud so vexing: one cannot prevent others from projecting their foolish desires upon one’s own perfectly normal behavior. I never promised I could inseminate my former wife—although I still think that cooking implement could have done the trick quite nicely; it isn’t my fault Claudia failed to gather a necessary ingredient for the cake she wanted so badly to make. I merely presented myself as I am—a bachelor of the highest degree, prepared to provide a good life for a wife and child—and was taken for what I am not. I defrauded no one... perhaps excepting myself in thinking I could grow to love her. (My heart, you see, was broken by another.) But I have left my point. 

I began to suspect the change was permanent. Soon I prayed it was: against further developments, you understand, rather than to anyone in particular. Well, perhaps I prayed to myself. Having received succor neither divine nor mortal since I was forced from my home in unearned disgrace, I am accustomed to relying upon my own wits and hands. Even when sentenced, I appealed to no god; I only called them all the dogs they were. But now I prayed, if only to the atoms which composed me, for stasis; for a return; for a consistent truth to replace the lying double with which I was now confronted. Well—I say double, but of course I was no longer an exact mirror of my previous self. My height had become as you see it now, my muscles had swollen, and... there was the other difference. That caused me to recall the Wilderson, which I had read long ago in halcyon college days; and, soon, the Borges.

I can see a certain notion arising in your eye, but I must put it to bed: there is no use in talk of adjusting to it. Perhaps others in my condition would be happy—but then, you haven’t seen it yet. I try to avoid looking at it myself. At once I took down the little mirror with which I had been equipped, having no need to shave; but the ship
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