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        “Cait Gordon writes with infectious joy and energy, and with a sense of humour that is never far from the surface—even in the darkest moments. This collection has it all, from mermaids that seem very real to bus stops that seem uncanny. It’s a delight from start to finish.”

        Kate Heartfield, Prix Aurora Award–winning author of The Embroidered Book

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Speculative Shorts is a fun, delicious taste of the range of Cait’s spice-rack of writing skills, and she blends together those elements incredibly.”

        Derek Newman-Stille, Prix Aurora Award winner of Speculating Canada and Prix Aurora Award finalist of We Shall Be Monsters

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Speculative Shorts is a gloriously queer, wildly imaginative joyride through sapphic space operas, crushes with consent, and aliens without planets as a metaphor for housing insecurity.  This collection touches on tough themes, yes—but Cait Gordon holds our hands through the journey, offering up absurd, heartfelt worlds where disabled, queer, and neurodivergent people simply exist, and are allowed to exist, without shrinking themselves or squeezing into some predetermined mold. This is a universe where mobility aids are just cool, where being yourself is the ultimate reward, where chosen family, joy, and accessibility aren’t just possible, but mandatory and well-deserved.”

        Dr. Finnian Burnett, educator, and author of The Price of Cookies

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Speculative Shorts by Cait Gordon is nothing short of amazing. I found myself seeing so much of who I am in these stories. Gordon is an amazing speculative fiction writer, giving us worlds that are so alive they seem real, but her true strength has always been the people she creates to populate her amazing worlds. The stories in Speculative Shorts made me laugh, cry, cheer and yet they also made me reflect on my own choices and how I can better represent the disabled community in my own life and work.  Gordon is a master of her craft, and the fifteen stories contained in Speculative Shorts are proof of her greatness. Read and be enchanted!”

        Jamieson Wolf, author of Little Yellow Magnet and The Minotaur

      

      

      

      
        
        
        “Cait is an incredible storyteller, and it shows in this collection. While there are some darker moments, the true focus of these tales is always on hope, inclusivity, and cake—things we all need more of in these dark times.”

        Dianna Gunn, editor of Choices: An Anthology of Reproductive Horror and author of the Moonshadow Rising series
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            About This Collection

          

        

      

    

    
      Short stories and poems that also tell stories can feel like moments captured in time, and for me, gathering a collection that spans almost a decade is like opening up a time capsule. Many of these works have appeared in literary magazines and anthologies, one of them was posted on my website, and the rest are works that haven’t yet been shared with the world. I’ve chosen the tales that mean a lot to me, mainly because I just wanted a single place to put them all!

      Some of the previously published works have been gently edited, but this doesn’t take away from the original storytelling. And I have included content notes (abbreviation is CN) for each piece of short fiction, which wasn’t something that was as common when I first started out. I like content notes because the reader can better decide if they want to skip a story or would like to come back to it on another day. I know these heads-up warnings have helped me as a reader. Please read with care.

      And welcome to the types of tales that fell out of my brain. I hope you enjoy them as much as I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Foreword: Speculate This!

          

          BY DEREK NEWMAN-STILLE

        

      

    

    
      To speculate is to open the status quo up to questions. Speculation has the power to ask questions that we normally do not ask. Speculative fiction may seem like it is about other worlds and other times, but no matter where it is set, it is about the here and now. Although many people view speculative fiction as “just pop literature,” it has the power to critically question truth. By presenting us with a fictional world that is filled with “truthiness,” we are more likely to open ourselves up to new ideas, more likely to imagine otherwise. That gives fiction the power to open up taken-for-granted ideas about the way the world “should be” and instead gives us insights into what is ignored, suppressed, or viewed as impossible. By critically questioning the way we perceive our reality, speculative fiction can do social justice work. It presents us with the belief that things can change, that we can create a different world, which counters the message that “it is what it is.” 

      Speculative fiction invites readers to give power to their imaginations, to see possibilities and imagine potentials. With Speculative Shorts, Cait Gordon invites us into a space of questions, a series of worlds turned topsy-turvy for us to consider, looking at things askance, from a different angle. Cait uses her characteristic humour to punch up (to confront power) and challenge the world as it is in favour of a world that could be. While we are laughing at Cait’s jokes, we are also pausing to think, to ponder.

      Cait uses the power of speculative fiction to paint incredible worlds filled with imagination. Much of Cait’s work is philosophical—she takes an idea, shapes it into a landscape, and populates it with characters to see what happens. She invites a playfulness to asking questions about the world, inviting readers to her sandbox of imagination.

      But I’m making this collection seem so academic with my style of writing. I want readers to know that this collection is a delightful romp around the cosmos, a journey into wonder. Cait recognizes the power of words to either do harm or be healing, and she uses her words precisely in order to do care work with her readers, letting them know that they are safe while being jettisoned around the universe. It’s why she always hires sensitivity readers and gives trigger warnings. These warnings help the reader to set their expectations and know what to expect so that they get shocked by the story instead of by internal trauma.

      Speculative Shorts is a fun, delicious taste of the range of Cait’s spice-rack of writing skills, and she blends together those elements incredibly. She brings in genres like space opera, science fiction, fantasy, and near-future fiction to give readers little sips of the weird, short little ventures into the otherworldly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            A Night at the Rabbit Hole

          

          CN: CLUB DRUGS, BEING UNDER THE INFLUENCE, CARTOON GUN VIOLENCE

        

      

    

    
      With chest bound underneath a crisp blue shirt accented by a tie dangling below the unbuttoned collar, this brand-new person stared so intensely into the mirror that they could have been looking through it. They. That was the pronoun now. Not he. Not she. They. The stocky soul considered adjusting their tie but winced. I always feel like I’m choking in these things. They examined the way the faux silk hung and nodded. Yeah, I prefer it sloppy chic.

      One last decision had to be made, for today at least. A name. Something gender neutral or is that too expected? Perhaps it would have made more sense to have chosen a name at the beginning of their transition, but for some reason they’d left it by the wayside. If you’d asked them, they would not have been able to tell you why. In any case, the moment had arrived and a deadname stood on the precipice for burial. Time to give birth to a new one.

      Focusing on their reflection, they met a face with high cheekbones and a dimpled chin, smooth skin, a freckled nose, and thinned lips pulled taut. They raised a thick brow over a pale blue eye. Their other eyebrow and eye remained impassive. Atop this facial configuration rested a newly acquired undercut with a long, bleached fringe. Who do I look like? I mean, sometimes people say they look like a Sam or a Shannon or an Ashley. But who do I really look like?

      They bit their lip. Rummaging through their brain’s filing cabinet, it felt like every uncovered file turned up blank. Okay, it really shouldn’t be this difficult. I mean, I know who I am now, so putting a name to me has gotta be easy. They swore loudly and ran a hand through their soft fringe. Another ten minutes passed where several names came to mind, all of which were met with a meh. Shaking their head, they did what they always did at times like this. They grabbed their cell phone for advice.

      Where to begin? The first letter of the alphabet seemed logical. “Names that start with A,” they barked into the search engine.

      The results appeared. Nothing inspired. The person huffed. “Names that start with A that ROCK!” they shouted. They laughed loudly at an image of Alice Cooper in full makeup. After scrolling down for other suggestions, all of which left them flat, they returned to the photo. Alice. That would be way too funny. They gazed once more in the mirror. Well, it’s definitely not a cliché. I can’t help but feel more than a little pleasure from the name Alice representing my genderfluidity. Their reflection smirked. Yeah, I’m so doing this. Hey, everyone, I’m Alice. Deal with it.

      “Thanks, search app!” Alice said to their phone.

      The screen went blank.

      What the heck? A white dot appeared against a black background. It stretched from both sides and each end curved upward, resembling a wide grin. Alice blinked a few times. They never remembered installing a smiley app.

      “Um, hello?” Alice asked. “Where did you come from?” They poked at the screen. The smile distorted with each touch but returned to normal.

      “Hello, Alice,” said a voice unlike the tone Alice selected in their phone settings.

      “Wha— How did you know my name?” And why am I talking to this thing?

      The grin opened up into a toothy smile against the dark screen. “I like this name. I also like shock rock. That’s why I chose it for you.” The smile vanished, replaced by a hand whose fingers were arranged in a heavy metal-salute.

      “Yeeaah, okay, so⁠—”

      The phone display returned to normal before Alice finished their reply. Everything looked as it always had, including the purple and aqua cupcake wallpaper. I’m not on any meds, so I can’t be hallucinating. They checked for rogue apps. Nothing. That wasn’t weird. Not at all.

      They were putting their cell in their back pocket when it vibrated, taking about ten years off their life. Alice feared looking at the thing, expecting the grinning metalhead app. They exhaled when they saw it was a text from a friend:

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you coming? We’ll never get into this new place if you’re not on time!

      

      

      

      

      

      Alice smiled. Ah, Bunni. You’re obsessive, but I love you.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m on my way. And call me Alice.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Move your butt, Alice! We’re going to be late!

      

      

      

      

      

      They let out a happy sigh.

      
        
          
            
              
        Butt is moving. See u soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      Alice hopped off the bus as it entered The Garden. Not its official title, but that’s what everyone called it. This section of downtown comprised an eclectic collection of coffee shops, strip clubs, dance venues, tattoo parlours, and various religious institutions. Finding a church beside a tanning salon or house of ill repute—if anyone even said that anymore—seemed perfectly normal. Prophets new to the ’hood often admonished “sinners,” but eventually could be found sharing a tea and a scone at a nearby café with the same people they’d tried to rebuke. Something about the pulse of the neighbourhood created an atmosphere of acceptance. You could be who you really were there.

      The person Alice sought wasn’t hard to spot. Bunni paced beside the long line outside of the town’s newest hot spot, fretting into her smartwatch. Alice’s breath caught in their throat: white halter top against light brown skin, form-fitting white capris, and powder-pink stilettos, the same colour as her bobbed wig. Their front pocket vibrated over and over as scolding texts poured in.

      Eventually Bunni looked up, glimpsing at Alice walking casually towards her with hands in their pockets. Her own hands immediately found her hips and the woman in white stood akimbo, poised for battle.

      “Hey, Bunni, it’s me, Alice,” they said. Bunni really was beautiful when she was angry.

      “Do you know how late you are? Look at this!” She gestured to the queue, which trailed around the block.

      “I’m sorry. Again.” They proffered their arms out for a hug.

      Bunni offered up her wrist. “Can you read this? Can you see the time? Can you even tell time? Well? Can you?”

      Alice sighed. They peered at the fluorescent sign that wasn’t lit properly. It couldn’t have been a complete name, because a dark patch to the left made the letters appear misaligned. It Hole? Seriously?

      “What’s an It Hole?” they asked. “Are the S and H missing?”

      Bunni clucked her tongue. “It’s Rabbit Hole! And we are obviously not getting in for the opening, so you might as well take me to an S and H place right now.”

      “You know, you could at least say something about how I look.”

      Bunni fumed at her watch again, and at the impossibly long line. When it dawned on her that Alice had said something, she glanced at their body and face and muttered, “You’re fine. I would’ve rethought the tie. Like your hair, though.”

      Alice shook their head. That would have to do. “What about my name?”

      “Your name is your name. How can anyone argue with it?” Her back was to Alice now while she made eye contact with a sturdy bouncer, who greatly approved of the woman before him.

      He leered at Bunni and waved her over. She gestured that Alice was her plus-one, and he didn’t seem bothered by that a bit. He’d probably try to hit on her later.

      Inside the club, Gryfünn belted out their one-hit-wonder, Drowned in My Own Tears. The song sounded a bit emo to Alice’s ears, and as with most tunes they despised, Alice changed the lyrics from:

      You are my entire heart

      I need you as my air

      I pray we never part

      Clandestine love affair

      to:

      I need to really fart

      and taint your precious air

      I hope the ground soon parts

      and sucks you into nowhere

      Bunni ran towards the stage, screaming like a teenager. This was her favourite band, and she’d not stopped talking about the club opening for weeks. Alice wanted to join her, but not even the bliss of being beside Bunni tempted them to give their undivided attention to Gryfünn.

      Yeah, no. I’d rather hang upside down off a frozen balcony in January, in the nude, wearing a sign that reads, “Look Ma, I’m an icicle!”

      Alice shoved wireless earbuds in tightly, hoping to drown out the sound of cats being castrated without anesthetic. Picking up their phone to select a playlist, they jumped when they saw the screen go black again. Instantly, the smile reappeared.

      “If you like her, tell her,” said the app.

      Vitamins, thought Alice. That’s all I took before I left. Four of D, and I think a C. Maybe I shouldn’t have bought them from the organic shop. Who knows what’s in the fillers?

      They pressed two buttons on the phone, hoping to provoke a factory reset.

      “Stop that,” said the app. “Anyway, here’s what will eradicate that cacophony.”

      A rage of death metal surged into Alice’s consciousness, threatening to rip apart their eardrums with a driving double-kick beat, and a lead singer who sounded like Cookie Monster on steroids. Alice attempted to lower the volume.

      “Too loud?” said the creepy smiley app.

      Alice pressed and pressed the volume controls until they strained a ligament.

      “If you want something, you must ask me,” said the app. More teeth appeared in the smile.

      Alice looked around to make sure nobody stared and realized this was ridiculous. After all, it would just appear like they were speaking to a voice-activated device, as everyone did these days.

      “Volume down by thirty percent,” they said.

      “Was that so hard?” said the app, lowering the volume.

      Alice relented. They felt thirsty. Also claustrophobic as the crowds poured in, pressing firmly against Alice’s body. Holy crap, I’m not sure if I just lost my virtue! Alice pushed forward, taking their dry throat to the bar at a snail’s pace. It was not a great situation for someone who coveted their personal space. Losing patience, they ducked through a gap in the masses and dived for a lone seat at a table where some rando took a drag on his bong.

      “Um, hey, can I sit here?” asked Alice.

      “Looks like you’re doing a good enough job of it,” said the guy, blowing rings into the air.

      A voice rang through Alice’s earbuds. “Ask him to give you a treat. But don’t eat it until the right moment.”

      They peeked at their phone where an eye appeared above the grin and winked slyly. Alice looked up at Bong Guy and cleared their throat.

      “I’m parched, dude. Any chance I can get a drink around here?”

      That’s not what I told you to say!” said the app.

      Alice removed the earbuds and shoved their phone in their pocket. It vibrated like mad. Alice ignored it.

      “Bar’s over there, son.” Bong Guy pointed with the mouthpiece.

      “Yeah, I know, but it’s impossible to get to. And by the way, I’m not a guy-YI-YEEE!” Alice jumped out of their seat and quickly tossed the searing phone from their trousers. It landed face-up on the table. On the screen was not so much of a smiley face. More of an angry face.

      Bong Guy jumped when he caught a glimpse of it. “Whoa, dude”—he turned Alice’s phone over to hide the app—“I didn’t know you were one of us. Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. New hair?”

      Alice sat, mouth gaping, and picked up the phone, putting the buds back. They shook themself awake and cleared their throat. “Um, yeah, phone? Talk to me.”

      “First of all, don’t do that again.”

      “So noted.”

      “Second of all, ask the man for a treat.”

      “What kind of treat?”

      Bong Guy smiled and leaned towards Alice, exhaling smog into their face. “Right on, dude. You want a tart, dontcha?”

      “Don’t call me dude. I’m not a guy. Tart? The dessert or a woman with loose morals?”

      “Hey, I call my mom dude.”

      “Good for her. I don’t like it.”

      Bong Guy frowned and took another drag. “So, you want the tart or not?”

      “Again, person or baked good?”

      He laughed. “You’re hysterical, du—person. Let’s shake on this budding friendship. It’s nice to have interests in common.” He held out his hand.

      “Take it,” the app said into Alice’s ear.

      Alice smiled awkwardly and shook the man’s hand. They felt a plastic packet with something hard inside pressed against their palm. When they tried to peek at it, Bong Guy chastised, “Not here, du—um, not here. Keep it in your pocket until the signal. Geez, are you trying to blow our cover already?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Cwen will lose it completely if she finds out we stole her tarts.”

      “Cwen?”

      “Yeah. She’s over there, with Roy. It’s amazing we have them together in one place.” Bong Guy pointed with his mouthpiece again, as he blew more smoke rings in the air.

      The creepy smiley app had turned off the musical antidote, so Alice inwardly groaned at having to listen to Gryfünn’s latest hit, Everything Is Queer Today, a misdirected attempt at being inclusive. For some reason, the song had played on every local and online radio station. It must have been easier to avoid the plague than this musical train wreck. Alice prayed for a stroke—for either themself or the band. Alice wasn’t too fussy about whom.

      Trying to focus, Alice targeted their sights through a part in the crowd that revealed a large round table where a bunch of people seemed to be gambling. It was hard to make them out. “Head over,” said the app, sporting a wider, toothier smile. “See what you’re up against.” Seriously, how many teeth can one have? On second thought, since apps can be designed with more teeth than any living creature, I probably should just accept this at tooth value. They stood up and nodded to Bong Guy.

      “Later, friend,” he said with a puff. “And remember, wait for the signal.”

      Alice ventured through the crowd, tripping on someone’s outstretched boot and crashing against two slow-dancing men. The startled couple offered a symphony of profanities.

      “You slaughterer of romance!” cried the guy in the oversized felt top hat, who clutched his partner protectively. The other man wore a scowl of death, and a headband with furry brownish-greyish rabbit ears attached to the top.

      A killer rabbit? Alice resisted the urge to recite Monty Python sketches and instead apologized profusely, then fled the scene.

      Finally reaching the table with a gang of people around it, Alice had a better view of Cwen and Roy. Cwen looked strong and buxom in an Amazonian sense, clad in a red-leather dress that moulded her toned form perfectly. Her dark hair piled high on her head in a riot of corkscrew curls. Several tendrils escaped their bobby-pin incarceration and danced against her pale skin. Roy also had midnight locks and would have been more handsome if he hadn’t conveyed such acute distress. He wore an ill-fitting, soft black leather jacket over a scarlet shirt, and nervously scratched his frizzy hipster beard. However odd a match, they seemed to be some sort of power-couple; everyone deferred to them in a sycophantic manner. Perhaps for this place, they’re hot poo, even though no true A-list couple would be ever caught dead in The Garden.

      “Straight flush, peasants!” Cwen tossed her cards on the table. All hearts. She reached for the pot piled high at the centre of the tabletop.

      “Not so fast,” said a man sitting at the nine o’clock spot. “Royal flush beats all!” He threw down the spades.

      Cwen said nothing, sitting upright. Roy cowed on her right. She turned to him and drew her finger across her throat. Roy gulped uncomfortably and nodded at the woman standing guard at Cwen’s left. The woman in turn nodded to two people who stood behind the man who’d just won the hand. They swooped
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