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April 2018

Stanislaw was in an epic mood when he sat down, which was quite a departure

from his usual withdrawn self. Striking the table, he cried “More wine!” in a voice

loud enough to match his beard.

“Dude, you’re gonna get us kicked out.”

“Nonsense. We’re here to celebrate.”

“I thought we were here to eat.”

“That too.” He drained the glass I’d been drinking from. “My friend, you shall be

the first to know. My appointment has been confirmed. By this time tomorrow, I

will be a woman.”

Okay, that was unexpected. If someone says they have an appointment, you figure

maybe it’s a root canal, or they’re having their sinuses drained, or some sick kid in

Istanbul is getting a new kidney. Anything but this.

“You’ve gotta be kidding.”

“Not at all. The time is ripe for a change.”

“Sure, change whatever you want—like maybe your clothes. Or you could shave

off the Santa Claus, or even grow a goddamn ponytail.” I stared at the occupants

of the lobster tank across the aisle. Their antennae waved back. “Why would you

want to be a woman, of all things?”

“I’m surprised at you, Marcus.” He smiled. “Women are lovely creatures, are they

not? You must have noticed.”

“Sure, but—” I pretended to study the menu. Clam chowder, lobster bisque, devils

on horseback, salmon carpaccio… “You’re kidding, right?”

“Appetizer platter for two,” Stan told the waitress. “We’ll share.”

Typical. I ordered lobster and so did he. What the hell was he trying to prove? I

gripped my wine glass like it was trying to escape. “So you’re gay.”

“Gay? Of course not. Why would you think that?”

I stared at the thicket of black fuzz he’d been crouching behind the last five or six

years. So he did have something to hide. “Why else would you do this?”

“I see you’re having trouble accepting my decision. I had hoped—” He sighed.

“I’ve dated my share of the ladies, haven’t I? The last few years?”
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I shrugged. “It’s called over-compensating. A guy doesn’t just up and turn himself

into a girl for no reason.”

A snort of laughter. “I’m as straight as you are.”

“Screw that. Why would—”

“I love women, Marcus. I admire them.” His voice fell. “A lot more than I admire

myself, truth be told. I’m trying to improve myself.”

“You could always dress up,” I said, although it sounded lame even to me. “Just

wear a dress, or whatever. No shame in that. Lots of people do it these days.”

He shook his head. “I have no wish to be a caricature. If I could not be young and

pretty, I simply wouldn’t bother.”

“All or nothing, huh? At least that sounds like you.”

“Indeed it does.” He smiled. “Fortunately, thanks to the technology our ‘friends’

have chosen to share, ‘young and pretty’ is now an option.”

Our friends. Of course. The Thrall.

*

Their ship had emerged from the shadow of a crescent moon, four years ago next

month. It was huge, easily the size of a middling city; Albuquerque for instance.

They entered geosynchronous orbit over the equator, at a longitude that matched

the coordinates of the Devils Tower in Wyoming—the landing site in Close

Encounters—thus demonstrating their deep knowledge of pop culture.

And there they remained, without so much as a beep, for an entire year.

Once the panic had died down and people realized that the world was not in fact

about to end, life returned to normal. Eventually the ‘Thrall’, as they chose to call

themselves, got in touch, publicly announced their friendly intentions, and—to

demonstrate both their sincerity and their power—caused a year’s worth of CO2

emissions to precipitate onto the floors of deserts around the world: the Saharan,

the Sonoran, the Atacama, and so on. Carbon fell as a mixture of black powder—

charcoal and soot, buckyballs and nanotubes—and a buttload of tiny diamonds,

which first caused a desert “diamond rush” and then an equally violent rush on the

price of diamonds. The oxygen content of the atmosphere also ticked upward ever

so slightly, but no one seemed to mind.

The Thrall were explorers, we soon learned, on a generation starship travelling to

nowhere in particular. Their plan was to stay a few years—perhaps decades—and

then move on. Having established formal relations, and having gifted the people
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of Earth with certain technologies that they deemed both understandable (to us)

and not overly disruptive (to human economies), they emerged from their ship to

walk among us.

The good citizens of Albuquerque, and other cities around the planet, grew used to

seeing their tall fluted bodies in the cathedrals, marketplaces and crusader castles

of Earth. The Thrall were friendly and they spoke perfect English, Mandarin,

Spanish and Hindi—and they were open for business.

What they did was open a chain of Change2U shops, about one for every hundred

thousand people across the planet. What they offered was the choice of altering

your body in any way you might want, barring a change that would result in death

or loss of intelligence. So no robot bodies, no turning yourself into a cactus or a

Chihuahua—but turning yourself into a woman? No problem.

The rules are pretty simple. For starters, the Thrall don’t come cheap. They need

money to buy souvenirs in all those markets and castles, and this is how they get

it. They also restrict clients to one visit every six months, to make people really

think about what they want. Thrall don’t do frivolous. And they don’t make

changes that can be addressed some normal way—like through a hospital or a

sensible weight-loss programme. It seems that the Thrall care deeply about jobs.

It’s probably all unions, back where they come from.

A lot of people use Change2U to cure themselves of ailments modern medicine

can’t handle, like spinal injuries or certain forms of cancer. The Thrall are happy

to oblige and insurance companies equally happy to pay, since it’s cheaper than

long-term care. Many use the service to become younger versions of themselves.

Some opt to alter their entire body, so their own mother wouldn’t recognize them

(that being the whole point). The only restriction is that you have to remain a

unique individual, readily distinguishable from the rest of the human race. So no

impersonating Mom, Dad, or your buddy with the hot girlfriend.

Which brings us back to the subject of my dumbass buddy Stanislaw, who wants

to become someone’s girlfriend. Young and pretty? What was he thinking?

*

The restaurant encouraged participation on the part of its customers, so we stood

at the lobster tank and as usual Stan just had to make eye contact with every last

one of them. They all stared back, antennae waving, mandibles throbbing, as if

daring us to make that choice. Or maybe they were just terrified.

“Those two.” He pointed to a pair, standing side by side, their claws touching.
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I shrugged and returned to the table. He always did that, assuming I’d just go

along with whatever he wanted. And I usually did. But not this time.

“Do you even know anyone who’s been through one of their machines?” I asked,

casually, once he was back in his seat.

His eyes narrowed. “Do you?”

“My point exactly. How can you trust those—how can you trust them? I mean,

isn’t it just a little too good to be true? They say they’re only staying for awhile,

they’re friendly—maybe even too friendly. They give us—”

“Are you hearing yourself? What’s wrong with that?” He bit a breadstick in half.

“Since when is ‘too friendly’ a bad thing?”

“They could be setting us up for invasion.”

“How? By curing the sick? By fixing the climate?” He gave me a look that

suggested my IQ was in free-fall. “Besides, there aren’t enough of them.”

“How many do they need? They’ve got all this technology—isn’t it kind of like

teleportation? Only you don’t go anywhere. They could just conjure up as many

soldiers as they want, from patterns in their databanks.” I was warming to the

subject now. “They wouldn’t even have to be Thrall. They could be some warrior

race they came across centuries ago—like Orcs.”

He laughed. “Orcs are fantasy, man. You’re mixing genres.”

“I said ‘like’. How do we know the person who comes out of the machine is the

same one that went in? Just because they say so?”

“So who is it? Joan of Arc? Marilyn Monroe?”

“It could be anyone. Maybe an alien in disguise. How could you tell?”

He grinned. “I’ll take my chances. Call me crazy.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Maybe. But this time tomorrow, I’ll be a crazy lady—and sexy as hell.”

“Have you thought this through? I hear it’s pretty expensive. And you wouldn’t be

able to get yourself fixed if you got some injury.”

“I’ve been saving up.” He sighed. “Tell you what. I’ll take it easy for the next few

months. No base jumping or alligator wrestling. I’ll just hang around a nice safe

pool in a bikini. How’s that sound?”

“You’re not listening. To them, you’re just an animal—”

“—an animal with a cute butt. You’ll see.”
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“You could wind up in some kind of alien zoo, or a circus…”

“Hasn’t happened yet, has it? Nothing but satisfied customers.” He slapped the

table. “I’ve done the research, dude. I know what I’m doing.”

“A copy of you then—like those alien soldiers. They could re-materialize another

version of you whenever they need cannon fodder, or someone to muck out the

hyper-mastodon cage, or to be a goddamn toothpick for all we know.”

He frowned. “You’ve been reading too much cheap sci-fi.”

*

The lobsters probably saved our friendship; we were too busy eating to talk. I had

time to think about what I could say to avoid digging a deeper hole than the one I

was already in. Sure, the guy was out of his tree—trading his nuts for a set of

knockers?—but he did have that right. Who was I to judge?

Over coffee, I told Stan how I felt. That he was four clams short of a bouillabaisse.

That he’d regret the day he turned in his Winchester for a baby cannon, no matter

how babelicious he might turn out. And—bottom line—regardless of what might

happen, I’d still be his friend. Or her friend. Whatever.

He grinned. “I know. That’s why you’re the only one I told.”

“Not even your folks? Your boss? The guys on your soccer team?”

“They’ll find out. Eventually.” His smile faded. “I’ll look different, but it’s all

legal, the name change and everything else. I can prove who I am. And if they still

don’t believe it, I’ll just show ‘em the video.”

“Name change?” It caught me by surprise, although it shouldn’t have.

“Sure. ‘Stanislaw’ doesn’t exactly conjure up a gorgeous head of hair and the kind

of figure you’d shit yourself to see in a bathing suit.”

“You gonna go swimming too?”

“Why not? You and me, and a beach in Rio. Can you picture it?”

“Not really, no.”

“Try harder. Imagine yourself, hand in hand with the woman of your dreams,

running along that beautiful sand. Warm wind flowing through her hair…”

My chair scraped back. “I should go.”

“No!” His hand gripped mine hard enough to hurt. “Marcus, please…”

I shook him off. “Why me? Why tell me all this?”
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His eyes grew. “I thought you knew. You’re the only one I can trust.” Then he too

was staring into the lobster tank. “Someone has to come with me,” he said,

weighing each word. “I need a witness. I need you.”

*

The nearest Change2U was located on the upper floor of an upscale downtown

mall—and upside-down was the way I felt as we stepped inside. My best friend

was about to turn himself into a woman and I had no clue how to handle it. He’d

already shaved his beard and that alone had loosened my grip on reality.

The receptionist was seriously cute and not much younger than me; her short

blonde hair and elfin features a literal reminder of the girl next-door, with whom I

had once shared soda, saliva and a close encounter of the second-base kind. It

wasn’t her, of course, but I also had to wonder if this was her original body. These

days, you just never know. Yesterday this girl could have been an old woman, or

an old man, or a twelve-year-old boy who couldn’t land a paper route.

“Go on in,” she said brightly. “Down the hall, first door on the left.”

Better than pounding the pavement, I guess. “Don’t we have to pay?”

“You’re good to go,” she said. “Your friend was here yesterday.” She flashed Stan

a smile. “Come see me when you’re done—we’ll finish doing your paperwork. I

hope you picked out a new name.”

The clinic looked more like a laundromat than an alien transformation chamber. A

line of gleaming white machines stood to one side, almost touching the ceiling.

Each had a circular hatch at waist height, with a thick glass window. The interior

actually did resemble a super-sized tumble dryer. Better that than a morgue, I

suppose, which was the only other metaphor that sprang to mind.

The Thrall on duty introduced himself as Azamatte. He even spelled it. Like most

of his people, he was over seven feet tall, thin as a rail and hairless. He looked like

the offspring of a night of passion between the Pumpkin King and your standard-

issue grey alien of UFO lore. He wore a white cotton robe and seemed pleased to

see us. I thought he might even have licked his lips—just once and very quickly—

but I probably imagined it. Yeah, let’s go with that.

The alien opened one of the hatches. A body-sized tray slid out—and we’re back

to morgue. “Please take your places.” He opened a second hatch.

My stomach tied itself into knots. “Hang on a minute. I’m only here to watch.”
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Azamatte looked puzzled. “The process proceeds in two discrete steps,” he said,

pronouncing each word like a guest on Sesame Street. “Scanning phase, followed

by conversion phase. For you—acquisition scan only. No conversion.”

A glance over my shoulder assured me that the door was still open. I wondered if

my old girlfriend would try to stop me.

Stan touched my arm. “It’s for me, Marcus. I don’t know why, but it helps if they

can access the knowledge and viewpoint of someone familiar with the person

being transformed.”

I must have looked sick, eyeing the machine like it had the word TOMB etched

into the glass, in a Gothic font Vincent Price would have enjoyed. It was easy to

imagine myself being torn apart in there, by a science no human being could even

understand, and my constituent atoms scattered on the solar wind like raindrops in

a hurricane. It happens all the time in Star Trek.

“Please. It’s important.” His voice softened. “This is the only way… I have to be

this particular woman.”

I stared at the floor. “You can only push friendship so far. This is a bit much.”

“I know. It’s a lot to ask.”

I took a deep breath. “Okay. Just this once.”

He gripped my shoulder. “Thanks. I knew you were the one.” His hand slipped

away. Thankfully, he skipped the hug.

I stood beside him as he scrambled onto the tray. Before it could slide inside, he

took my hand in both of his. “Tatiana,” he said. “Her name is Tatiana.” He even

spelled it.

Azamatte shut the hatch. “Now you.”

I climbed onto my very own morgue slab. “How long will this take?”

“Scan only? Not long. You finish first.” The door closed.

Darkness fell.

*

Tatiana. I found myself repeating her name, feeling it roll around in my mouth,

wondering what sort of woman it might belong to. Soon, I would know.

*
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True to his word, Azamatte let me out while Stan was still being transformed. The

alien pushed me into the hallway and closed the door. I collapsed onto a couch

facing a poster promoting the service I had just experienced.

The Thrall want you!

====> TO IMPROVE YOURSELF  <====

CHANGE YOUR BODY, CHANGE YOUR MIND

DON’T DELAY, DO IT TODAY

(ALL MAJOR CREDIT CARDS ACCEPTED)

My mouth went dry. What had I done? My pattern was on file, from now until the

end of time. There was no telling what these effing aliens might do with it.

Twenty minutes passed. Then the door 

opened and she stepped out. My mouth 

fell open and all doubts about the Thrall 

vanished into deep space. I surged to my 

feet. At first, neither of us could speak.

She gazed back at me, her eyes wide. 

At last her eyelashes faltered. “Please, 

Marcus. Just say something.”

I still couldn’t believe it. “Stan?”

“Tatiana.” She pouted a little. “Didn’t 

I tell you? My name is Tatiana.”

She was gorgeous. Long chestnut hair 

draped over one shoulder; the face of an 

angel, cliché though it might be; a figure 

I can only describe as perfect—and, oddly, 

wearing a dress from my cousin’s wedding.

A few billion questions drifted through my 

head, but all I could think of was, “Where 

on Earth did you get that dress?”

She half-smiled. “It was a present, silly. 

From you. That’s why they had to scan you. 

Whoever was wearing this dress when you 

saw it, you must’ve found her attractive.”
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“You mean you had me ‘processed’ just so you could get that dress?”

“More than that. We needed to find out your likes and dislikes.” She moved closer.

“We needed to find out what kind of woman you’re drawn to.”

“Why?” I sounded like an idiot, even to me. I knew the answer.

“So they could turn me into that woman, silly.” She touched my face with velvety

fingertips. “I’m your perfect woman, Marcus. I’m everything you ever wanted in

a woman, everything you ever dreamed of.”

I pulled her hand away. But I didn’t let go. “You said you weren’t gay.”

Her laughter was music to my ears. “I’m not. The Thrall made sure of that. This

girl is a straight line, start to finish. Go on—ask me to prove it.”

My eyes drifted back to the poster on the wall. The Thrall could change minds too.

I dropped back onto the couch. “God, why would you do this?”

She slid in next to me. “I should also mention that I had them reset my sexual

preferences—and you’re it, big boy. As far as I know, you—and only you—are

everything I’ve always wanted in a man.”

I groaned. “You didn’t…”

Her chin touched my shoulder. “Cheer up, Marky. I know it’s too early to mention

the L-word, but it won’t be long. I could no more stop myself falling for you than

I could stop breathing. And then I’d turn blue and pass out.” She blew softly into

my ear. “And you’d have to give me the kiss of life.”

I realized we were still holding hands, but still I didn’t let go. How could I? She

was literally the woman of my dreams. What’s more, she was mine for the taking.

All I had to do was stop screwing around and accept it.

“Now, about that beach in Rio…” Tatiana dug into her handbag. Christ, she even

carried a purse! The Thrall had sure as hell done their homework on the human

race. “I’ve got our tickets right here. Please, Marcus. Say you will.”

Her eyes were midnight blue. Two tickets to paradise.

“All right,” I said. “Just this once.”  �
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Circa 4000 A.D.

Thrall dining colony in orbit around the fourth 
planet of a star humans once called Fomalhaut

This was not for the first time, nor would it be for the last time…

I stood beside Tatiana, naked and up to our waists in warm liquid. It was mostly

water, but held subtle traces of alien spices. It reminded me of chicken broth.

“I only wanted to be a woman,” she groaned.

“Shut up,” I said. But I let her hold my hand. It wouldn’t be long before someone

among the many Thrall crowding the room beyond our Plexiglas prison came over

to peer inside and point. We weren’t the only humans here; the tank was crowded

with male and female, young and old; some obviously sick, some healthy. So it

was possible we might not be chosen. This time.

“I had a dream,” she said, in a voice little more than a whisper. “We were married.

I bore you two fine sons. Both grew up strong and healthy, with families of their

own. We lived our lives together. We were happy.”

“Perhaps we were,” I said. “A long time ago. We’re only copies.”

“Cold comfort.” Her grip tightened.

“Courage,” I whispered back. “Here they come. Try to look tough and stringy.”

“How can I?” She gazed up at me with sad eyes. “I’m so terribly fresh.”

My heart grew and grew, and with a terrible feeling of inevitability—broke. I took

her in my arms and kissed her. To find love in such a place, with so little time

together—how could any deity allow such a thing?

I drew her to my chest. There was so much I wanted to tell her.

Too much, really. Our time was done.

I remained silent, and they came.  �
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Circa 2,000,000 A.D.

New Earth

Azamatte was wrong; when I emerged from the chamber, Tatiana was waiting.

I was astonished—the girl was gorgeous! All my doubts about the Thrall vanished

into deep space. Nothing evil could create such a woman as this.

Neither of us spoke. She gazed back at me, her eyes wide. Finally, her eyelashes

fell. “Please, Marcus. Just say something.”

My mouth had trouble forming words. “Stan? Is that really you?”

She pouted. “Didn’t I tell you? My name is Tatiana.”

Long chestnut hair spilling over one shoulder; the face of an angel; a figure I can

only describe as perfect—and for some reason she was wearing the bridesmaid’s

dress from my cousin’s wedding. “Where on Earth did you get that dress?”

“From you, silly. Do you like it?”

“Is that why you had me scanned?”

“Not entirely. We needed to find out what kind of girls you like.” She stepped

closer. Her fingers caressed my cheek. “I’m your perfect woman, Marcus.”

“Please excuse.” I had no idea there was anyone else in the room until they spoke.

The alien resembled a Thrall the way I resemble an orang-u-tan, and its voice was

more like music than anything my mouth could produce. “Much time has passed,”

it trilled. “You have no memory, to be sure. But to know—much suffering there

was. Thrall feel now great piles of shame for actions of barbaric ancestors. Very

sorry we are. To be sure.”

Fear trickled down my spine. I had no idea what it was talking about, and maybe I

didn’t want to know. Tatiana’s arms slipped around my waist. I pulled her closer.

The Thrall pointed to the door. “New world created for use by humans and other

humanoid menu options. Full technology. You will understand, in time. Go.”

This wasn’t the same room, I noticed belatedly. This room had more in common

with a laboratory than a laundromat, although the morgue metaphor still had some

traction. It wasn’t the same hallway either, and there was no reception area and no

receptionist to remind me of an old girlfriend.
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Instead, we emerged onto a white-stone patio, fading sunlight—and a beach.

“It’s Rio,” Tatiana said, her voice full of wonder.

It wasn’t, of course. It wasn’t meant to be. But it was pretty close, right down to

the warmth of the sun, a restless sea and that endless sweep of bleached sand.

There was even a giant statue of Christ the Redeemer overlooking the harbor;

although—as I later found out—from up close you can tell it’s a Thrall.

Make of that what you will.

Tatiana ran down to the beach and I followed. Wherever she wanted to go, I would

follow. Laughing, she splashed into the surf, turned to me and I fell headlong into

her embrace. Our lips met. For the first time in recent memory, my heart felt

whole.

(I’m tempted to say that my heart grew three sizes that day, and that love gave me

the strength of ten Grinches, plus two or three. But really, how does one measure

such things? I felt alive as never before. That was enough.)

We stood together as the sun bled into the sea. The Thrall went about their work,

building the city that rose at our backs. Thankfully, they left us alone.  �


