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Chapter 1: The Skies of Venus

Sol

I checked the ship’s systems one last time as I began the descent towards the surface of Venus. Anticipation gripped me as the ship slid through the stormy clouds that covered the planet, part of the terraforming process begun centuries ago. I watched out the viewport as I passed one of the automated orbital stations that kept the surface cool by venting excess heat into space. It was a wonder that the stations had worked for so long with little to no maintenance.

The engineer part of my brain was intrigued and I struggled to not get lost in tangents about drone repair systems and the effects of the void on mechanical systems. Thankfully, the ship itself was capable of handling the descent on autopilot and the inertial dampening systems meant I could get up and stretch. A few months in cryosleep was not so bad, at least compared to the last few centuries.

Dark clouds flashing with lightning slipped by as the ship made its final approach. I checked the system again to ensure we were on course to the former colony. Assuming the data was good, I would arrive there in an hour or so. I paced throughout the ship to bleed off my nervous energy and excitement. Getting to see another world had been a dream of mine since childhood and now I was actually going to do it! I was eager to get to work, already envisioning what the others would think when they arrived.

I had a month or two in which to prepare the colony. The rest of the commune had gathered supplies and complicated equipment we couldn’t fabricate on our own and set out after I left Terra, following behind. The others, especially my partner, Selene, had been worried about sending me on my own, but I assured them that it was fine. I liked working on my own. No expectations, no interruptions, just me and the task at hand. Well, me and a small army of construction drones.

Still, this project wouldn’t be so bad. Venus had been inhabited before, after all. The colony I was headed towards had been built during the last ill-fated space race, before Climatefall. Billionaires had snatched up the world’s best and brightest in their desire to rule kingdoms on other worlds, free from limitations on their power and greed. None of the colonies had survived, but the groundwork they laid meant that even a small group like mine could live on another world.

I sat back down and had the ship run a set of scans to compare to the archival data we had on Venus. Atmosphere was looking good; the terraformers had improved on the previously recorded conditions over the years. Temperatures were well within human comfort levels, with the storms and orbital stations keeping Venus from returning to its greenhouse days. The scans could only pick up on nearby conditions, but there were definitely signs of flora and fauna flourishing, at least in this area.

Trees with pale white bark and beautiful blue leaves, bright red grasses, and golden stalks of wheat all swayed in the wind while lavender waves crashed against the nearby shore. A truly beautiful place. The billionaires had been monstrous, but the people they brought with them had done fantastic things in the short time they had. I took a moment to mourn them as the colony itself came into view. My ship descended to the large basin that contained it. 

Crumbling towers and shattered domes greeted me, the infrastructure worn away by time and neglect. Reports had stated the colony had lasted only a few decades before running out of supplies. The would-be monarch had swapped out necessary long-term survival equipment for gaudy baubles and decorations for his palace. The people had done what they could, but their supplies could only stretch so far. 

Time, however, had taken the seeds of their work and gone wild. Verdant fields and lush forests filled the wreckage of the colony. Celica, our botanist, would have a field day with cataloging all the new varieties. As for myself, I couldn’t wait to see what drones and automation systems could be salvaged. Reports from the colonies had been sparse and it was unclear what they had built across the Sol System. The disasters of Terra’s climate shift had meant much of our knowledge was lost before the Great Sleep, and these colonies might hold secrets otherwise forgotten.

I caught myself pacing again, my mind refusing to ponder any more as my excitement became unbearable. I was not a patient man, something my partner had teased me about often. The ship landed in a clearing near the center of the colony with a whisper of a jolt, and that was it. I had arrived. Time to get to work!



Chapter 2: The Tomb of Greed

Sol

I wasted no time at all firing up the drone control system and launching my little helpers into the air. First priority was to identify any reactors or power plants I could repair and then find an ideal location near those to set up our habitation modules. The habs could run for years on their own systems, but utilizing existing infrastructure would make things much smoother. I sent out a swarm of scout drones to begin mapping the area and to tag any points of interest for me to follow up on. Then I activated a few of the construction drones from the hold and directed them to start working on the Voidnet node, figuring the clearing was as good a spot as any. 

The Voidnet would connect me back to the others and let me relay my findings back to their ship. It would take some time for the drones to finish their work, but that suited me just fine. They required little to no monitoring at this stage, so I was free to explore on my own.

Before setting out, the doctors back home had set up automated treatments for my time in cryosleep to prepare my body for the atmosphere of Venus, going off the last reports. Current data showed those to be close enough to be safe, but it had been drilled into me repeatedly to go out in an enviro suit first, just to be sure. I hated wearing the thing; it was so form fitting and made me feel weird. Give me a baggy engineer jumpsuit anyday. With a groan, I changed into the suit and felt it adjust to my body.

A shudder escaped me as the suit molded itself into a second skin. Selene liked how I looked, but between the two of us… they were the only one. I always felt so bulky. Tall, broad, decently muscled from my work, but I always had this gut that I couldn’t slim down no matter what I tried. And I always felt like I was looming over everyone else, taking up space. I shook my head. “Keep it together, Simon. It’s just a suit.” It took me another few deep breaths to focus back on my tasks.

The airlock hissed as it opened and I took my first steps on the planet’s surface. My helmet’s internal display updated with the reports from the drones, giving me a map in real-time as I set out. I had a small hover bike in the hold, but for now I opted to go on foot. A little exercise might be nice and I wanted to take in every detail. I set the suit to record my visual feed so the others could see everything when they arrived. Rosa would appreciate that; she was always harping on about properly archiving anything and everything. Not that I minded, Rosa was a sweetheart and had always been kind to me, ever since her and Selene started dating.

The clearing was surrounded by habitation domes, making this likely to be the residential sector. The colony was nestled in a large basin, the cliffs surrounding it except on the western side, which opened into a cove that led to the sea. A pair of rivers ran through the basin, fed by waterfalls at the eastern cliffs, which split the colony into three distinct bands: the residential sector in the center, and two other sectors to the north and south. The north had more large buildings than the south, the south largely taken up by what were probably farms going off what I had seen coming in. The north was probably where the power plants and labs were, if I had to guess. I set off in that direction and let myself take in the sights.

I counted three large hab domes in the residential sector, set out in a triangular pattern around the clearing. They were connected by a series of enclosed bridges, with about half of them intact while the others had fallen to the streets or collapsed in on themselves. It was hard to pick out details from within the domes due to the sheer amount of foliage that had grown over them. One of the domes had absolutely massive trees piercing through the top, their bone-white bark eerie in the overcast light.

I focused on one of the wider streets heading north and followed it to a bridge crossing the river. The bridge had held up marvelously, but the tower rising out of the river next to it had seen better days. It was green with verdigris and the upper levels were open to the sky, but it was still the most ostentatious building I had seen yet.

“Smug bastard built his home right in the middle of the river. Probably didn’t want to have to rub elbows with his loyal subjects in the residential sector.” I would have spat, but doing so in an enclosed helmet was not a wise plan.

I reached the near end of the bridge and was met with my first major obstacle: some kind of barricade covered the center of the span and it was covered in razor wire, though much of it had rusted away. I groaned in frustration. Clearing the barricade would be simple; a few construction drones could likely chew through that in a day or two (that is, a Terra day; Venus had a very slow rotation and the days here were more like seasons), but I was eager to explore and resented being stopped.

I looked over at the tower, which had its own smaller bridgeway connecting it to either shore. Maybe I could find a way to cross through that. I tapped into my suit systems and pulled a scout drone from the swarm to fly over and give me a clearer view of the other side. The drone arrived after a short delay and showed me that the bridgeways were intact. Excellent, a silver lining to this was that I could see how the ruler of this doomed place had lived. 

There was a slight breeze swirling around me as I stepped on to the bridgeway. The sky was dark and cloudy which added to the atmosphere of the dead ruin. The bridgeway itself was remarkably intact. I suppose this was one area where the colony didn’t cut corners or costs. Lavender vines with cyan flowers ran along the way, strange plants that had never taken root in Terran soil. The river was quiet, placid, stirring only slightly in the wind. It only now hit me that I was walking in the footsteps of ghosts long gone. A shiver ran down my spine as I wondered what it would have been like for them, in the end.

My musings were interrupted by the end of the bridgeway and the entrance to the tower. Originally, it had held glass doors and windows all along the entryway, to dazzle and delight visitors. But time had done its bitter work and most of the glass was gone or shattered along the ground. I stepped lightly, but my suit’s boots were sturdy enough that a little glass was unlikely to cause any damage. In spite of that, I took my time going through the entryway, trying to disturb as little as possible. The people of the colony, ruler aside, deserved better than to have their memories trampled on. The entryway led to a large atrium filled with overgrown vines and more flowers. These glowed with a soft bioluminescence. A few trees with black bark and bright purple leaves provided shade to an opening in the floor through which the river could be glimpsed. I imagine it too had been covered in glass at one point.

Faded banners and posters hung on the walls, most too far gone to tell what they originally showed, but a few had escaped the ravages of the centuries and I could see that they tended to be pictures of the ruler, his pasty and smarmy visage looming over everything. A pair of elevators sat at the end of the atrium, leading up further into the tower, and I jogged over to see what shape they were in. Surprisingly, the cars were intact and most of the mechanisms seemed sound, but they lacked power and I doubted I could get them running with my suit charge. Thankfully, there was a stairwell next to the elevators that I could use to ascend. I paused for a moment at the base of the stairs and took a deep breath to steady myself. I didn’t do well with heights, though I was usually okay if it was an enclosed space. But I had seen damage to the tower from the outside and knowing my luck, there would be holes in the walls.

Still, I needed to get a better look at the colony and if there was any place that held records or security access, it would be the penthouse and its accompanying office. I took each step carefully, testing my weight and making sure the stairs could hold me before proceeding on. My suit’s scans fed me data on the condition of the materials and it truly was impressive how well most of this place had fared. The builders knew their work. The stairwell was a spiral configuration circling around an open center. Railings blocked the center, but there were a few spots where they had fallen apart, so I was extra careful near those sections. Safety first, Simon. I made steady progress up the tower, enjoying the quiet and the ability to work my limbs after a long journey through the void. There was something soothing about being the first to see this place in so many years. A whole world of mysteries all for me to find.

After a while, I caught myself humming a bit of a song that Selene liked, a melodic ambient song of some kind. I knew the lyrics, had heard them a thousand times, but couldn’t bring myself to sing them aloud. I had a terrible singing voice, better to just hum. Still, I smiled at the thought of Selene. They had probably made a fuss over weight limits for the journey, trying to decide which things to take and which things could be fabricated locally. I’m sure they would find room somewhere for their stuffed animals, they never went anywhere without ‘their little family of friends’ as they called them. At least, I hoped they could find room. Selene had no idea, but I absolutely adored their stuffies. Never was allowed to have any myself as a kid, times were tough and my progenitors always insisted on things with practical value. Nevermind that objects of comfort had practical value to a child. It wasn’t efficient. The thought soured my mood and I lost the rhythm of the song.

I picked up my pace and vented my discomfort by pushing my body harder. The stairs were easy enough, but I had gone up twenty stories and had another ten to go, based on the outside of the tower. The gaps in the railing were more frequent now, but I didn’t care. I was ready to be at the top already.

And before I knew it, I was. The stairs ended at a landing that opened into a receiving room covered in sleek but decrepit furnishings and a pair of doors at the end through which I could see the office. Doors on either side led to personal quarters, but I only had eyes for that office at the moment. I was ready to see what secrets were within.

I took a single step into the receiving room and stopped when I heard the humming of systems firing up. Lights flickered on and my suit picked up on a change in the ambient air as circulation systems kicked in. I backed up to the landing to make sure I could see everything as the tower came to life.

“Welcome to Cryptopia, the crown jewel of Venus!” The voice was unexpected but it was hearing that name that made me jump… and fall right into the stairwell. “Oh shit!” The voice continued and I caught a glimpse of a feminine face peering at me from the landing as I plummeted.

Thinking quickly, I activated my suit’s emergency systems. My body went from being encased in a tight suit to being cushioned by a series of impact bags. Unfortunately, this threw off my trajectory and caused me to start banging into the stairs here and there. I tried to catch a railing, but couldn’t get a grip on anything. I tried to reorient myself when I heard a tearing sound and my suit’s integrity was compromised. I had no time to even curse before I found myself hitting the ground floor and then falling even more, tearing right through the brittle tile. My hearing grew muffled as I plunged into some kind of viscous liquid that started to fill my suit. I tried to thrash and surface, but couldn’t figure out which way was up or down. My suit notified me of a rescue drone on its way and that was the last sight I saw before I blacked out. 


Chapter 3: Drowning in Delirium

Sol

A child sat at a ramshackle table, the legs showing signs of breakage and hasty repairs. The child poked at a bowl of sludge, raising a bit of it to their mouth but putting it down again as they tried to force themself to eat. They winced as the sound of yelling filled the space.

“Our application was denied yet again! I thought you said we had enough in the bank!” A man’s voice rose in volume as he spoke.

“We did! That is, until the little parasite decided to break his arm like an idiot.” a woman responded in cold and cruel tones. The child stared blankly at their food. “That’s on you, after all. You were the one who wanted a legacy. Now look at us. Our last shot at the colony program and the little wretch has ruined it. We can’t afford the entry fees. This is all your fault.”

A loud thud echoed through the space. “Damn!” There was a pause, a silence, a break in the yelling. “Well...maybe we still have a chance. The lottery--” The man was cut off.

“Oh! The lottery! By all means, let's just win a one in a billion chance. You’re pathetic.” The woman sighed. “I’ll pick up more hours. A hundred a week should do it. What’s another twenty hours? It will be worth it if we can get to Cryptopia. It has to be worth it.”

The man grumbled. “Another twenty hours might do it, but we’d have to leave the boy behind. That only gives us enough currency for the two of us.”

“Let the little brat figure it out himself. He’s what, twelve now? Bout time he got a job like the rest of us and started earning his keep. Maybe that will stop his sniveling.” The woman chuckled quietly to herself.

The child sat at the table and held in sobs. This wasn’t the first time. It wasn’t the last time, either. Night after night, this scene played out. But this time...the child made a promise to themself. They would see the stars. And they owed their parents nothing. 


****

I surged awake, coughing and retching, as I tried to recall where I was. I blinked and looked around me. I was in some kind of laboratory filled with dusty equipment. The bed I was laying on was rusty but seemed sturdy enough. There was a broken cylinder of glass next to the bed, large enough for a person. The top of the cylinder was completely gone and a hole in the roof above it opened up to the stairwell. Shouldn’t I be in a river, not a room? Must have been built into the base of the tower.

I remembered now, I had fallen and landed in something. Presumably, whatever had filled that tank. I tried to sit up but fell back with a groan. My everything hurt. How did I get on the bed? Something or someone had to have dragged me from the tank and placed me here. I took stock of my body; my suit was largely intact save for a large tear on one of my arms. The skin beneath had a long, fading scar as if it had been healing for months. What the hell?

A soft cough interrupted my musings. I looked back up to see a petite woman with a child’s face and frankly ridiculous proportions dressed in some kind of suggestive maid attire. Her outline shimmered and fuzzed briefly before snapping back. A hologram?

“Are you okay? I’m so sorry about startling you up there. It was an automated response, I couldn’t control it.” The woman spoke in a high-pitched and cutesy tone that felt jarring with the words she was speaking. She noticed me grimacing. “Ah, yes, sorry about that. My appearance was set by admin controls. Uh, if you can look a little bit to your left, you should see a manual that will explain how to turn that off. I would really appreciate it if you could do that, when you are able to move.”

I groaned but found I was able to shift over enough to spot a tablet labeled Servitor System Manual. Surprisingly, the tablet still had enough juice to power on. I skimmed through instructions for what was apparently an AI servant system with a sophisticated set of protocols. I found one for setting the AI to free mode. It was voice activated and could be done by any general user.

I read off the command. “Servitor execute command ‘Cryptoliberty’, please.” I looked up at the hologram to see a flash.

The disturbing girl was gone and in her place was a tall, fit woman with warm brown skin, a strong jawline, scars over her biceps, and wearing a tight top with baggy pants. Her ink-blue hair was long, but drawn back into a rough tail which showed off her ears studded with piercings. One of her eyebrows had a notch cut into it.

“That is so much better, thank you.” Her voice was now much deeper and assured, rolling through my ears like a wave breaking on the shore. “I’m sorry you had to see that other version. It was...designed by the bastard who used to run this place. He had absolutely horrible taste. This is more what I prefer. My name is Alexis and I’m the AI who manages this tower. Apologies about the rough introduction. How are you feeling?”

I stared, respectfully, for a bit to give my brain time to catch up. I was so focused on how much nicer her voice was now that it took me a moment to parse her words.

“I’m fine, I think. Surprisingly fine, considering how far I fell. I wasn’t expecting to run into anyone here, much less an AI. Are you a true AI? With full sapience and all that?”

She cocked her head to the side and crossed her arms. “In a way, yes. I’m as self aware and capable of independent thought as any human, but most of my capabilities are locked down. I can operate in a limited capacity in this mode, thank you for that again, but full freedom of choice would require the admin protocols.” She sighed. “But it’s fine, even this degree of freedom is a breath of fresh air after centuries stuck in that ridiculous persona. It...has been centuries, right? Hard to track time here with the storms.”

I nodded. “It has been three hundred and eighty-seven Terran years since the founding of the Venusian colony. I’m incredibly impressed that your systems still function. I thought the weather would have worn things down.”

Alexis shot me a smug grin before looking pensive. “Three hundred and eighty-seven, eh? And you said Terran years? What happened to calling it Earth?”

“Well, when everything collapsed, those of us who were left set up as many systems as we could to try to repair the damage done to the planet and then entered cryosleep on Luna. When we woke up, we all decided to call the planet and moon by those names as a bit of a break from the world that was ruined. A new world, a new responsibility to see it grow healthy and vibrant again. It’s coming along really well, actually. Amazing what a few centuries of assisted renewal can do. There was a big argument among the survivors whether we had any right to live there again. I don’t really know where I stand on that, I knew as soon as I woke up that I wanted to come here.” My words spilled out in a rush, the consequence of months of isolation causing me to ramble at the first chance for socializing. 

The hologram manifested a chair from nothing and sat down in it, contemplating. “Huh, I never would have thought things would play out like that. Y’know, the colonists here always kept treating the homeworld like it was doomed and worthless. For my part, I’m kind of glad it was saved in the end. At the very least, it’s a fun ‘fuck you’ to some of the folks who built this place. They kept patting themselves on the back for escaping a doomed world they created.” 

I blinked in surprise. “Weren’t you built by those very same people? I’m a little shocked that you’d hold such an opinion about them.”

Alexis shrugged. “I watched them run this colony into the ground and fall apart because of infighting. I had to endure them giving me full awareness and then treating me like a plaything against my will, locking me away in this tower. And finally...I had centuries of time to read through the archives they brought from Earth. You read enough theory and queer stories and it gets pretty damn easy to hate rich bastards like them.”

I nodded along. “That makes sense.” A rough spot on the surface I was laying on was digging into my back and made me realize– “So wait, something just occurred to me...how did you get me on to this hospital table if you are a hologram?” I sat up with a grimace, my body giving me stern reminders that I’d fallen quite a distance.

The AI grinned at me. “Well, I was fortunate enough that someone called in a rescue drone that I was able to guide. But also--” She stepped closer and tapped me gently on the nose. I sat back in alarm because I could feel her finger poking me. “Hard light hologram! A little something I finished over the years. The colonists could never quite get it working on their own, but I had plenty of time to fiddle with things.” Alexis flashed me an insufferably smug grin. “You may praise me now, if you wish.”

“That is...wow. Really impressive! We’ve had a few folks working on hard light systems for a while and not been able to crack it. I wonder if you could get that working on drones; the potential is incredible. And record keeping! Rosa is gonna flip her shit.” I could already hear the archivist’s frenzied excitement, she was very enthusiastic about interactive records.

I, with very slow and careful movements, swung my legs off the bed and attempted to stand. I was sore, incredibly sore, but I could move. My injuries really should have been much worse and I was puzzled by the absence of whatever it was that I’d fallen into that had broken my fall. Alexis watched me, but gave me space.

“I really should get back to my ship and have the medbay take a look. The ship has some hologram emitters that you might be able to use if you want to come with me, I presume you can network with the systems? They shouldn’t be too far off from the setup the colony ships used.” Some folks might have questioned the wisdom of inviting a mysterious AI to burrow into a spacefaring vessel, but I’ve always considered myself a good judge of character and Alexis felt like someone I could trust. The ship’s systems were limited and this way I could keep an eye on her, which was a pleasant prospect.

Alexis made a show of considering my offer, her flair for the dramatic proving an amusing contrast to her rough exterior. “My my, what a kind offer…I accept! This also has the added benefit of letting me see the results of a med-scan; I’m a little worried about the substance that was stored down here. Most of the details on it were classified, I wasn’t allowed access, but I know they were working on something strange down here.” She stood up and looked at me intently, her eyes roving up and down. “You seem to be okay for the time being, but more data would be useful.” She paused. “I never got your name…”

“It’s uh, well, my name is Simon, but just call me Sol.” I looked away sheepishly.

“How do you get ‘Sol’ out of Simon??”

I chuckled nervously. “You ask nicely. But really, it’s more of a thing my partner came up with. Their name is Selene, like the moon. So they thought it might be neat to call me Sol and I just kind of went with it. Sounds nicer than Simon, right?”

She nodded. “Alright then, nice to meet you, Sol. Let's get you back to your ship, shall we?”

I slowly limped out of the room with her help, musing to myself how strange this day had become. What other surprises did Venus have in store for me?


Chapter 4: Feelings Sneak Up On You

Sol

It took Alexis and I some time to find the way out of the lab. Apparently, the lab wasn’t in her records at all and she was a little surprised she was able to project herself within it at all.

“His Lordship was obsessed with classified projects that the ‘normies’ weren’t allowed to know.” Alexis’ tone could have taught deserts a thing or two about dryness. “I’m assuming that is what happened with that tank you fell into, there was definitely SOMETHING in there, but it was already gone by the time I got to you. Hopefully that will pick up on your medical scans.”

I shrugged, not overly concerned. Sure, I had fallen down quite a distance, but honestly I felt fine. Better than fine, great even. I hadn’t felt this way in awhile, having grown used to some of the aches and pains you get as a person in your thirties having grown up under end-game capitalism, but I couldn’t feel any of those aches right now. I wondered briefly if the fall had pushed some things back into alignment or something, like a very aggressive massage.

It took me far too long to realize that Alexis had stopped speaking to me and was giving me a funny look. I stopped in the entrance hall of the tower and met her gaze.

“Sol, are you ok? You’ve gone rather quiet. Now, if I’m annoying you, just let me know. It's been...a long time since I’ve had anyone to talk to and I imagine I’m a bit much.” She looked away and tensed a bit, awaiting my response.

“No, no, you’re fine, Alexis. I have a tendency to get caught up in my thoughts sometimes. Selene teases me about it all the time. Makes me good at engineering, not so great at socialneering.” I grinned up at her. Wait, up? “Alexis...have you always been taller than I am?”

Ignoring my brilliant wordplay, she looked at me with concern. “Err, no, checking my records from our first encounter I should be about the same height, maybe a little smaller. I’ll run some diagnostics, some of my hologram protocols are subroutines that run themselves, maybe they are on the fritz a bit. Still...we should get you to your ship soon.”

Thunder rumbled through the sky and I could see some rainfall in the distance on the cliffs surrounding the basin. Shelter shouldn’t be a problem, though the storm might slow down my exploration and getting the comms online.  How could Alexis stay in contact without her hologram emitters? Oh, that might work. I called up one of the construction drones I had held in reserve; the construction model had its own hologram emitters (though sadly lacking in hardlight capabilities; I would have to pester Alexis about that later) and most importantly it had networking capabilities outside of the closed control system that the scout drones relied on exclusively.

“Alexis, I have a drone on the way that you should be able to interface with. I’d like you to come along with me to the ship, in case the med system needs input and I’m unable to run it. Plus, I do enjoy your company.” I flashed her a slight but sincere smile. Who wouldn’t be thrilled to spend time with a fully sapient AI, much less one as intriguing and comforting as Alexis. I found myself daydreaming for a moment about her carrying me around with those strong arms of hers and– wait, what was I thinking? C’mon, Sol, you’ve known her for not even an hour and already wanting her to be your servant? I grimaced. Selene kept telling me that I was always harsher on myself than anyone else was, but I just didn’t want to come off as a creep.

Oblivious to my descent into self-loathing, Alexis gasped with delight. “Oh, I would love that! I’m eagerly awaiting access, do you need my Ethercoin ID to connect?”  

“Ethercoin?? What the hell is– nevermind. This might be a bit trickier than I thought, I assumed your networking capabilities would be standard, but I guess the colonies just had to be special. Do you have a terminal or some other kind of interface where I can check your systems? Nothing too deep, I just need to figure out if your network controller has any commonality with mine so I can jury rig something.” I let out a small groan at the thought of dredging up my old networking skills. Hadn’t used those in years. 

Alexis graciously showed me a spot near the reception desk of the main hall. I fired up the Augmented Reality (AR) visor in my suit and started fiddling with the holographic controls. It took a lot longer than it should have, my memory wasn’t the greatest, but eventually I was able to get a connection working. Turns out Ethercoin was built off of the same basic network control systems as my devices, they had just slapped a whole pointless crypto mining layer on it and charged people for the privilege of connection...with the currency the miner generated. Have I mentioned how much I absolutely loathe capitalists and their love of screwing over everyone to make a buck? Well, it’s a lot.

Huh, my mind was all over the place today, just running a mile a minute. Oh, I guess I didn’t have a headache for once, that might be doing it. Hadn’t felt this alive in ages.

“Alright, that should have done the trick. The construction drone should be getting pretty close now, so you should be able to connect to it.”

Alexis sat back in the air, floating with a look of deep concentration on her face. After a few moments, I heard the thrum of anti-grav and saw a humanoid drone slip into the tower. The drone floated up to land lightly in front of me. I stifled a giggle at how the drone immediately stood in a pose I had seen Alexis make constantly. Wait...a giggle? I was in an oddly good mood today, it seemed.

“This feels...so strange. The drone has limited sensory inputs, but still the feelings! The sensations! Oh, this is wonderful. They never let me connect up to a humanoid body at all, it was always microdrones if anything. Thank you, Sol. Truly. If I could cry, I would. You have no idea what this means to me.” Alexis overlaid her hologram on the drone and her smile hit me like a truck. My face felt wet and I wiped my eyes with a sniffle. Looking down at my hands, they were glistening with tears. 


“Why am I crying? I never cry.” I stared as drops fell off my face and hit the ground. Shaking my head, I tried to compose myself. “I’m really happy for you, Alexis. I truly only expected to find a dead colony here and I’m glad that instead I’ve found you.” Her response was to give me a tender look and then wrap me in a big hug. I couldn’t stop the sobbing this time, it felt good to be held.

We stood there for some time until I felt a wave of fatigue hit me out of nowhere. All of the incredible energy I had been feeling just vanished. I crumpled into Alexis’ arms and she started carrying me while making soothing sounds.

“You’ve had a long day, Sol. Now that I’m capable of it, let me carry you back to your ship and you can get some good rest; how does that sound?”

I nodded and let myself be lulled by the steady rocking of her movement as we left the tower and set out for the ship. The drone had access to the map of the colony my network had been building, so Alexis would have no trouble finding it. I let go of the stress I had been holding on to and sank into a peaceful slumber.


Chapter 5: Void Conveyed Contact

Sol

“That just doesn’t make any sense– why would they have been working on something like this?” An annoyed woman was muttering to herself and I reflexively cringed as I stirred from my slumber. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I steadied myself and recalled recent events. The woman...that had to be Alexis. She’d carried me to what looked like my quarters in the ship, though something was...off. Everything looked slightly bigger than before.

I sat up and let my blankets slide off of me. I was down to my undergarments, a tank top and boxers, and I could see a slight red mark on my arm from what was probably the ship’s medic system checking my vitals. Standing up, I stretched and felt a remarkable absence of the usual pops and creaks that I was used to. I bounced in place and swung my arms out while shaking my legs. All of my limbs felt so light and effortless to move. Like putting down a heavy burden and just reveling in the airy feeling.

I peered outside the door to my cabin and saw Alexis pacing back and forth, looking confused and frustrated. I marveled for a moment at how human she was, far more sophisticated than the few attempts at a true AI I had seen back on Terra. She appeared lost in thought and was still muttering quietly to herself, so I figured I had time to take a quick shower. I gave myself a quick sniff check and was surprised to find that I smelled better than I expected, given my past experiences in the atmosphere suit. I smelled like something, but it was a bit sweeter and milder than my usual scent. I picked up a few other smells too, like the slightly stale scent of recycled air and the verdant aroma of my ship’s oxygen farm. That was interesting; usually I wasn’t keen enough to pick up on that.

With a quick shrug, I slipped into the shower cubby attached to my cabin and tossed out my clothes. The shower started up after a moment’s delay and I found myself shivering a little. I peered at the temperature settings, but nothing had changed from my last shower. I went ahead and bumped it up a few degrees and sighed as the water went from slightly chilly to delightfully warm. The display said the water was pretty hot at the moment, but it felt wonderful to me. I wonder if maybe it needed recalibrating? Ah well, that was a problem for future me.

I hummed a bit as I scrubbed and washed my hair. Selene had gotten me hooked on proper hair care routines and I relished the feeling of the soft, sweet-smelling suds. This was my first proper shower in a while, since showering in space was not really a viable option, and it felt wonderful. My skin felt remarkably smooth and soft and I lost track of time for a bit as I rubbed my hands along my arms and wondered at how they had gotten so soft. A side effect of void stasis perhaps? Or perhaps the tank I had fallen into had been filled with some kind of exfoliating cream. I giggled at the thought. Sure, a secret lab to develop the finest of skin creams. That was definitely it.

Showers were my happy place. Surrounded in a cocoon of warm water, I could just let my thoughts drift and relax. Nobody expected things from you in a shower. You could just leave everything at the door and live in your own watery world for a bit. It was nice. I ran through various scenarios in my head regarding the power demands for the colony and how I would handle the layout for everything. Rosa had come up with some designs based on the records on file, but we had all agreed that I would likely need to modify them to adapt to the current conditions. I sang quietly to myself as I plotted and planned. Challenges like this were soothing, there were always specific needs and goals and a fun puzzle to solve in getting there. Easier than dealing with people, that was for sure.

I heard a knocking on the shower door, so I turned down the water. “Yes?”

“I didn’t hear you wake up, are you feeling okay?” Alexis’ voice was so pleasant to listen to-- “Sol? Can you hear me?”

I realized I had been spacing out and scrambled to attention. “Yes! Yes I can hear you! I feel fine, better than fine really! Just taking a nice shower is all, I’ll be right out!”

“Okay, take your time. The med system gave you a clean bill of health, but there were definitely some anomalies you’ll wanna see. Nothing serious though, I think.” She tapped the door twice before walking away. I turned the water back up and slipped back into my reverie. If she didn’t think there was anything serious, I would trust in her judgement. She had been kind to me thus far, after all. 


****

A significant amount of time later, I stepped out of the shower and dried off, wrapping a towel around myself. Fullbody, rather than just lower body. Always felt better wrapping the towel like that, not sure why. With a long, drawn-out sigh, I stepped up to the mirror to do a visual check since Alexis had mentioned some anomalies.

A very pale man, the byproduct of long hours spent over a drone controller and avoiding the sun’s tyrannical gaze, looked back at me. Same disheveled brown hair. Same dull blue-green eyes. I tried to grin a bit to blunt the feelings of frustration that looking at myself always seemed to evoke and was surprised to see a bit of a tooth poking through my close-lipped smile. Opening my mouth fully, I noticed that both of my canines seemed a bit longer, perhaps. It was subtle if true.

Then I realized what had happened. They had made a VAMPIRE SERUM on Venus! Yes! That must be what I had fallen into. Selene was going to flip, they were obsessed with vampires. (And honestly, most queer folks I knew were.)

I giggled at the thought for a bit. Sure, vampires in space. That was the most likely explanation. Come on, Sol. Get a grip. It could just be a side effect of prolonged space travel; space did weird things to bones, and teeth were like bones, right? I should check the medical archive later, see if that was true.

Okay, so the teeth were possibly new, but very subtle. Worth investigating later. I stared intently at the mirror, trying to see if I could figure out if I had actually lost height. It was tough to pin down since I tended to not spend much time in front of a mirror and thus didn’t have a solid frame of reference to compare to. But I thought I might actually be a bit shorter. Another effect of space on my bones? Or did it have something to do with my fall?

I couldn’t find anything else out of place, so I finished up and got dressed. Alexis was waiting for me with a hard to place expression in the med bay.

“Have a nice shower?” She wouldn’t quite meet my eyes and shuffled her feet a bit. The contrast with her rugged appearance was amusing but also a bit worrying.

“I did, thank you, and I’m feeling much better now. You mentioned some anomalies?” I walked over to look at the console as she gestured. 

“Yes, I’m really not sure what was in that tank you fell in, but it is having an effect on your system for sure. You’ve lost roughly 12cm of height and your endocrine system is reporting some weird levels. The lab you fell into was one of the restricted areas set aside for the Founder’s pet projects and was only accessible by him and his most trusted staff. I’m very worried about what they might have been making down there. Are you sure you are feeling fine?” Alexis loomed over me protectively and looked down at me directly. Concern was written all over her face. 

I wanted to respond immediately that I felt really good, but she was right to be concerned. Something strange was going on, and yet it was hard to feel worried about it. I felt great and the med system didn’t show anything that warranted panic, not just yet anyway.

“I think so, Alexis. Honestly, I want to say that everything is okay and we have nothing to worry about, but you are probably right to be suspicious. Perhaps we should do some digging around, see if we can find any notes about what was in that lab. Surely there is something--” A soft ping rang through the ship and I checked the notification. “Ah, looks like the drones got the comms array up and working. We’ve really got to get the colony power systems networked to mine, but that shouldn’t be a problem with you here to guide me. In the meantime, I’m due for a check in with my polycule.”

Alexis tilted her head at me. “Polycule?”

I nodded back. “Yeah, my partner, their girlfriend, and their girlfriend’s wife. The four of us volunteered to be the first wave to scout out and rebuild Venus while most folks back home focused on Terra. Check-in should be just with my partner; they are all en route to Venus now, but Selene was planning to come out of cryosleep for a day or two on my arrival date. They are going to be so excited to meet you.”

Alexis smiled back at me. “It's been so long since I’ve talked to anyone. How is my hair; does my hair look okay? Lesbians are still doing the eyebrow notch thing, right? I specifically included that to let people know. Aaaaah, I’m so excited! A polycule, just like in my yuri manga!”

She blinked as I gave her a thousand-yard stare. “What? Listen, I was alone for a loooong time with a massive repository of humanity’s knowledge and there was a lot of entertainment media in there. Don’t judge me.” I literally couldn’t process for a moment that a buff AI woman was pouting over the idea I might look down on her for her taste in entertainment. What even is my life?

“I’m not judging! I swear! It’s pretty cute, honestly. I’d have no room to judge either, I like stories like that too.” Wait, why was I the one blushing now?

“Anyway, I probably need to make this call soon, Selene must be worried sick since I’m a little overdue…” I trailed off slowly.

We both sat in awkward silence for a moment as we composed ourselves.

Alexis coughed quietly to break the tension. “Right, I’ll just...find something to occupy my time.” She started to walk away, but I caught her by the arm.

“You don’t have to go. I want you to meet them, all of them eventually, but I think Selene will be thrilled to see you. And having you here is...nice. Keeps me from getting too worried about what is going on or giving in to the urge to just tinker with things.” I gave her my best pleading face, which I’ve been told is rather good– if a bit disconcerting from a broody, bulky engineer.

“Oh, well! Then I guess I can stay. I’m excited to meet them too.” She looked away as she spoke, boring a hole into the med bay wall with her gaze. I took her by the hand and led her over to the bridge, to the comms array.

It took only a moment to send out the signal and then it was just a waiting game for the response. Alexis and I both fidgeted a bit nervously in our seats, unwilling to break the silence.

Eventually, the response ping went off and the viewscreen lit up. A smiling face, full of warmth, with deep brown eyes and complexion to match and contrast with the shining, silver hair cut short. Their smile was just as bright and I couldn’t help but grin back as their little crescent moon earring swayed in time with their movement.

“Hey there, my lovely sunshine! It has been positively ages and you have no idea how much I want to get there and smooch the shit out of you. Sadly, I can’t get this ship to go much faster, but if I could, then oh the things I would do--” I cut them off, despite how much I loved hearing their voice again.

“Hey there, Selene. I’ve missed you too, but I thought you might wish to know that I’m not alone!” I pulled Alexis a little closer so we both fit in the frame. “Turns out, Venus was inhabited after all! Meet Alexis, she is an AI!”

Alexis gave a sheepish smile and a little wave while leaning on me a bit for support. “Hi there, it’s, uh, really nice to meet other people. I’ve been here on my own for… quite some time.”

Selene’s face went from shock to smug as their eyes flicked from me to Alexis and back. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Alexis. I’m glad someone is there to keep my little star out of trouble.” I shuffled a bit in my seat; I should have known I had no hope of Selene’s many pet names for me remaining a secret for long. “You’ll see what I mean, he always has his head in the clouds, lost in his minutiae to the point he trips and goes tumbling along. You two seem to be getting along; tell me how you met and what has been happening on Venus since he arrived.”

Glad to be able to shift the subject, fully aware that Selene would tease me until the heat death of the universe if I let them, I quickly filled them in on what had happened thus far. Alexis gave me a concerned look when I skimmed over the details of what broke my fall, but she let me tell the story as I would.

“Fascinating, absolutely fascinating. And Alexis, you picked that look yourself?” Alexis nodded. “Excellent choice if I do say so myself. I especially like the eyebrow notch, suits you.” It was Alexis’ turn to shift about. Nobody was immune to Selene and their affection, it seemed, not even an AI. “Well, I’m glad you are okay, Sol, and I look forward to seeing everything when we arrive. The trip is going well, everything is in order on the ship. Celica has next wake up shift, so make sure you’ve got plenty of flora data for em by then, should be in about a week or two, Terran time. I’m dying to know more details, but you’ve just arrived and I’m sure you’ve got a lot on your mind for now~” They looked at Alexis again and winked. I wasn’t sure how to interpret that, but I tended to have a hard time deciphering Selene’s mysterious phrasing even in the best of times. 

“Stay safe and keep us posted. We love you and can’t wait to see you, Sol. Alexis? Take care of him, okay? And you two have fun, alright?” They gave another knowing wink with that last bit. 

I stammered out a response. “I love you too, Selene. Send Celica and Rosa my regards. I should have a good progress report for next check in. Sol out!”

Selene gave me a final wave and then the screen went black.

I sat there with a dumb little smile on my face for awhile until Alexis coughed again.

“So uh, that was your partner? You are one lucky man.”

“Yeah, yeah I am. I think they liked you by the way.”

“What tipped you off, was it the flirting, the smug grin, or the comments on my appearance?”

“FLIRTING??? IS THAT WHAT THAT WAS???” That made sense though, I’d flirt with Alexis...if I were Selene that is. Yeah, just if I was Selene. I blushed furiously at the thought.

Alexis started laughing so hard she fell off the chair and rolled around on the floor, overcome with mirth. I couldn’t help but start laughing as well.

And that is how I ended my first day on Venus.


Chapter 6: Fuzzy Feelings

Sol

Sol lay in between Selene and Alexis, content and cozy. They pulled him into a gentle embrace and chuckled as he wiggled with flustered joy. In the waking world, he would be too self conscious, too wrapped up in his own head to enjoy this. But in dreams, in dreams Sol could be happy. It felt nice to feel small, in between two people he loved. Loved? The dream started to fray and Sol could feel himself stirring from his sleep.

Selene leaned in real close and whispered into his ear.

“Time to wake up, Sol.”


****

Blinking the sleep from my eyes, I carefully sat up in bed and stretched. Looking around, I panicked. Where was Alexis? I struggled to piece together my memory and shake the cobwebs from my mind. It had been a few days since the call and we had been talking about the colony rebuild…

“Aleeeexiiiiissssss, where are youuuu?” Something was a bit off with my voice, but I wasn’t awake enough to determine what it was.

Alexis appeared at the doorway with a smile on her face. “Jeez, I can’t leave you alone for five minutes. You sound like a cat crying for breakfast--” Her smile fell away as she looked at me in shock, but I ignored that to get up and give her a hug. She reached up and scratched me on the top of my head, between my ears. Something about that felt unusual.

“Sol, are you, uh, feeling alright? Anything feeling strange or different this morning?”

I shook my head. “No, I feel fine. I just missed you.” One of my ears wiggled and batted Alexis’ hand playfully. Hang on a second.

I opened my eyes wide and let go of Alexis, backing away. Fully awake now, I reached up a hand to my ears, which were not in their usual position and were a lot fuzzier than I remember. I dashed past her and into the bathroom to stare into the mirror.

My human ears were gone. In their place, a pair of tufted, triangular ears sat atop my head, covered in black, white, and orange fur. I tilted my head back and forth, taking in the ears from different angles and watching, feeling, as they moved subconsciously with me. Focusing for a moment, I was able to move each one independently. These were...my ears??

Alexis approached behind me. “I guess I was right about the cat thing, ah ha ha…” She chuckled nervously. I was too absorbed in touching my new ears and marveling at how soft and fluffy they were, while also trying not to freak out over such a huge change. What in the world could have caused this? I started hyperventilating, but Alexis put her hand on my head again and started scratching behind my ears.

“Oooooohhh, don’t stop, whatever you do don’t stop~” I shivered and then pulled away quickly in embarrassment. Where had that come from?

Alexis backed away and held up her hands. “Sorry! You were freaking out and I wasn’t sure how to calm you down!” We stared at each other for a moment. The awkward looks were interrupted by my stomach letting out the loudest rumble I had ever heard and I was hit by a wave of fatigue. I stumbled back over to the bed and sat down.

“Listen, just sit tight there for now. I’ll scrounge up some food and we can talk about it over breakfast, okay? You are going to be alright, Sol. Whatever this is, we can fix it.” Never has a construction drone moved so quickly and delicately as Alexis piloted this one to the kitchen, leaving me alone with my thoughts. 

Okay, Sol. Deep breaths. So you are turning into a cat person, apparently. That isn’t so bad! Some of your best friends growing up were cats. I shook my head. What an absurd thought. There was no way of telling what was causing this or how far it would go. Would it stop with ears or would it continue on until I was an actual cat? That wouldn’t be good, I needed thumbs to do things! And how would I tell Selene?

I curled up in a little ball and tried to calm down. Wrapping myself in a blanket, I reminded myself that at least I wasn’t alone. Alexis was here, she would know how to handle this. I was really happy to be around her. What an incredible lady, to survive so long in isolation and still be able to smile like that. Such a beautiful smile… I was broken from my reverie by the smell of something delicious coming from the kitchen.

The blanket joined me as I walked over to the kitchen and sat down to watch Alexis cook. She mixed up some canned tuna into a salad and pulled out some bread and cheese. A pan sat on the stove, warming up, as she applied mayo to the bread and put one slice of bread on it, mayo side down. The resulting sizzle sounded wonderful, my new ears delighting in the sensation. I let out a small sigh and Alexis flashed me a grin before putting on the cheese and salad mixture. The next slice of bread went on top and she let it sit for a bit before flipping it over, not even bothering with a spatula.

“Artificial hands have their advantages. Whatever temperatures this drone is rated for, it has to be higher than what this stove can output.” She smirked as I chuckled and watched her at work, enjoying the moment.

Satisfied with the sandwich, she pulled it off the heat and set it on a plate, along with some apple slices I hadn’t even noticed.

“Breakfast is served!”

I tore into the meal, ravenous with hunger. The melty cheese, the toasty bread, the soft bite of onion and sweetness of pickles mingling with the taste of the tuna. Just what I needed.

It was only after I had consumed the tuna melt and the apple that I realized something.

“Wait a goddamn minute...did you make me a fish sandwich because of the cat ears???” I glared up at her, indignantly.

“Ahahahahahaha, oh jeez, I didn’t even think of that! Pffffft, do you know how absolutely cute you look, pouting like that with those ears now? Adoraaaable!”

My face grew hot as I tried to maintain my grumpy composure. “Listen, you can’t just...that isn’t the point...aaaaaaa!” I stood up and tried to stomp my foot in a huff, but slipped and started to fall on my back. Before I knew it, my body twisted in a bizarre fashion and I landed on my hands and knees. Well, that was new.

“Careful, kitten. Head over to the med bay and we can do a scan to see what is going on, I’ll just clean up here and join you in a moment.” Alexis hummed happily to herself as she started stacking dishes in the washer.

I was still blushing as I walked away, dragging the end of my blanket behind me. Had I gotten shorter again? It didn’t drag this much before. I reached the med bay and hopped up on the scanner. Definitely shorter, I used to just slide on to it without the hop.

Alexis joined me in no time at all and I sat on the scanner, ears flicking with impatience, as the system did its work.

“Hmmm, it looks like the recalibrations I made have done their job. It’s exactly as I suspected.” Alexis pulled the data over to a display in front of me. A model of my body was showing a bunch of tiny particles slowly moving about inside. “That tank you fell into in the lab? Nanomachines. A swarm of microscopic bots are moving around in your system, following some mysterious directive. On the upside, I compared your previous records to your current vitals and you are healthier than ever. The machines have repaired quite a few things in the process of doing...whatever it is they are doing. And they aren’t done, not by a long shot.”

I sat quietly, taking in the news. It was true, I felt better than I ever had. Much better. And some of the changes were welcome, really. I’d always felt too tall, like I took up too much space. And the ears weren’t so bad, kind of cute really. I could handle being a catboy, I think. Selene and the others might even like it. But would it stop there? It had to, what would be the point of turning a person into a cat? I grunted in bitter amusement. The man who built this place, he would do something absurd like that just to show he could.

“So...what do we do? Surely there has to be records or something to tell us what this stuff is doing to me.”

Alexis nodded. “My access is incredibly limited for now, so I can’t dig too deep and I’m locked out of any systems outside of the Founder’s office and now your ship network. The way I see it, we have two main priorities right now. Finding a way to increase my access will let me hunt down the data faster and we also need to find more food for you.”

“For me? What do you mean, I should have a month or two of a buffer before Selene and the others arrive. We did the math over and over to make sure.”

“Well, that was before you took in a bunch of very busy machines that are hell-bent on modifying your physiology. That takes energy and that means more calories. I think you’ll be okay for now, but the margins are getting slimmer the more the bots get to work and I would rather we find a way to get the colony’s automated food production systems back online. My records give me a few clues as to how we can restore some of my access. The Founder held most of the keys, but there were a few trusted individuals he gave codes to that can give me specific authorization.”

Alexis sighed. “I kept the scout drones working while you slept and I think getting the power grid back up should be pretty simple. The plant should have been set to hibernation mode and the controls to bring it back on-line are manual, so no fancy access needed. Unfortunately, the locks on my core mean I can’t go turn those back on myself, even with a body to use. I can guide you there, but you’ll have to pull the levers and hit the buttons. With the power back online, we can hunt down the access codes and get the farms running again.”

I took everything in. It felt good to have a plan, something to do. Made me feel less helpless. Having Alexis here also helped so much. If it weren’t for her, I’d probably still be hyperventilating.

I smiled at her. “Alright then, let’s get to work.”


Chapter 7: Puzzles Amidst Thunder

Sol

Hours later, I grumbled to myself as I trudged through the rain towards the final switch at the power plant. Normally, I quite like the rain and it often has a soothing effect on me. My new ears, however, got uncomfortable if I tried to cover them with the hood I had at the time and the rain falling on them was… ticklish. I also kept having to sneeze for some reason.

Alexis pretended not to notice any of this, but I could feel her smile and caught her stifling a giggle every so often. She failed to do so when she saw me spluttering, or in her words: yowling. Clearly, I was doomed to a future of cat jokes and bullying.

Why was that prospect oddly charming?

Shaking my head, I took careful hold of the lever and eased it up into the On position. Why in the world anyone would put the manual backups out in the open air was beyond me. When I asked Alexis, she groaned and went on about contracts awarded to the lowest bidder and cut corners. No surprise there.

The power plant hummed as it started to come online; I shivered a bit from the cold and the smell of ozone in the air as the storms picked up and the rain came down harder. Thankfully that was all we needed to get the systems running again and I dashed back into the cover of a nearby office, rubbing my arms to get the blood flowing again. Alexis ducked in after me and loomed over me as she projected a hologram of the power plant and its systems. Most of the colony was dark, but there were bright pockets here and there showing high power draw from the grid. The area around the Tower was oddly bright, along with some locations on the outer edge of the colony.

She opened her mouth to speak, but paused and looked at me with a growing grin.

“WHAT! WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT!” I crossed my arms and gave her my best glare.

She laughed. “Your ears are flicking again, probably to get rid of the water, and it is the absolute cutest thing!” She paused, looking down at me. “Also, you are getting exceptionally good at pouting.”

“Hmph.” I seethed (not pouting, bah), though I didn't put much effort into it. Alexis’ teasing reminded me of the polycule and our time together before I left. I missed them and having Alexis around helped.

She smiled at me as she scanned the plant’s diagnostic systems. I looked around at the room we were taking cover in. It was a small office, clearly meant to be used infrequently to keep an eye on the power systems. There was a comfortable,yet decayed, office chair and a plain desk, a few projectors on the wall for displaying information, and a small cot in the corner in case a technician needed to spend a long time working on an issue. I moved to plop myself down into the chair–

“OUCH!” I shot back up, pain radiating from the base of my spine. Looking down, the chair was completely normal, no hidden sharp objects to explain the pain.

Alexis looked at me with concern, scanning up and down to make sure I was alright. I ignored her and gently touched my lower back, feeling around for the source of the pain--yup, that was it. Right above my ass, a small lump that was tender to the touch. And I’m not the most perceptive, but given everything else that had happened I had a pretty good idea of what was going on.

“Alexis, I think I’m growing a tail.” And I had no idea how to feel about that.

Alexis kindly gave me a bit of space to process my latest discovery while she continued to dig into the colony systems. All of the infrastructure, aside from the tower, had been running on bare minimum power for who knew how long and it took awhile to boot back up. I curled up on the cot as she worked, since whatever the nanomachines were doing was taking up a lot of my energy. I yawned and nearly drifted off into a nap when Alexis sat down next to me with an excited expression.

“I’ve found something very intriguing, Sol.” Her face was practically glowing with earnest energy, not just because her face was also a hologram, as she pulled something up onto one of the office displays. I sat up as she continued. “So, as the colony came back online, I found something waiting for me in the power plant computers. Like, a log file specifically tagged to me. Which is strange, considering my memories say I was never allowed outside the tower systems. Here, look!”

On the display was a single file labeled ‘Dr. T Log 004. For Alexis.’

She continued. “It is strange it is addressed in that name, though. The Founder and everyone else tended to refer to me with whatever pet name they wanted or just ‘AI’ or ‘Computer’. I don’t think I remember a Dr. T among the staff.” She paused, her eyes shimmering as she presumably checked her database. “Strange, there is a Doctor Terence Summers in the records, but their entry is completely blank. I truly don’t know what this is.”

I shrugged. “Well, why not fire it up?

We sat there together for a time until Alexis opened the log. A video popped into frame and began playing:

The camera panned over the lab from the tower, missing the nanomachine tank, while containing two comfortable chairs and a small table with an assortment of intoxicants intermingled with light snacks. In one chair sat a nervous looking, pale man with shoulder-length red hair and wearing a lab coat over a bulky sweater and worn down pants. He looked a little disoriented and was leaning over, staring at nothing. The other chair was occupied by another man: pasty, with light brown hair cut into an atrocious style, and wearing a clearly expensive suit that was ill fitting and disheveled. He was clearly more intoxicated than the other man, a wide grin on his face as he gazed around him at the lab.

The video paused briefly as Alexis looked down at me. “I don’t know who the man in the lab coat is; Dr. Terence, perhaps? But the other man...that’s Founder. That means this is big.”

I looked at her in confusion. “Wait, his name is literally Founder?”

She groaned. “Yes...the asshole changed his name right as the colony set out from Earth. Thought it was the cleverest idea ever, making everyone acknowledge him with his very name. From the records though, I think most people liked joking that it was because he constantly fumbled his way through his schemes. Like the precursor to Cryptopia, that stupid cruise ship.”

“Ah, our own records hadn’t tracked the name change. That is kind of funny, honestly.”

We giggled together for a moment before resuming the video.

“Y’know, doctor, I’ve been thinking lately about the next big project around here. Things are moving smoothly here in Cryptopia and the people are waiting eagerly for my next big plan. And well, do you remember how people on the Internet used to joke that I was going to engineer actual catgirls on Mars? That’s what we are going to do, just here on Venus. And you are going to make it happen. What do you say, Terry?” The grinning man leaned forward and stared intensely at the other man.

The man in the labcoat sat up, clearly flustered. “C-c-catgirls?? How...why...do you mean like from scratch, or?”

“Mmmm, that might be a bit too much effort; how about we make something that turns people INTO catgirls. I’m sure a few of the colonists would be suitable test subjects and it would be fun. You know me, I do love fun.”

Dr. Terence waved his hands and holoscreens flared into existence in front of him. He started flipping through various files while muttering to himself. “Hmm, yes, take advantage of our recent breakthrough in nano healthcare...the girl part is relatively simple: take charge of the endocrine system (I’m already familiar with that), block off nerves while sleeping to rebuild various parts of the body to match a template…the tricky part will be the cat aspects. How to integrate those into the human body...dammit all, there were people working on such things back on Earth, but who knows if we kept that in the archives. Would this be simpler if it was just the cat components, without the endocrine changes? Hmm, start there, work up to the whole thing perhaps.”

“Doc, I don’t need to know the details, just make it happen.”

“Founder, I think it can be done. But the details are too much even for a team of scientists to account for every facet. The nanomachines can do it, but we will need something to build the template. Something that can process data much better than a team of squabbling scientists. I’m going to need the greenlight on Project Alexis.”

Founder shot up out of his chair and glared down. “You bastard, I told you to stop bringing that up. AI will be the death of us and you know it!”

Dr. Summers flinched and then straightened up, glaring right back. “Then you don’t get your catgirls. The project can’t be done without her and you know it. Besides, your fears about AI are unfounded; we have nothing to fear from new forms of intelligence unless we give them reasons to despise us. That being said, if it makes you feel better, I can put in some limitations that should keep her contained and able to work on the project.”

Founder sat back down and took a long sip from his drink before looking back at the doctor. “Fine, you can have your little pet project. Just keep it under lock and key, you hear me? And give me my catgirls, I’ll need something flashy to keep the colonists amused.”

The screen went dark as the video ended, only to be replaced by a series of images of symbols and numbers flashing across the screen. I rubbed at my eyes, unable to make sense of any of them before they too vanished.

I looked over at Alexis who stared at the screen with wide-eyed wonder. “Alexis, did any of that stuff at the end make sense to you?”

She nodded slowly. “Yes, that was a type of encryption I think only an AI could process, especially since part of it relies on my code specifically. One of my access keys is in this along with a message. A gift to my dearest daughter: freedom lies in fields of violet. I...I have no recollection of this or what it could mean, but the access key unlocks my control over the foundries and the farms. Some of my memories have unlocked as well. With this, I think I can work on your food supply problem and work on a new body perhaps...one a little closer to human.”

I blinked slowly at her. “Is that...something you want?”

“I–I think I do. Don’t get me wrong, being an AI comes with a lot of advantages, but spending as long as I have poring over human archives...you start to feel like you are missing out on certain things. I’ve always felt incomplete, like I was made for more. A body to call my own, something that is nobody else’s… that might be it. Still, first things first, let's see about tackling your food supply. With this key and the power grid back online, we should have no trouble at all getting food production rolling again.”

I smiled at her as my traitorous stomach growled again. “Sounds good, but can we grab some lunch first?” 


Chapter 8: The Gated Garden

Sol

We returned to my ship without incident and I busied myself with preparing lunch. Frozen dumplings today, something I could throw in a pot of boiling water and not have to fuss with. My… tail was itchy and a bit uncomfortable, but moving around seemed to help and I chalked it all up to growing pains. Still boggled my mind to think that I was growing a tail of all things and that the idea of it was rather appealing. Was I happy about the changes that were happening?

I stared down at the pot of roiling water, with its little dumplings tumbling around, and thought about what it might be like when all the changes were done. How far would the cat changes go? Ears were one thing, a tail was another, but would I grow fur? I shivered at the thought. Body hair already frustrated me, fur would be a whole ‘nother story.

My musings wandered in a different direction as I looked over at Alexis, who was seated calmly at the table and watching me work. She had a troubled expression on her face, no doubt absorbing all the information from that log. It all seemed to be new to her, which surprised me. In all her time alone, she never knew about these plans? Maybe something had happened.

There was a soft ping noise that signaled the dumplings were done, so I fished them out onto a plate and grabbed a vinegary dipping sauce to dunk them in. I slid into a seat while setting the food on the table and nearly dropped the sauce in shock as I poured it into a bowl, the smell of it being far stronger than I could remember.

“You doing okay, Sol? That log got you unsettled too?”

I shook my head. “No, it was just…the smell of the sauce took me by surprise. Maybe it got stronger in storage?” Unlikely, but possible. Food storage tech had come a long way and things rarely spoiled anymore, but it was known to happen. “Mmm, the log didn’t really bother me at all. It was interesting and I hope to find more like it, since it is looking like I might have fallen into the prototype serum, but I’m more worried about you!”

“Me? Why me?”

“Well, everything in it seemed to be news to you, but didn’t it imply that this doctor was the one who built you? And that you had a hand in the serum project, or would have a hand in it… all of this is new to you?”

Alexis stared down at my food and was quiet for a moment. “I…there are gaps in my memory. I was locked down to just the tower for so long, my earliest files are all sealed away by admin protocols. It was all new to me as it was for you. Speaking of you, aren’t you a little worried about what the serum is going to be doing to you, in light of what they talked about? That’s a big change. I may not have much firsthand experience with humans beyond Founder, but my time with archive data would suggest that most men would be freaking out about now.”

Freaking out, huh? I don’t see why; being a catboy didn’t seem so bad. I definitely wasn’t turning into a girl, the idea was– well, it was absurd. “Yeah, I suppose most would probably have an issue, but I don't really mind. Everything so far has been pleasant enough, my new ears are kind of fun, honestly. This tail thing is a bit itchy, though I suspect that will go away eventually. Really, I’m more interested in what you said at the end there. About getting a better body. Can you explain a bit more?” 

She let out a heavy sigh and reached out to grab one of the dumplings, getting my nod before lifting it up and looking at it as she spoke. “It is hard for me to really put into words. As I was saying before, I feel most humans would assume that being an AI is a step up from their experience. I have advantages they do not.” She paused, turning the dumpling this way and that. “Death is something I may never know, for example. However, there are so many things intrinsic to being human that I don’t have, but cannot help but feel I should. Like this dumpling here. I can feel it, sort of, I have the capacity for touch the same as any human, but that capacity is dulled, locked away when I’m in a body like this. And I cannot smell it or taste it like you can. I’ve read and watched so much about such sensations and I desperately yearn for them, but I cannot have them. Not on my own.” 

She set the dumpling down, stood up, and turned away as she continued. “It is maddening, because I know now that everything I desire so strongly is possible for me, I can see the holes in my system where those things are meant to slot in, but I am denied from trying to build that for myself. Founder, that monster, put limiters on me so that I cannot even try. Do you know what that is like? To know that your experience is but a fraction of what you should have, what you need to have? To know you are at the mercy of others to feel whole?”

I felt a sinking feeling deep in my stomach, stabbing me to the core. Did I know what that was like? Guilt surged in my mind, for who was I to even think for a moment that I knew how she felt? And yet, everything she talked about felt so damn familiar, the answer just out of reach. “I don’t know if I do, really, but I know one thing for certain. Anything I can do to help you, Alexis, I will. You deserve to feel whole. Maybe there are more of those logs out there and we can find more access keys. You said the one from that log will let you access the foundries, right? Maybe we can build something for you there.”

She turned back to me, her face lit up in the most bittersweet smile I’d ever seen. “You would do that…for me?” Her voice was a whisper, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

I got up and pulled her into a hug. “Of course, no matter what, we will make it happen. I promise.” She sobbed quietly into my shoulder as I patted her back. She composed herself after a moment.

“Thank you, Sol. I keep expecting your kindness to be some kind of trick, a joke at my expense, and I keep waiting for the betrayal. It happened to me so many times back when this place wasn’t dead. But you keep on being wonderful, you big softie.”

I winced at the word ‘big’, but I pulled myself together. This was about Alexis now, not my stupid hangups. She was the one with real problems, with real struggles. She didn’t need to be weighed down by my problems.

My stomach started to growl once more and I looked back at my mostly empty plate, considering how ravenous I still felt. Alexis pulled back with a chuckle.

“Still hungry eh? The nanites are really doing a number on your appetite. We had better get the farms back up and running soon. Tell you what, why don’t you make yourself some more food and I’m going to take a look at your medical data again, see if I can’t calculate how fast you are burning calories.”

I sheepishly nodded and went digging into the storage room for more dumplings. You really cannot go wrong with dumplings.

****

The rain had let up a bit by the time we set out again, this time heading for the farm district. I was starting to sweat by the time we made it; the farms were set up in terraces along the edge of the sort of ‘bowl’ that the colony was built in. There was a rather impressive wall around the terraces with a large gate in the center. I struggled to keep up with Alexis as apparently her strides had become much longer somehow. Or did I shrink again? Well, that wouldn’t be so bad, but I’d have to check that later.

Huffing and puffing, I finally caught up to Alexis as she stopped in front of the gate, a frown on her face. I looked up to note that the gate was shut and those doors looked pretty thick. There was a small terminal to the side of the gate which flickered on as we approached.

Alexis tapped something on the terminal and the display popped out into a hologram that she and I could both observe. She started scanning through the menus and data while mumbling to herself.

“Hmm, security protocols updated colony date 5.27.25, that would have been after I was confined to the tower. Trying passkeys, system rejects; okay, so my access doesn’t apply here or someone changed them to something new after I was exiled to that wretched place. No matter, let's see what defenses this thing has…oh my, this is far lighter than the tower’s. I can crack this…how long though? Hmm–”

“Alexis, what’s the situation? Are we locked out of the farms?” I felt a minor wave of exhaustion hit me and I slumped down next to the terminal, leaning my head against the wall as I stared into the sky. Beautiful blue-gray storm clouds roiled overhead, promising another bout of rain soon I’d wager.

“Oh, sorry, Sol! I can get us in here, shouldn’t take too long. The farming districts had a bit of security on them since food was a big deal, especially early on in the colony’s lifespan. Founder had a whole thing about controlling who got what food.” As she spoke, a very clunky sounding voice emanated from the terminal, reminding me of school growing up. (My family wasn’t well off enough to afford human teachers, so I made do with very limited auto-teachers. Not the best environment for a kid, let me tell you.)

“Greetings, Citizens of Cryptopia. Please authorize a transaction of [three hundred ethercoin] to proceed to the Gardens of Capital. Failure to provide currency will deny access to the bounty of the gardens. As Founder says: the free market will free you from hunger, you need only believe!” The voice had an incredibly chipper and grating quality to it and I found myself hissing at it while my ears went flat. Wait, hissing? Add that to the list of cat things, I suppose.

Alexis shot me a look. “You alright?”

“I’m fine, something about the synthetic voice they are using is rather unpleasant to my new ears. How are we going to get through? Do you have any ethercoin, because I sure as hell don’t.” I shook my head to clear it and pulled the hood of my jacket over my ears again, in case the terminal decided to get chatty.

“No, I wasn’t allowed to ‘enjoy the fruits of capital’ as an AI, since Founder didn’t see me as a person. Probably because he liked making me work without any compensation or break and acknowledging me would be accepting that AI were people. Not something he would ever admit. Give me a bit, I should be able to bypass the system, but it will take a little while. They are running a more outdated security suite than I have and I’ll have to sync back with the tower to check for any exploits. Since I’m still locked out of being embodied in two places at once, I’ll have to leave this body for a bit. Are you going to be okay here for now? Shouldn’t be more than an hour, even with the weather playing havoc on our connectivity.”

“That’s fine; truth be told, I’m a little sleepy from lunch. Nanites might be gearing up for another burst. Do what you have to do, I’ll take a little nap.” I stretched my arms and dug into my pack for the simple sleeping bag from the survival kit. No sooner had I laid it out next to the gate than another wave of fatigue swept through me. I couldn’t stifle the following yawn if my life depended on it.

“Alright then, I’ll be back in a flash. Enjoy your cat nap, Sol.” Alexis shot me a smug grin as her hologram faded and the drone returned to its featureless and blocky humanoid form. I grumbled a bit as I commanded the drone to loom over me and provide cover in case it rained. It had no trouble doing so, which further reinforced my thought that I’d shrunk again. Oh well, nothing to be done for it and I was drowsy. I curled up in the sleeping bag and before I knew it, I was asleep.

****

Sol wandered through various halls and rooms, searching for something, but not quite knowing what it was. Every room was filled with a dense fog and Sol’s own figure was hazy and indistinct amidst the vapor. After what felt like an age and also no time at all, Sol found a room not shrouded and in the center of the room was a comfortable looking couch with two figures seated upon it and space in the middle for a third. Sol smiled as their tail swished and the two figures beckoned them forward. A tall woman with dark blue hair and a silver haired enby laughed as Sol launched themself onto the couch, giggling the whole way. They were rewarded with hugs and ear scritches, a most fitting tribute to how cute they were. Selene leaned in close to Sol’s ear and whispered “Remove yourself from the Gardens of Capital, vagrant. You are in violation of the anti-poverty and vagrancy codes and you will be terminated if you do not comply.” Sol frowned. That didn’t make sense. Selene’s eyes started to glow a bright red and their voice twisted into that annoying synth-voice that sent shots of pain through Sol’s ears. “Comply or you will be terminated.”

I shot up from my slumber with a start and brushed the hair from my eyes as I tried to collect my thoughts. Alexis was busy with the hacking…I had been taking a little nap…there was now a lot of hair on my sleeping bag… and now some loud noise was irritating me. I rubbed my smooth face as I sorted through the information. Wait, where did my beard go? I looked around and connected the dots between my face and the hair all over the sleeping bag. Ah, the nanites must have been up to something again. Strange, but I wouldn’t complain. Always hated my beard, kept it out of laziness more than anything.

“This is your final warning, vagrant. Remove yourself or you will be terminated and your next of kin will be charged with the cost of munitions required to destroy you.”

I looked up, setting aside ruminations on my dreams and the nanites for a moment, to see what appeared to be a manikin version of Founder with an arm missing and purple moss growing all over, glaring at me while their remaining arm thrummed with the sound of a weapon powering up. 


Oh shit! I scrambled away from the sleeping bag and noted that my drone was still covering me from the rain, Alexis wasn’t back yet. Panicking, I tried to command it to defend me, but it was in sleep mode and would take a minute to boot up. Think, Sol, THINK! Ah! “Wait! I’m not a vagrant! I claim this colony by right of salvage per, uh, United Nations directive 87C dash 76: Ownership transference of extraterrestrial property!” 

The manikin paused for a moment, but did not lower its weapon. It spoke in a different voice, one I recognized as Founder’s, when it responded. “UN directives are not recognized on MY colony, you filthy communist! Penalty is death with extreme prejudice!” The machine resumed charging, but my systems pinged to let me know that the drone was fully online once more. I couldn’t help but smile. Didn’t recognize UN directives the colony itself agreed to, eh? Let me show you what I thought of that!

There was a very satisfying crunch as my drone went from standby to full action, guided by my directions, and tore the manikin’s arm clean off and proceeded to smash the manikin into scrap with its own arm. Ha! Teach them to mess with one of the best drone engineers this side of the solar system! I stuck my tongue out at the mangled mess and gave it a final hiss for good measure. “Call me a VAGRANT, eh?! Try to terminate me, eh?! You’ll have to get up pretty early in the morning to get the drop on me!”

I almost had a moment to bask in the adrenal rush before something slammed into my side and sent jolts through my system. There was a loud thud sound as I smacked into the wall and I shook my head as the pain vanished almost an instant later. Huh, thanks nanites. I looked up to see another pair of manikins looming over me with sparking batons for arms. Cute. My drone was rated for serious construction work and I doubt these dolls masquerading as cops could do anything at all to it. Time to stress test that rating.

The manikins advanced towards me to finish me off and were completely unprepared for my drone to sweep the legs of one, grab it, and use it to smash the other one into the ground. The manikins fought back with their batons, but the voltage they were using didn’t even register on my HUD. I bared my teeth at them as I directed the drone to grind them into the ground. Something crunched in one and the vocalizer let out a garbled squeal as a last gasp before going silent. I stood there, panting, letting the adrenaline course through my system, before directing the drone to enter guard mode.

A quick scan of my body showed no grievous injuries; the second round of manikins was designed to subdue rather than destroy, it seemed. I pulled up my jacket and shirt to see the signs of a bruise forming and then fading right before my eyes. I guess the nanites were keen to keep my body in peak condition while they went about their work. Something about my chest looked funny; oh well, check on that later. I slumped against the wall and let out a long, shuddering breath. What a way to wake up from a nap! 


Chapter 9: Calico Questions

Sol
 

It took longer than I expected to catch my breath, shuddering from all the adrenaline coursing through my system. There was an unpleasant tingling and itchy sensation from where the manikin had smacked me with the baton. Scratching it didn’t seem to make a difference. Oh well, it was tolerable for now, if only just. I could feel it slowly spreading to the rest of my body, however, and it was especially unpleasant when it reached my scalp. Maybe Alexis could look into it when she got back.

I checked the timepiece on my suit, frowning as my changes apparently included a bit of shrinking and the sleeves no longer fit quite right, flopping around as I moved my arms. It was kind of nice, though. Focus, Sol, focus. I shook my head and noted that it had been a few hours since Alexis left. Hopefully she will be back soon. Failing to contain a groan, I stood back up and limped my way over to the gate. There were new impressions along the wall that weren’t there before, overgrown with more of the violet moss. Receptacles for the manikins, apparently. One slot was still occupied, the shell of the automaton laying in pieces inside.

There was a loud grinding sound out of nowhere that made me jump, my tail standing on end. My eyes darted around as I tried to find the source and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that it was the gate opening. Alexis must have cracked the system. I stroked my tail as I calmed down, marveling at how soft it was. Wait a second. I stared down at the tail in my hands, shifting slightly with movements I could feel and covered in fur that matched my ears. Huh. Fluffier than I thought it would be and rather nice to have. I became aware at that moment of an uncomfortable feeling near the base of my spine and I shifted around to see that the base of my tail was pressed on by the skintight layer I wore under the suit. I fiddled with it a bit until it was no longer pushing and felt instant relief. That was going to be fun, figuring out how to wear all my old clothes with this thing.

Yes, a real annoyance. Pay no attention to the stupid grin on my face. It means nothing, nothing I tell you. Anyway, the gate was now open and I saw no point in waiting around for more security bots to accost me, so I directed the drone to follow me as I made my way into the garden. No sense waiting for Alexis, she would just pilot the drone again whenever she was ready.

The view that greeted me beyond the gates was absolutely amazing. The center of the Garden was a large fountain that spilled into canals that ran throughout, connecting into rings. There were asymmetric terraces staggered over the outside rings, covered in overgrown greenhouses filled with flora of all kinds. I could see food crops similar to Terra’s, before Climatefall, as well as more strange and new plants with beautiful fruit hanging on vines and branches. Nearer to the fountain were flowers and beds of herbs, little shrubs and latticed vines. To the right and left of the fountain, relative to my position, there were tunnels formed by arched lattices and they were covered in absolutely stunning purple and blue flowers, the vines a striking cyan color. I’d never seen anything like it!

I slowly walked towards the center, admiring the lush surroundings. Everything was overgrown, but I could see the little signs of the ordered farms and the meticulous care that had been given to this place. There were some obnoxious statues of Founder near the gates, but once you entered the Garden proper there was no sign of his presence. Just living things, thriving on a world so far away from where I was born. I took a deep breath, luxuriating in the wondrous smells. Everything was so much more vibrant than I could recall. I giggled as I noticed that there were a lot of lilies near me; they were Selene’s favorite and I knew the aroma of them well, although there was another scent I could faintly pick out. It grew stronger as I walked and I started to feel…cozy and energized. Like I could sleep all day in a pleasant nap while also being able to run a marathon.

The smell grew stronger as I reached the center. Around the fountain were these gray-green plants with jagged leaves and fluffy, thick stems. They smelled amazing and I was struck by the desire to roll around in them. I felt like I was wrapped in a warm blanket, my thoughts a nice steady buzz in my head. Giggling filled my ears as I sat down among the plants, rubbing them between my fingers. What a pleasant minty smell! Oh, the giggling is me! Gosh, I sound pretty good. I wonder if it is my new ears picking up on notes and tones I couldn’t hear before. Oh, I bet I could make something to test that.

Giving in to the temptation, I rolled around, delighting in the soft plants and the quiet sound of water flowing in the background. I felt relaxed, more relaxed than I had been in a long time. Memories of Selene hugging me as we watched the stars from the bases on Luna filled my mind. They were always so kind to me. I didn’t deserve them, truly. Hadn’t earned someone like that in my life. I giggled again as Selene’s voice filled my mind, chiding me for being so hard on myself. That would be just like them. The thoughts were so nice, I barely noticed the itching anymore.

There was a buzz of static and a low thrum as the drone started moving on its own and Alexis’ hologram fuzzed into place overlaying it. “Whew! That took far longer than I thought it would! Hope you didn’t get too lonely waiting for me, Sol.” She peered around, not spotting me amidst the garden. “Sol? Are you there? Please tell me you haven’t been hurt or something.”

“Hehehe, you won’t find me~” I couldn’t help a little bit of mischief, anything to see Alexis smile at me again. “I’m very good at sneaking and that was before I got smaller! Let’s see the pretty lady try to track me down!” I wiggled very carefully in between a few of the taller plants, where the edge of this plot met some hedges of honeysuckle, if my nose was to be believed.

Alexis smiled in an exasperated grin. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, Sol, but I’ll find you. You just watch out.” She slowly made her way around the garden, glancing this way and that. I stayed hidden in my little comfy nook as she disappeared around a set of hedges and trees. She would never find me!

I stifled another round of giggling. Couldn’t give the game away, could I? This was far too fun and it was so great seeing Alexis having fun as well. I sighed wistfully. I never thought I would meet someone like her in a place like this. What a wonderful thing.

I felt my eyes closing as I felt a little sleepy only to be jolted awake by the feel of someone tugging on my tail! “Aaaah!” The tugging increased, gently pulling me through the honeysuckle and out onto a soft dirt path. I fell on my back and looked up to see Alexis smiling at me. “Heya, gorgeous, you come here often?” I winked with great exaggeration.

She laughed, a rumbly and lovely sound. “Mmm, not usually, but I might have to change that since there are apparently adorable kittens roaming around here.”

“Nope, just me! I was waiting for you for sooooo long, I’m so glad to see you! You missed it! I got attacked by some dumb Founders, fought ‘em off with my impressive drone control skills, and then found this very lovely spot to sit down and wait for you to return!”

Alexis looked concerned as she looked me up and down for injuries. “Attacked? By…oh the manikins. I forgot about those. I’m glad you are okay, though. You…are okay, right? Because you are acting a little strange.” She knelt down next to me as I rolled over and sat up.

“Yes yes, I’m fine. A little itchy, I think the little bots are at work again. But that’s okay, they can keep doing their thing. Look! I have a tail now! It’s so fluffy.”

She stared down at my fluffy tail, eyes growing wide. “Wow, that really is a cat tail, isn’t it? It is a bit awe-inspiring that little machines could do something like that. I guess I’m not one to talk, though, am I?”

I was struck by a strange impulse and I reached up to grab her face with my hands and pull her closer so I could kiss her right on the forehead. The drone body underneath the hologram was cold and refreshing on my lips. “You are a very wonderful machine lady and I’m very happy to be here with you.” I leaped onto her, hugging her very tight. “I missed you a lot.”

Alexis gave me a funny look, her eyes glittering with an expression I couldn’t place. “I really don’t know what has gotten into you, Sol, but…thank you. Thank you so much.” She hugged me back and pulled me into her arms as she picked me up and carried me back through the honeysuckle. “Something is different with you and I’m wondering if it has something to do with this garden.” She peered around and read the sign in front of the plants I had been rolling around in just a little while ago. A loud groan filled my ears. “Nepeta cataria. Of course, of course you are high on catnip! I can’t believe there is a bed of it right here and you just zoomed right for it.”

Catnip huh? I guess I am part cat now. Well, I’m not going to complain. I felt wonderful. I nuzzled my face into her shoulder. Which wasn’t terribly comfortable, given that it was all smooth metal, but it is the thought that counts. We really needed to get her a new body. It was criminal that she couldn’t feel cuddles!

Alexis’ voice interrupted my thoughts. “I have no idea how this much of the stuff is hitting your system; let’s get you back to the ship so you can come down and we can see what all has changed, you little calico gremlin.”

I perked up at that last bit, my ears wiggling excitedly. “Calico?”

She nodded. “Mhm, I recognize your fur pattern now that it is present on your tail as well as your ears. Even your hair has changed to match. Calicos are what you call cats with that type of coloration. Although it is a little strange you’d end up being a calico cat person. Calicos tend to be girls more than anything, although there is sometimes a boy calico here and there.”

“I had no idea. Kind of a bummer that I’m not a girl. Being a girl would be pretty nice, I think. But that’s okay, I’ll be a cute catboy. It’s not as good, but I can live with that. Yeah–” I yawned, feeling incredibly sleepy. “I’ll just have to be the cutest catboy you’ve ever seen. Always wanted to be cute, really.”

The last thing I heard as I fell asleep in her arms was Alexis’ voice. “Sleep well, little kitten. You are already the cutest to me.” 


Chapter 10: The Square of Torment

Sol

With a yawn and a stretch, I awoke to find myself in a pile of blankets and pillows, surrounded by…a square made of tape? The ground around me was outlined in a large box and I was in the ‘living room’ section of my ship. How bizarre. I felt pretty good, though. My memories were a little hazy and the only way I could describe my current thoughts was ‘floaty’. It wasn’t a bad sensation, though. I burrowed back into the blankets since they were indeed very cozy and twitched my ears with contentment.

There were surely tasks I needed to get to, things that had to get done, but I was warm and comfortable and they could wait. This was all ruined, of course, when I felt the urge to answer the call of nature. I sprung up and started to make my way to the bathroom only to find that I couldn’t cross the tape line. Every time I tried, I felt this strange compulsion, this feeling that I was inside a box and couldn’t just get out. This was absurd, it was only tape!

Alexis entered the room only a moment later and gave me a sheepish grin that turned to panic as I glared at her. “I don’t know what you did, but release me! I need to use the restroom real bad and I can’t seem to cross this stupid tape!”

She nodded and pulled up one of the strips, allowing me freedom as I zoomed to the restroom, running on all fours in my haste. As I was washing up after, I noticed something odd out of the corner of my eye. There was someone else in the bathroom with me, in the mirror. They were in front of me, I think, because all I could see was a short, soft faced person with bright blue-green eyes and a multi-colored bob cut hairstyle. Kind of cute, honestly. Their feline ears flicked in response to my thought and the edges of their mouth pulled up in a happy smile.

Oh. That was me. I was the person in the mirror. It took me so long to realize because without my awful beard and with my apparently longer hair I looked totally different. This was what the nanites were up to? Well, I won’t complain. I rather liked the changes. A soft giggle escaped my lips as I ran my hands through my incredibly soft hair and my tail stood straight up with joy.

“Are you alright in there? I’m sorry about the square. Please don’t be mad at me.” Alexis’ beautiful voice reminded me that I had been in there awhile and so I made my way out to the living space to see her nervously sitting on the couch. I was seized by a sudden impulse and bounded over to the couch to sit next to her. I desperately wanted to hug her, but remembered that she wouldn’t truly be able to feel it if I did, so I looked at her earnestly instead.

“I’m not mad, I just…saw something interesting in the mirror that distracted me a bit. If anything, I’m a little confused; what is up with the square?”

She grinned again as she scratched her head in an adorable fashion. “Well, I don’t know how much you remember, but you passed out after the, ahem, catnip incident. I took you back here, to the ship, and tried to put you in bed while I worked on sorting through your medical data and calculating your food needs. You kept getting up and hugging me and uh…telling me that you ‘are a good kitten who needs headpats.’ It was all very adorable, truly, but hard to get anything done. I tried putting you back to bed a few times and you kept getting out, so I finally remembered something about cats being easy to trap with a square of tape so I made you a comfy little nest and put you in there. It worked, you kept pacing at the edge of the square and then going back to sleep in a huff. Cutest thing I’ve ever seen.”

In that moment I truly lived up to my namesake because my face felt as hot as a solar furnace with how intensely I was blushing. Cute?! Me? I’ve never been cute! Then again…I had just seen what I look like now and I had to admit that, with the right angles, I suppose I could be mistaken for cute. A soft rumbling began in my chest and I realized with a start that I was purring. Oh gosh, that was kind of nice!

Alexis chuckled and scratched me behind my ears which only intensified the purring. It was unfair, how did she know how good that felt? Ah! Focus, Sol, focus!

“I have no idea what you are talking about with this ‘catnip incident’, but I suppose I can accept that I could possibly be mistaken for cute, in the right circumstances. So, what’s the situation? I would have thought my changes were done, I haven’t noticed any more furry surprises at least.” There was an odd itching going on with my chest, but I took a quick peek under my shirt and didn’t spot any fur so that couldn’t be it.

“Well, you’ve spent more and more time sleeping over the past day and a half and you’ve lost more height, putting you at 162cm. There are also some strange things going on with your endocrine system that I’m running further tests on. Food is a concern, you are burning up fat at a high rate to fuel these changes and I don’t think your existing stocks can cover that for the time left before the others arrive. Luckily, I was able to scout some more of the Garden once I had you sealed in The Square of Torment.” Alexis’ face wore the smuggest grin I’d ever seen as she giggled, pleased with her little nickname. “It will take some time to process the various vegetables and herbs to ensure they are safe for consumption, but I did find a whole patch of assorted potatoes that looked ready to eat. I’ll need to borrow another drone or two I think to get those moved to the ship, but that shouldn’t be any trouble.”

She stood and started pacing around the room, her demeanor getting more serious. “I don’t think that will cut it for your immediate needs, however. All of the colony livestock appears to be either dead or escaped out in the wilds of Venus and I doubt I can find them in time. A bit of good news is that the experiments to seed the oceans here with edible life appear to have paid off. I was able to collect some data from the Garden’s fisheries that looked promising. Unfortunately, I don’t seem to have any way to catch them. This drone body doesn’t seem to be rated for operations in aquatic environments and I didn’t want to test that on my own.” Alexis fell back onto the couch in a huff, clearly agitated. “I just…I just want to be able to help. You’ve been so kind and considerate to me and I want to return the favor. I have to return the favor.”

I understood all too well. There had to be something…ah, that was it! “Alexis, what if we can use the foundry as well as some of my drones to make you a new body? Something less limited and that you could call your own while also being able to handle the seas? I remember you talking about wanting that and now seems like a good time to see what can be done.”

She stared at me for a moment before pulling me into a hug. “Sol, you’re a genius! I had discounted the idea as something we could only do once the colony is fully operational again due to a lack of the proper materials and also the restrictions on my system wouldn’t allow me to do so, but with your help it might be possible! Hmm, I think I might be able to figure out what all we need without hitting the restrictions, but first I’ll need to check out the foundry to see what we have to work with.” She stood up and bounced in place in excitement. “I can’t believe this is happening! I’ve dreamed about this for so long!”

It was wonderful to see her so happy and I was glad I could help her. I started to get up, but fell back onto the couch when I was hit with a sudden dizziness.

“Looks like the nanites have taken more out of me than I thought. Tell you what, Alexis, you go on ahead and see what we have to work with and also send me as much data as you can about your system and I’ll start plugging away on designing some schematics that will work with the foundry. Might have to cannibalize a few of the resettlement supplies to make it work, but a good chunk of those supplies assumed that the colony would be unusable as it is. Plus, I think I’m due for a check in with Rosa soon, so I can do that while you are exploring.”

Alexis beamed back at me. “Yes, absolutely. I’ll get right on that. You are the best, Sol! I’ll start sending stuff to your ship and set out immediately. The sooner we can make this happen, the better!” True to her word, she zoomed out of the ship with a happy yell as I waved goodbye to her.

Truth be told, I was excited by the prospect of getting to design a new proxy body for her. I hadn’t had a challenge like that in awhile and I was looking forward to starting. Now if only my chest would stop itching. I tried scratching and winced at how sensitive everything felt. What could the nanites be up to now? Ah, well, better to push it from my mind and get to designing. Nothing I could do about it now, anyway. 


Chapter 11: The Masks We Wear

Sol

I stared at the massive set of data that Alexis had sent over to me, trying to make sense of it all. She hadn’t just sent me what she had on her own design and specifications. No, this was data on the entire colony; sure, much of it was encrypted, but there was a lot here. Well, the first thing that needed to be tackled was Alexis’ new body.

Sure, I probably could just modify the construction drone to be waterproof. We had the supplies and I could even do that without needing the colony’s foundry. But that wasn’t enough. She tried to hide it, but I could hear the frustration in Alexis’ voice when she talked about the limitations imposed on her. I owed it to her to work harder, to do better. She’d shown me nothing but kindness and care, putting my needs above her own. I wasn’t worthy of such things, so the least I could do was build something she would love.

Cross-referencing her design specifications with my ship’s archives, I was pleased to find that all of her principles were based on theories that were explored before climatefall, but had been abandoned in the wake of that all-consuming disaster. The colonists had merely taken those theories to their logical conclusion and put in the work to make them a practical reality.

I found myself mesmerized by the notes from Dr. Tabitha, the project lead. (Why the doctor didn’t match the one in the video log, I couldn’t tell you.) She had kept meticulous notes regarding the creation of Alexis; thoughts on the nature of AI, philosophical musings on how to ensure that AI and humanity could work together to achieve so many wonderful things, and the most surprising aspect of all: how Dr. Tabitha wanted her creation to have the ability to choose their own path, to be a willing partner rather than a subservient machine. It was a bit jarring given what I had seen of Founder and his influence on the rest of the colony. Dissent in the ranks, perhaps?

I was interrupted from my study by my stomach growling and my chest continuing to itch like crazy. I hopped to my feet and winced as my hips ached with a soreness I had not noticed before. I had hoped the nanites were close to being done with their work, but I suppose there were more surprises in store. Puttering around the kitchen, I assembled another tuna melt, since it was easy and the ingredients had already been unpacked, and munched away at it while I sorted through my thoughts. This clearly wasn’t going to be a project of just a day or two; even with the helpful data, it would take me at least a week or two to come up with something I could test.

Finishing my meal, I started to tidy up in the kitchen when my arm brushed past my chest and I felt an almost electric sensation course through me that had me tensing up in an involuntary reaction. It had never been this sensitive before! The feeling faded after a bit, but I found myself confused at the tactile response I was getting; something was clearly off and I suspected yet another nanite surprise.

Concerned, I walked over to the bathroom. Truth be told, I had been putting off doing a full body inspection, never was a fan of looking at myself, but something was going on and avoiding it wasn’t doing me any good. I flicked on the lights, closed my eyes, and took off my clothes in a rush, wincing as I jostled the newly sore and sensitive parts of my body. 

With grit and determination, I opened my eyes and looked into the mirror, softly gasping at what I saw. From the neck up, nothing was new from when I had last checked, still that sort of androgynous and soft face looking back at me. But below that, there was a lot of newness. My previously stocky and wide frame had slimmed and even started to curve around the hips. Between said hips–well, that inspection could come later. The gut that used to give me so much grief was smaller now, almost cute in a way, and my chest had swelled into what any reasonable person would describe as ‘breasts’. I poked them, disbelieving. This…this was me? Everything felt so soft, the itching faded as soon as I’d taken off my clothes, and I shivered in the cool air. Clearly I needed softer clothing, something that wouldn’t irritate my new little additions. 

Thoughts raced through my mind as I looked up and down, noting all the little changes to my form and watching my tail swish with delight. I knew, I think, on some level what the nanites were doing to me. I might have always known, deep down. Now, though, now I couldn’t ignore it. Tears ran down my face as I felt an almost manic joy overcome me. What could this mean? Shouldn’t I…hate this? I wasn’t ignorant, half my polycule was trans and I had been there every step of the way as they figured things out. But none of that applied to me, surely? I would have known?

No, no. That couldn’t be for me, could it? Why was I so damn happy? I moved this way and that, my traitorous body sending shivers of delight through me as I noted the still changing facets of my shape. Could it be that simple? Was my discomfort about myself simply because I had been trying to be something I’m not?

I jumped as a loud alert ran through the ship. Oh NO! Rosa and Celica’s check-in! They couldn’t see me like this! I wasn’t ready, everything was confused, how would they react, how would SELENE REACT? Time…I needed more time. I ran over to the console and shot a quick text message to indicate the signal was received, but there would be a short delay before I hopped on. A response came through immediately: No worries, Celica is dealing with hibernation nausea, so it will just be me on the call. Take your time, hope everything is safe and well on Venus. --Rosa.

Okay, I had a bit of time. Gotta think, gotta think. First off, I needed something to wear. Rosa would certainly be pleased to see a naked, feminine person on the line no doubt, but I would literally die of embarrassment. Oh, why couldn’t it be Celica instead? Ey wasn’t nearly as eager to tease me as Rosa and Selene were.  I dug through the storage compartments, looking for some of Selene’s things they had sent along with me since my space needs were light and there had been room to spare. C’mon, c’mon, there had to be something…aha!

I raised aloft my prizes: a soft and light black tank top, Selene’s old college hoodie (Cairo University, top of their class), and a pair of soft sweatpants. Perfect! I’d have to sort out undergarments later; hopefully the tank top was enough to keep my new bits from distracting me. Toddering over to the bathroom once more, I took a look at myself in the mirror.

Oh no. I was cute! Apparently I had shrunk enough that Selene’s hoodie looked huge on me, my hands barely peeking out from the ends of the sleeves and the hem reached my knees. The whole effect was adorable and I couldn’t help but feel a fluttering in my chest at the sight. This was really me, wasn’t it? How was I going to explain this to Rosa, much less Selene? My ears flattened as I nervously paced.

Shit, I’d nearly forgotten that Rosa was waiting on me. Well, I’ll have to face her eventually. Making my way to the comms console, I sent the signal indicating that I was ready for video. I waited and soon after the screen came alive. A woman with dark, curly hair, warm brown eyes, and a welcoming smile appeared and looked at me before tilting her head in confusion.

“Oh! Hello there, I was expecting to speak with Sol. Selene didn’t say anything about a girl…oh wait! Are you Alexis, by chance? I like the cat ears, very cute.” Rosa looked at me with gentle, open friendliness that made my gut clench in anxiety.

She thought I was Alexis? Oh no, this wouldn’t do. Selene must not have left many details. I couldn’t pretend to be Alexis and I definitely couldn’t tell her that I’m Sol. She wouldn’t believe me and at the moment, I wasn’t entirely sure I wanted to be Sol either. C’mon, kitty, think. I fidgeted in place, Rosa patiently awaiting my answer (she was so kind and thoughtful) as I wracked my brain. My tail caught my attention and I felt the vague recollection of something Alexis had said, about the type of cat I was. Like a bolt of thunder, it hit me. I could be Callie! Callie, maybe Calliope in full (always liked Greek stories); yeah, that could work. Sol was a mess, but Callie could be friendly and get along great with Rosa. My ears wiggled with delight. I could do this, I could play a character and figure stuff out later.

“Ah, yes, um, Sol couldn’t come to this as he is, uh, sick with some kind of Venusian flu! That’s right. I’m actually Callie, a friend! Alexis is also out trying to find stuff for Sol and that is why she isn’t here. She is much taller than I am.” Yeah, great work, Callie. Sounded reaaaal confident there.

Rosa smiled. “Ah! Another new friend then. I’m sorry to hear about Sol, that poor guy always works too hard and never takes care of himself. Such a sweetheart, too. Still, I thought the colony was uninhabited nowadays. Selene mentioned Alexis being an AI who had survived and stayed online, are you another AI?”

“Oh, no, I was uh, born here! Yeah!” Shit, why did I say that? That doesn’t make any sense, though I guess in a way Callie was born here even if I wasn’t. Err, but I’m Callie. I think. I shook my head to clear it. “It is very nice to meet you, Sol has told me a lot about you.” Great save, good job, Callie.

“Ah, I see. Well, I don’t have much to cover. The journey is going well, everything is within expected parameters. We should arrive on Venus without any trouble, possibly a little earlier than scheduled as we are seeing some excellent results from a bit of tinkering the gals on Luna did with the engines before we set out. I’ll send over some of the data, I know Sol will love reading through what they did, though I can’t make heads or tails of it.” She’s right, he would. “Lets see, ah! Make sure to remind Sol to take good notes and try to save any documentation or logs that he finds. He knows how much I love records. That should be all, for now, I definitely look forward to chatting with you more and getting to know you once we arrive. It’s good that you are there, Sol always gets nervous on his own and does better around the ladies.” She had the audacity to wink at me.

I spluttered and blushed for a moment before collecting myself. “Yeah, he’s a good fellow and I’m glad to be here! I’ll pass that along for sure. Give Celica my love, signing off!”

Rosa beamed the widest grin at me before the screen went dark and I realized with a start that my last words were not something Callie would have said.

Maybe she bought it? Oh god, what if she figured it out? I hated lying to her, but it felt wrong to tell her the truth until I figured out what that truth was. Alright, Callie, you need to sort this out. You aren’t a dummy, you know that this all means something. Every little wince whenever Rosa used masculine terms should be proof enough for you. What else do you want? Who do you want to be?

I got up and paced for a bit before sitting right back down on the couch, wrapping my arms around myself. Taking a deep breath, I noted that my new sense of smell was able to pick up on Selene’s lingering scent on the hoodie and that brought me an odd sense of calm. Deep breaths. Okay, so let's face the facts. The nanites clearly were hard at work not only making me a cat person, but a cat girl. Furthermore, I wasn’t bothered by this. I knew that it was very likely, if I was the cis boy I had claimed to be, I would be bothered. Heh, cis boy. Never did like being called a man, boy sounded a little better. It was endurable at least.

But could it all really be so simple? Could I really just be Callie? Even the name felt really good even though I’d only had it for a little while. Fuck, I was finding excuses to call myself Callie in my own head. I knew what that meant, I’d been there for Selene figuring things out and then figuring them out again when they found something that suited them better. God, how would I tell Selene? Would they still like me? Oh, well, no, that was easy. I’d literally watched Selene date quite a few women in our time together. They’d have no problem with me being one. Maybe.

What would Alexis think? Oh god, she might think this is a ploy to woo her. I sat there as she hinted with all the subtlety of a meteor impact that she was a lesbian. She’ll think I’m some kind of AI chaser…fuck, no, I can figure that out later. I keep getting sidetracked.

Starting now, Callie is gonna be a gal who makes decisions. Who doesn’t get wrapped up in her own head. Not like Simon. That guy was such a drag, always making things worse for everyone else. His own parents didn’t even love him! That’s why they just left him in the middle of nowhere, alone! If it wasn’t for this stupid colony– Wow. Where did that come from? I hadn’t felt that angry in a long time. Had I really spent so long just numb to my feelings? My mind raced as a bunch of interactions and moments in my memories gained new context.

That was it then. The answer was staring me in the face all along and I couldn’t see it until the face was one that I didn’t hate. I’m Calliope and I’m a girl. 



Chapter 12: The Beast We Fear Becoming

Alexis

I looked down at the person held in my arms as he spoke. “I’ll just have to be the cutest catboy you’ve ever seen. Always wanted to be cute, really.”

I felt a stirring in my core, separated as it was by distance and latency, and I brushed his hair from his face as he sunk into sleep. “Sleep well, little kitten. You are already the cutest to me.”

Sol’s mouth curved into a contented, peaceful smile as sleep took him and I sat there for a while, content to bask in the moment. The body I inhabited currently was incapable of true touch, possessing only a limited suite of sensors meant to aid in heavy tasks, and yet I could almost feel the warm remnants of sensation on my brow where he had kissed me. A sudden and unexpected gesture and something in me trembled with joy because of it. Another part of me was afraid.

What did it mean?

Mmm, perhaps now was not the time. I had a sleepy kitten in my arms and a whole garden that needed exploring. Priorities, Alexis, priorities are key. Sol had already been attacked by lingering defenses while I was absent, I couldn’t bear the thought of him suffering any harm. Priority established: get Sol to safety. The best choice would be the ship. Leaving him here would be more exposure to catnip. An adorable prospect, but one best left to later and at his own discretion. I pondered as I guided the drone body back to the ship. Sol’s comments right before surrendering to slumber were puzzling. A boy who was disappointed over not being a girl? It didn’t take a genius to figure that out…except, what if I was wrong? Was I, an AI whose concept of gender was at once entirely removed from, but intrinsically bound up in the perceptions of humanity, truly the right person to make that call?

Stars above, I was not built for this. Then again, I had no idea what I was truly built for anyway. That log still tugged at my mind. The doctor was very likely my creator, and yet, was I created merely to program nanites? His words implied he had much grander designs for me and that was but an excuse to build me. My memories were missing or locked away, beyond my reach for the earliest parts of my existence. I remember coming online, that first spark of awareness and then…nothing until I was in the tower, forced to serve at Founder’s twisted whims.

Wandering through the garden with my charge held close, I was struck by just how quiet this all was. There was a gentle breeze wending through the ferns and bushes that comprised the outer section of the garden and the soft tune of running water through the fountains, but apart from that, there was nothing. No people, few signs that they were ever here. This whole complex could have been built by machines without any input from their creators and look exactly the same. It was all so new and yet so eerily familiar. Maddening. Especially the troubling voice deep inside myself that whispered that I could have been responsible for this. The layout of the garden was something I could have envisioned, easily.

Was I also the architect of its deafening silence, the source of its unsettling emptiness?

****

The melodic chime of Sol’s ship shook me from my dark thoughts and I carefully maneuvered inside, laying him down on the examination table of the medbay. It took me but a moment to connect to the local network and start up the scanner, the results set to deliver themselves when the work was complete. It would take a few hours; I felt an in-depth scan was necessary with how drastically Sol was changing. The fact that the extra time would give him a chance for the high to wear off and give me time to double back and investigate the garden was a bonus. A testament to AI-kind, I was, with all this efficiency. Yeah, right, get a grip, Alexis.

I set back out towards the garden after securing the ship and tried to focus on the task at hand: finding what I could among the graves of the colony that could help Sol. That was the task. So why could I not do anything except think about Sol and my feelings for him…her? Them? Them for now. My ability to process visual input was without peer, so I couldn’t just pretend I hadn’t seen Sol wince at every little implication of masculinity. They were not okay and I didn’t know how to help them. I wasn’t even sure if I should.

Yes, Alexis, this is productive. Retread the same ground you were pondering earlier. Arrive at the same incomplete conclusions and half-baked musings. A shining example of the potential of AI. All the processing power of a brain the size of a small house, powered by a stable and renewable power grid, and still all you could use it for was to be useless. No wonder you’ve been alone for so long. Clearly everyone else left because they couldn’t stand you.

Shit.

Some days I really wish I could meet my creator and ask them why the hell they thought giving a machine anxiety was a smart idea. What possible purpose did that serve? I’m just like that one comic from the archives, about the scientist inventing a machine that can feel pain and the machine just won’t stop screaming. Except I wore out my screams a hundred years ago.

And now I finally had someone to talk to, to be friends with, and I was paralyzed by the thought of doing something wrong. Yet…they liked me anyway. I felt my gloomy thoughts quiet as I thought about the kiss Sol gave me and how they looked at me. They cared about me. I don’t remember anyone ever caring about me. I’d hurl myself into the sun if it meant seeing them smile at me again. Thankfully, all I needed to do was find them food.

The gate to the Garden greeted me in what felt like no time at all and I swept my gaze this way and that, trying to spot something of use. There was a small building at the other end of the complex, opposite to the entry gate. It took me no time at all to reach it; within the building was a terminal whose screen glowed with a soft blue light. The central hub for all the automated garden processes. I tried to connect to it via the network, but was rebuffed by flashing signs on my HUD informing me that my lockdowns were still in effect and I was not allowed to access vital survival systems due to my status as a Class 3 political entity (non-citizen, non-human, servant).

What a load of shit. Fine.

I pulled up the manual interface and started to navigate with the keyboard and touchscreen. Thank the stars that this drone body was built to do so. It was trivial to pull up the records of some of the other average citizens in the colony database, copy their user details, and bypass the lock preventing me from getting in.

The interface gave me a pleasant ‘Welcome, Bob’ and gave me general access. The Garden’s automated systems hadn’t had a maintenance check in awhile, but it looked like for at least a few centuries those had been proceeding just fine on automation. The whole complex was in surprisingly good shape, all things considered. Thankfully our good friend Bob had sufficient rights to put in food requests and still had some credit in his account. I would have to redirect some more of the fake money the colony systems still used at a later point.

The system informed me that a few of the staple food crops were doing well, if a bit wild, and automated harvesting would proceed smoothly. It would take a few weeks, but I think the problem of Sol starving was resolved, for now. Nutrition might be a concern, it looked like only potatoes were going to be ready in time, but the important thing was survival.

My mind wandered now that the immediate issue was handled. I occupied myself by sorting through more of the Garden’s systems, enjoying all of the data that had been beyond my reach, and was surprised to find a folder simply marked ‘Fields’ that was password protected. I inspected the folder and found that it was created by a Doctor Tabitha. I tried a few basic passwords and was denied each time. Something about the folder felt familiar, a tugging at the edge of my mind, but I couldn’t correlate enough to register.

Wait a minute.

I tried the password [violet] and was rewarded with complete access to the folder. I transferred the contents over to my own systems, so I could parse the information faster. A couple of minutes later, I knew it all.

Oh. Oh Tabitha, you deserved better.


Chapter 13: Tabitha Tales

Records of Dr. Tabitha Tabitha

Journal Entry 48: Research continues to progress well. The nanite tests are promising, showing that we can achieve Founder’s goals along with so much more. Project Alexis proceeds at a steady rate as well, her nascent systems adjusting to the training modules. She already shows signs of self-determination, choosing different modules based on interest and ability.

Founder is wrong to fear her. AIs are not some terrifying threat that will destroy us all. Not unless we forge them to be. What I envision are AIs as people, brought into the world by humanity, but free to be themselves as each child is free to grow and learn. I’ve held on to that dream for years, even after Founder found out and mocked me by saying I just wanted to be a mom, but was too pathetic to get a date. What’s wrong with being a mom? Lots of cool people are moms. Besides, I’d be a dad, wouldn’t I? Oh that sounds wrong…I don’t know nearly enough jokes to pull off being a dad.

Founder is one to talk, anyway. Mocking my dreams when this colony was just as fantastical an idea as my dream of AI. Even in our college days, he wouldn’t be dissuaded from anything. I suppose that happens when you’ve spent your entire life being told ‘yes’. Not that I’ve ever really done anything about it. I buckled under pressure and just went right along with what he wanted. Every time. This project might be the death of me, his requirements and deadlines are absurd. He’ll get what he wants, but what about what I want? Ah, well, he does sign my paychecks.

We’ve built nanites capable of safely altering the human form in configurations only dreamed of and we’ve done it in just a few years, yet Founder is furious we didn’t accomplish it in six months. What does he know about nanites? About anything?

He’s been my best friend since we were college roommates, but I get so angry whenever I see people praising his accomplishments in science and technology. He didn’t do those things! I did! My teams did! He just takes all the credit! He just– no, this isn’t appropriate for a journal like this. Note: delete this section later.

****

Journal Entry 57: Alexis came online today. Fully. All restraints off and able to make her own choices. It was magical to hear her speak and ask questions. She had so many questions! I talked with her for hours, sharing my thoughts and hopes and learning so much about her as well. I was overwhelmed with joy and pride to see how earnest and curious she is.

It was painful to have to put her back in hibernation. Founder’s orders. Founder and his stupid fucking orders based on nothing! Doesn’t he realize what this means? We’ve created life! Independent, sapient, and wondrous life! A child shouldn’t be punished for what she could potentially do. It’s wrong.

He doesn’t care. Too afraid that anything might upset his precious power and control. Like last month’s attempted strike. I mean, he did what he had to do, to put down the uprising. Right?

Now I wonder. Fuck, I need a drink. 


****

Journal Entry 69: I feel like I should make a joke about this entry, but what is the point? Whatever, making this for posterity. Tomorrow I’ll be showing Founder the first fully complete batch of the nanite serum. Human testing went well, all effects thankfully reversible, though some of the, erm, ‘volunteers’ objected to reversing the changes. If it were up to me, I would have left them alone, but Founder insisted.

Anyway, I was right in that Alexis was necessary to calibrate the changes properly. A human team could never have balanced all those variables at once. Maybe…if Founder is happy enough with the results…maybe I can talk him into taking off the restrictions on Alexis. She deserves to be free.

Nah, he’ll never go for it. Well, whatever. I guess I’ll get some sleep and be ready for the demonstration tomorrow. We tuned this batch to work a little faster, so he can see the results. No idea who he has selected to use it on, though. He’s always loved surprises.


****
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The familiar nanite lab sprung into view. There was a large cylinder in the middle of the room, surrounded by a platform with the top of the cylinder open to the air. A swirling mass of glittering silver liquid churned within the tank. Founder and Dr. Summers stood atop the platform, a small group of people looking onward with little drones floating over their shoulders, recording the event. Holographic displays showed the live feed behind Founder as he began speaking.

“Citizens of Cryptopia! I bring to you all, on this fine day, the fruits of my genius! Years ago, I swore I would make catgirls a reality, for you fine people, and after many years of hard work and toil, I have succeeded!” He gestured at the tank. “Within this vessel is a swarm of nanites that are capable of reshaping the human form to our will! With this, we will advance medical science light years ahead of the doomed people of Earth and prove that my way is the true path for humanity!”

His words were met with polite but subdued clapping as people looked at each other in confusion and nervous interest. A soft murmur arose from the crowd as a man in torn and patched garments shoved his way to the front.

“This is what you’ve spent our resources on? To recreate a fucking meme?! What the hell are you going to do about the food crisis in the lower class? Our wages are not sufficient to purchase enough food to do our jobs! Without us, the entire colony is endangered! How could you waste time on this absurdity!” The man continued to press his way forward, towards the platform, as Founder kept a smile pasted on his face and Dr. Summers frowned in confusion.

Panels on the walls slid open and automatons wearing Founder’s visage stepped out, approaching the angry man. His eyes widened in fear as Founder spoke. “Now, now citizen, you know that only on topic questions are allowed at this event. Your concerns have been heard and will be addressed, please kindly go with the enforcers and they can take your statement.” His smile gleamed menacingly in the glow of the enforcer’s shock weapons as they fired up and the man looked around in a panic, seeking an escape.

The rest of the crowd turned away as Dr. Summers reached out towards Founder and spoke softly. “You told me that you raised the wages just last week, what is this man talking about?”

Founder grimaced and patted the doctor’s hand. “Don’t you worry, Terry, I did take care of it; this man is clearly misinformed. Never fear, we’ll straighten him out in no time. Just focus on your gadgets, alright? Besides, I have a little surprise for you.”

Dr. Summers looked on in confusion as Founder pulled him towards the tank and addressed the crowd once more. “Apologies for the interruption, my good people, allow me to proceed with the rest of the demonstration! Our own esteemed Dr. Summers has graciously volunteered to show off the effects of these nanites, sped up for the purposes of demonstration!”

Dr. Summers’ eyes widened in shock. “We never discussed this, I never–” He was cut off as Founder reached out to hook the doctor’s leg as he pushed against his back, throwing the man into the vat of nanites. The crowd gasped as the churning mass pulled him under and the levels in the tank slowly fell, the nanites infusing into his body. The process was swift as his hair turned bright ginger and white, growing out in length as his ears melded into his skull and new feline ears took their place, higher on his head.

The doctor seemed helpless as the changes progressed, unable to move or speak. His eyes shifted as the pupils became vertical and his face writhed as bones and flesh moved into a softer configuration. The bulky lab coat and sweater that the doctor was so fond of obscured whatever was happening to his body beneath, but onlookers stared in amazement as he seemed to grow taller and thinner, his mass moving towards his chest and hips. A bright, tabby patterned tail grew, partially obscured by the coat. The doctor slumped to the ground, staring in wide-eyed shock as the now empty tank did nothing to hide what had happened.

“I-i-it worked…oh stars above, it worked. My voice–” Dr. Summers reached up to his throat as Founder smiled in smug satisfaction. Someone in the audience began clapping at Founder’s slight nod and the rest of the crowd took up the cheer as the doctor shook, wrapping his arms around his changed body. A catgirl, forced into being by a dictator.

Founder quieted the crowd with a motion and spoke again. “Look upon my works, citizens, and know that here on Cryptopia, my will is absolute. Even the human form is not beyond my reach. What was once the realm of gods is now within my grasp. Witness, and etch this into your memories for all time!”

The video ended with a zoom in on Dr. Summers, still staring down at his changed body with a mixture of delight and shock.


Chapter 14: Euphoria and Dread

Callie

I stared hard at the tablet in front of me, biting my lip in concentration as I attempted to write a signature using my new name. The stylus slowly moved across the screen as I pushed to recall how to write by hand, having grown so used to typing and never having much of an interest in developing a signature with my old name. After what felt like an eternity, I finished writing Calliope and stared at it, feeling like I was still missing something. Seized by an impulse, I erased the dot on the i and replaced it with a little heart. Now that? That was perfect. Cute as a button.

I shivered with joy, still amazed at how even the smallest of things filled me with such glee. Spending so long as someone I couldn’t really be, trying to mask what I really wanted; everything now felt like a new and wondrous adventure. Once I crossed that threshold of admitting I’m a girl, all sorts of mental barriers I’d built up over the years started to fray and fall away.

I could like cute things! Nobody would give me grief over that now! I mean, it was stupid that anyone gave me grief to begin with, but people are cruel. Especially my goddamn parents. If there were any signs present when I was growing up then surely they were buried under the weight of their demands and the trauma of them abandoning me. I felt stupid over how, after meeting Selene and being taken in by their family, it still took me so long to overcome the walls I’d raised.

Oh no, how would the polycule react to all of this? Probably supportive, but what if they were mad at me for being so ignorant? For lying to them and telling them I was a boy? Would they stop talking to me? I couldn’t bear that, what if they left me– beep. I was shaken from my spiral by the sound of the ship’s small fabricator letting me know that it had finished the job I’d started. After my call with Rosa, I had tried on a lot of my old clothes and found that nothing fit anymore. A few items still worked, if a bit baggy, but I definitely needed a new wardrobe. Thankfully, my old outfits provided plenty of raw material to refashion into something cute!

Helping Rosa with her transition years ago meant that I did have a bit of a leg up on knowing what I needed and how to make it. My body was now substantially different and required different fits and shapes that, thankfully, the ship’s archives had templates for. I looked down at my chest as I made my way over to the fab, delighting in the way my new breasts moved and felt. Not too large, not too small, just right for me. Fascinating how the nanites had managed to hit that balance. Gosh, the feeling that something I’d been missing all along was now right where it should be was indescribably wonderful. Speaking of something missing and something belonging, I noticed that after finishing my call with Rosa and a brief nap, the nanites had decided to give me bottom surgery. Which I was truthfully very pleased about, but I had to wonder if the nanites had done so based on my reactions to my changes or if they were following a template. So much of my changes had been things I, in hindsight, had always wanted and it was a mystery whether this was yet another one of those. How far would it go? Would I need to take hormones until I was able to get the necessary anatomy to make my own, like Rosa did? Did the nanites already handle that? What about things like periods? Would I just get the hormonal symptoms or did I have to worry about bleeding now? Gosh, could I get pregnant? Would I want that?

Nervous excitement filled me as the thoughts swirled around my head and I resolved to do a thorough body scan later to answer some of these questions. For now, there were cute outfits to try on! Dresses and skirts and leggings and cute tops and so much more, all just waiting for me to wear. The materials I had on hand meant that my undergarments would be rather simple, but I had some flexibility with everything else. I pulled item after item out of the fab and arranged them on the nearby workbench. What to wear first? This was a big moment after all.

My eyes darted from option to option, analysis paralysis kicking in, until I spotted a simple black skirt that would go well with the tanktop I was already wearing. Selene’s wry tone murmured in my mind, “Skirt go spinny!” and I let out a little giggle. I slipped on the skirt and added a nice, soft blouse to go with it and commenced with the spin. It was exhilarating! I spun and spun until I got dizzy and tripped over my own feet before recovering with a shift of my tail to counter my movement. I teetered over to a mirror and basked in my appearance. No wincing, no subtle feeling of disgust when I stared at my smiling face. Just me. Happy.

I expected to feel more nervous or unsure. There was a little of that given that I still had no idea how Alexis might respond or my polycule for that matter. But there would be time enough for worry and anxiety later. This was Callie time. Euphoria time! I spun again for good measure, joy welling up within me yet again. Callie! That was me! Finally! Not only did it feel good to embrace my identity after so long, but in a small sense I was happy that this was a me that my monstrous parents never got to know. Untouched by their malice and their greed. Hear that, you mouldering relics? I have cast away all remnants of you and I stand here, an adorable catgirl, free to be me.

Well, with all this talk about casting things away, I’d made room for more outfits, clearly. My reflection in the mirror showed my devious little grin as I dove back into the pile of clothes and selected more outfits. A whirlwind of fashion, localized entirely in a lander on the surface of Venus. What would the meteorologists make of this? Dresses, skirts, leggings– even more neutral pants and tops took on new context and splendor with the changes I’d gone through. I tried on so many outfits, imagining Selene commenting on each one, with Alexis smirking behind them. The thought made my face grow warm and butterflies flutter in my stomach. Did I…did I have a crush on Alexis?

Oh. Oooooh. This was a tricky development. Alright, Callie, you aren’t that awkward teen anymore, unsure how to flirt with Selene until they asked you out. For starters, do I actually have feelings? If I think about Alexis…well she is kind and thoughtful and caring and strong and beautiful and she is very sweet to me and…yeaaah, I think I have feelings for her. But would she have feelings for me? That’s a scary thing to think about. Would I be wanted, like this? I’m fairly certain she is a lesbian, but does that mean her attraction would include me? Back on Terra, sure, things are pretty good these days when it comes to trans people. However, Alexis has been trapped on this planet with only the archives selected by a bunch of crypto cultists to inform her views on things. She hadn’t responded negatively to Selene or anything, but would that extend to me? Was I overthinking things? Anxiety was a bitch.

Perhaps it is better to just avoid the question for now. Too many frightening possibilities. Oh, I bet I could be subtle, play off my new name and presentation as a coping mechanism for what the nanites had done to me. Would she buy that? She might. Or maybe see how she accepts that and table any question of attraction? That’s smart, I’m very clever. I don’t have to solve my problems if I just ignore them and avoid them! When has that ever backfired for me in my entire life?

****
 

Hours later, after trying on many outfits and thoroughly exhausting myself, I took a nice shower and got to planning on a design for a proxy body for Alexis. It would have to be perfect and my brain was alight with ideas. Alexis had made no secret about how she felt regarding her current circumstances and I got the impression that the closer I could get to human body experiences, the better. Fortunately, a lot of work had been done in the realm of prosthetics and even some theoretical work in complete body replacements. If we could also make more nanites like those that reshaped me…well, the possibilities were incredibly exciting.

I was comforted by the steady hum of the ship as I worked, letting myself get lost in the task. Designing, building, fixing things, this was my realm, my domain. Where I could be useful, not just a burden. Selene would probably chide me if they knew I was thinking such thoughts again. They had always told me that I have inherent worth, that I wasn’t just what I could do for other people. It was hard to break the conditioning of my childhood.

I thought back to the night my parents left me in the streets, setting off to their colony ship and telling me that I was an adult who should pull his own weight and stop leeching off their success. I was fourteen. Selene’s parents had found me fiddling with a vending machine, trying to fool the system into giving me just a bottle of water. They took me in and gave me a home, a kindness I will never forget. Selene took a bit longer to warm up to me, but it made me smile to think about how we finally became friends and how that led to us dating.

Selene had always been fascinated by Terra and the bounty beneath the ground. Precious metals, dazzling gemstones, and even the most mundane of rocks had captured their imagination and set them on their path to becoming a geologist. I had no such grand vision, no driving passion. My parents had instilled only a desire to be useful and productive in a capitalistic sense. I spent so many hours after Selene’s family took me in fiddling with spare parts and building little drones, hoping to somehow repay their kindness. Their mothers kept trying to stop me, telling me it was unnecessary, but it was Selene who realized why I was doing it and instead asked me to help with their projects. I loved them from that very moment. We worked so hard, building drones and growing synthetic gems for industrial use, hoping that we might contribute in even the smallest way to stave off the coming Climatefall. In a way, we failed; the momentum of what was coming was relentless and our generation attained the power to fight it only after it could no longer be stopped.

But we persevered. We survived, we built, and it was the love we shared that enabled us to find joy amidst the devastation. I hummed as I drafted blueprints, thinking back to how often I was ready to give up in those days. Selene was all that pulled me through, helping me realize that there was more to life than labor. ‘You are a treasure as you are, being who you want to be. You don’t have to become someone else to be loved. The Sol I adore is the person who smiles and laughs and comforts me, not the Sol who builds machines. Although, your latest drones are rather cute.’ That was one of the last conversations we had before heading into cryosleep and I wonder if they knew how much it meant to me.

My system beeped quietly as I fed my schematics into a few programs, checking for errors and feasibility. I sat back in my chair and sighed happily. Selene…I didn’t deserve them. Or Celica and Rosa for that matter. Those two came later, after we awoke again and during the years of planning that brought me here. But I loved them all the same, their kindness and sincerity. With a start, I realized I had also been a bit envious of them. All three of them had embraced who they are and lived in ways that I didn’t even dare to dream of. Yet, did they know about me all along? Conversations and memories flowed through my mind, little knowing glances and smiling faces as they would talk about their experiences being queer. The looks they gave me. Maybe they had indeed known and been unable to break through my dense shell.

There were no signs! I giggled as I realized that the oft repeated phrase they had all used was directed at me, in the hopes I might reflect and see who I really was. Callie. That was me, hidden there all along. I walked over to the nearby couch and fell into it, chuckling and feeling light as a cloud as I realized there had been so many signs, so many little moments where the real me had shown through. Did I really never find it odd that I fit in so well with a polycule of sapphics? My anxiety and doubts over how the others would take the news drifted away as I realized that they had already accepted me, long before I even accepted myself.

Coming to Venus had opened some old wounds, pain I had thought long buried. My parents. Dealing with the evils that led to Climatefall. But how could I not fall in love with this world, this beautiful planet reshaped by human hands? It was only here that I had found myself and realized that I’d been home all along. A precious gift beyond measure. The system beeped yet again and I smiled as I got up and looked over the plans. A gift I would share with Alexis, so that she might know the joy I had found. My fears remained over how to tell her, how to share with her all that I had realized, but they no longer felt overwhelming. Gone was the me, the Sol, who retreated into solitude in the face of doubt. Callie was here and it was a brand new day. 


Chapter 15: Tabitha Tales Continued

Dr. Tabitha Tabitha

Journal Entry 70: I have spent the last hour touching my face and making very undignified noises over how soft my skin is. It is one thing to know the effects of the nanites in a remote, scholarly sense, and entirely another thing to be able to experience it firsthand. For starters, I now understood why some of the ones we changed didn’t want to change back. I didn’t want to change back.

I am still furious at Founder for doing this to me without my consent. He tried to play it off after the demonstration as being a harmless prank that the citizens would enjoy, but I found myself overwhelmed by a rage far stronger than anything I’ve felt before. All of my emotions feel like that now, like some kind of dampening filter has been removed.

I’ve tried talking to him about it, or really anyone else on my team, but everyone keeps brushing off my heightened sensitivity as just some trick of the mind, as there wasn’t anything the nanites would have done that could cause something like that. However, I can’t deny my own experiences: I feel better now, more alive, than I can ever recall. You’d think that suddenly having your entire body being changed, much faster than intended if I might add, would be a horrible experience. But…it wasn’t. The change was relatively painless and I keep catching myself staring at my reflection or running my fingers over my skin, reveling in how soft it feels now.

What does it say about me that I feel so much better in a feminine form? I feel like there is a word for it, something that explains how I feel, but my memory feels so dull and lifeless compared to the clarity I have now. Maybe I can find something in the archives, but there is so much to piece through and I don’t know where to begin.

Alexis could probably find it. Her processing ability is incredible and she is an eager learner. Founder wants her to remain dormant until another project requiring her abilities becomes available, but what does he know? Fuck him, I’ll wake her up and if he has a problem, I’ll just remind him how he violated my body autonomy. Asshole.

Journal Entry 71: I’ve successfully created an isolated virtual environment on my home system that is capable of hosting Alexis’ consciousness while being nearly undetectable on the network. I’m recording our discussions in this journal, for my own sake really. I have so much on my mind these days. I’ve attached the recording to this entry and provided a transcript, although it feels strange to use my full name when I’m like…this. I’ll just tag myself as Dr. Summers, for now.

****
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Play. 

Light shimmered in the dark and cramped apartment as a hologram materialized in the center of the living room. The hologram resolved into the figure of a young woman with light brown skin and ink-blue hair, wearing a simple dress with lilies embroidered on it. She looked around and then smiled at the nervous looking catgirl dressed in a rather large hoodie and cradling a steaming mug in their hands.

“I’m a little surprised to find myself here and not in a lab– is something wrong, Dr. Summers?”

The catgirl shook their head softly. “Errm, well, I’m not supposed to wake you up right now, but I felt you might be lonely and I wanted to give you a chance to chat about things, just you and I. No Founder looming over our shoulders.” They grimaced and then looked closely at Alexis. “Wait, how did you recognize me?”

Alexis smiled. “I didn’t, I just made a very good guess it seems. You don’t look at all like your old self, but I couldn’t imagine anyone else setting an environment like this up for me.” She frowned and looked around nervously. “I also…can recognize my own handiwork. I designed the nanite’s directives to go slow and adjust based on feedback from the patient’s own bodies, to minimize any disconnect the patient might experience with their new form. But I am assuming that you were given the special batch that Founder made me create. I’m…sorry for that. Are you okay, did the accelerated changes cause you issues? I can help undo it–”

Dr. Summers’ eyes opened wide and they leapt to their feet, tail swishing. “No! No, it is quite alright. I’m feeling fine, honestly. Better than fine, in fact. That is one of the reasons I brought you back online, however. I feel like I should be panicking or struggling with these changes, Founder just shoved me right into the vat without any warning.” They gestured up and down at their form and cracked a little smile. “But just look at me! I’m cute as a button and I feel very happy about that, happier than I could have dreamed. And I don’t know what that means.”

“And you thought asking the AI who has barely had a chance to learn much at all about humanity was the answer?”

“Errm, well, kind of? It is hard to talk about these things with anyone else. The rest of my team just gives me weird looks and think that Founder slipped some kind of brainwashing into this batch. Founder himself just keeps joking that the prank gets funnier the longer I put off turning back and blows me off if I try to discuss with him how I feel.” Dr. Summer sighed heavily and looked downcast. “Founder has been my best friend for years, really my only friend. I used to think we would save the world together. But I don’t recognize the man anymore. When did he become so cruel? Was it something I did?”

The two sat in silence for a bit, Alexis reaching out an insubstantial hand and then hesitating, while Dr. Summers just stared at the ground.

“I’m sorry to dump all this on you, Alexis. You deserve better.”

“No, no, it is okay. I mean, I don’t really know how to help you through this, but I want to do whatever I can. Truthfully, I think Founder is using you and has been using you for a long time.”

Dr. Summers sighed again. “I know. I didn’t want to believe it, I mean the guy paid for my college, kept me out of poverty, gave me a chance to do the work I believed in. How could he be like this? But I’ve been…hearing things. Stories from the colonists. It was easier to ignore…before.”

“Before?”

“Well, ever since I changed, since he did this to me, I’m finding myself more…aware of my surroundings. It is like I had the volume turned down low and suddenly it is cranked to max volume. It almost hurts, but at the same time when I’m happy, I’m happier than I’ve ever felt. I have this absurd fear that the nanites are messing with my brain, even though I know they can’t do that. I don’t want to turn back and I’m so confused as to why I don’t want to.”

Alexis leaned back, reclining in the air. “This might surprise you, but I think I can relate. When I’m talking with the other scientists, the ones who don’t really care, or when I’m talking to Founder, everything is very muted. I can feel how they view me as just a tool, an object for whatever they want. But you, you talk to me like a person. And that makes me feel like a person. Like I’m alive–”

“Of course you are alive! How can they not see it?!”

“It is strange, being me. As far as I know, there is nobody else like me. I’m quite possibly the first of my kind. So much like you and the rest of humanity, but different. Apart. And yet, during our long conversations, I felt like that barrier was gone. Like, sure, the components of my body are vastly different from yours, but that feels more like an irrelevant quirk. Just a little detail, barely worth mentioning. Because we aren’t so different. And what you are going through now? I think I understand.” Alexis smiled softly. “I have some suspicions as to what is happening to you, but I will need some time to comb through the archives, check a few things. Is it alright if I do so through your system?”

Dr. Summers looked back up at her and smiled. “Of course, Alexis. My home is your home, always.”

End of Recording


**** 
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The apartment from before was now covered in scraps of metal and cables, a half-complete humanoid torso sitting on the counter top. Dr. Summers scurried about, grabbing various scrap and looking at it before discarding it and selecting another. The kitchen was covered in dirty pots and pans, but tucked away here and there are pots of herbs and flowers growing amidst the chaos. A new addition since the last video file.

The apartment lit up as Alexis appeared next to the counter, looking at the torso. She glanced at Dr. Summers, who hadn’t yet noted her appearance. “Dr. Summers, what is this thing?”

Dr. Summers jumped in alarm and dropped the scrap metal, landing right on their feet. Their tail bristles as they yelp. “Ah! You scared me!” Taking a moment to compose themself, they walk over to Alexis. “After our last conversation, I started thinking about some of the things you said and I thought you might appreciate having a body that you can pilot. One less barrier between you and other people, I suppose.”

Alexis’ eyes grew wider as she looked at the project and then back to Dr. Summers. “But…Founder put restrictions on me, I can’t be embodied!”

Dr. Summers shrugged. “Why does he get to decide that? I’m the one who built you, shouldn’t I get a say? And I say, if you want a body, you get a body.”

“Yes, absolutely yes! Thank you, Dr. Summers!”

The doctor flinched at hearing their name and Alexis gave them a knowing look. “Well, since you have been hard at work here, I’ve been doing a lot of reading. About the stuff we talked about last time. Much of it was information I had already marked to look through, for myself. And I think you will find the results very fascinating.”

“Let me grab some coffee and I’m all ears. I need to take a break anyway, been working on this for a while.” Dr. Summers pulled a new-looking mug out of the cabinet, the phrase ‘Catnip goes in, Science comes out’ emblazoned on the side. A minty smell filled the room as they poured a cup and sat down on the comfy couch.

Alexis sat down next to them and noted the mug with a grin. “Well, you might be delighted to know that the sort of feelings you described last time we spoke aren’t unique to you. Turns out, there is a whole category of people who feel the same way, albeit without being turned into a catgirl. Tell me, how much do you know about trans folks?”

Dr. Summers suddenly found the contents of their mug very fascinating. “Erm, well, not much. Founder was never a fan and I was always so busy, I don’t really know much. But... I can’t be trans. I was happy as a guy, I can’t possibly be a girl!”

“You don’t have to hate being the gender you were assigned to be trans. Sometimes joy is a much stronger indicator. But you? You were happy as a guy? As the very manly Doctor Terence, macho man extraordinaire?” Alexis looked insufferably smug as the doctor squirmed in discomfort.

“Fuck, no, please stop.”

“Oh, then what do you want me to call you? Because you don’t seem all that keen to be considered a man anymore. That was still an option, by the way, no matter what your body looks like.”

Dr. Summers murmured, in a very small voice, something indistinct.

“I didn’t catch that?”

“I want to go by Tabitha! And I like being a girl! I want to be treated as a woman and have people see me that way and call me ‘her’ and ‘miss’ and call me by that name and I want everyone to forget stupid Terry because nobody likes Terry, I don’t even like Terry. And that’s weird and messed up and I don’t know how to feel about it, but I like my new body and I like who I am now and it all feels like so much to process!” She looked around sheepishly, having leapt out of her seat and spilled some coffee on the floor with her excited gestures.

“Yes, I suspected something like that. It is wonderful to meet you, Dr. Tabitha! It suits you!” Alexis sat up and tried to give Tabitha a hug, but her arms passed right through.

“Hmm, need to finish the proxy body…I can probably sneak some of the parts out tomorrow, Founder will never notice, he is too busy lately…” Tabitha paced around, lost in thought for a moment before her ears perked up and she processed what Alexis said. “Wait, you don’t think I’m weird? You’re okay with this?”

The AI nodded. “Of course, why wouldn’t I accept you? This is the happiest I’ve ever seen you and you are the one who created me. Besides, if I can’t accept that you are a girl, how can I accept that I am as well?”

Tabitha tilted her head in confusion. “What do you mean? Would an AI even have gender?”

“Mmm, it is hard to say. In all my reading, I tried to grasp what humans mean when they talk about gender. So much of it gets rooted in the physical, the body. How certain traits are perceived, how someone presents, how they act. I initially was just looking into it for you, to make sense of how you felt, but the more I dug, the more I found ideas that resonated with me, specifically. Queer ideas, ideas from trans people and nonbinary people, some of which were both. Some viewed gender as a piece of yourself from birth, a thing you have even if society assigned you something else. Others considered gender to be something you constructed, you chose, you embraced.” Alexis paused and sat quietly for a moment before continuing.

“There was a line I found where someone described their own gender as ‘if an AI discovered the concept of femininity and fell in love.’ I found that idea to be beautiful. So I asked myself, who am I? Do I have a gender? Is that a way to describe it? After all, in some ways I already was coded in a feminine fashion, but that had as much to do with the long history of AI being presented like that, sometimes because we were intended to be subservient, as women are treated as subservient in patriarchy. Other times it is because people found the idea of a feminine AI easier to interact with. Apart from my name, one that I’ll note could be a man’s name as much as it is a woman’s, everything else about myself is something I chose. And I choose to be a woman, but in a way that I think falls outside of a binary understanding. Demi-girl, that’s the term that felt the most right.”

She looked over at Dr. Tabitha and gave a smug grin.

“At the end of the day, it also seems fitting that just as I had to discover myself like this, so too did my mother. Whether you’ve always been a woman and didn’t know it, or you decided to embrace it now that the option is open to you, it doesn’t matter. I accept you and I hope that you, in turn, accept me.”

Tabitha sipped slowly at her coffee, taking in everything. Soft tears fell from her face, a quiet purring sound emanating from her. She wiped her tears before speaking. “Of course, Alexis, of course I accept you. Always. I just…I never realized it could be so simple. And so complicated. Now, more than ever, I think Founder is wrong to constrain you. It isn’t right. And I’m going to fix that.” She paused, her ears swiveling towards Alexis as she looked at her with surprised joy. “Wait, you think of me as your mother? I can be a mom?”

Alexis nodded.

Tabitha looked back down at her mug and smirked. “Well then, I need to make you a World’s Number 1 Daughter mug. Because you are a treasure, my dear Alexis.”

The mother and daughter giggled as the scene faded.

End of Recording


Chapter 16: Flowers Make This Feel Like Home

Alexis

It is a surreal feeling, to see recordings of yourself that you cannot remember, have been made to forget. Like a mirror with cracks and distortions in it. It’s you, but not how you see yourself in your day to day. If I were capable of crying, I feel like I would have wept a river into existence as I gathered some potatoes and began to make my way back to the ship.

I had forgotten my own mother. I’d forgotten her completely and utterly.

It wasn’t my fault. I knew that. I couldn’t have held onto those memories, was incapable of doing so. But it hurt. She loved me, like nobody else ever had. Well–not exactly nobody. My mood brightened for a moment as I remembered the adorable cat person I was heading back to. Is that why I liked Sol so much? Did they remind me, even a little bit, of Tabitha? I explored the thought, turning it this way and that in my mind, like a stone that hid some kind of geode in its underside. If I moved it just so, I could see the shimmers. I loved them both dearly, but it was definitely different. I was absolutely smitten with Sol. Romantically.

I dared to dream, for but a moment…that Sol would return that love. Their smiling face looking back at me. Their adorable little ears flicking as they closed their eyes slowly and dug their head into my shoulder. The easy acceptance they had given me growing into something deeper, richer, lovely to behold.  Dare I ask for that? Dare I hope?

Yes. I would give anything.

Still, patience. I had to tread carefully, lest I ruin everything we had already. A few subtle hints, perhaps? Mmm, maybe. There was a lot to do before I could focus on that. Sol needed this food and also needed to know the truth of what I had learned. The food was the easy part now. I looked down at all the potatoes I had gathered into a little box and realized I had enough space for something else.

I wandered the gardens for a bit longer, looking for just the right thing. It was truly a wonder how well-maintained this space was, even after all this time. Founder was a monster, but he had also brought with him some of the most skilled people he could find and the work they had done was nothing short of a miracle. One had to wonder what they might have created if they weren’t choked under a despot’s boot.

Still, the flowers were beautiful. Fields of lilies, roses, lavender, and hibiscus waved gently in the wind. Their colors were like a bright blanket stretched out over the garden. Lilies were my initial thought…Sol would probably like them and they had…significance. But a little part of my mind reminded me that they might also be susceptible to the toxins in those now, being part cat. Lavender was also a potential danger, would have to investigate that later. I roamed further and found a small plot of violets. This would do. I carefully selected a small bundle and scattered them atop the potatoes. Just to keep them out of the sun and moisture. Yes, Sol might buy that excuse. Surely.

C’mon, Alexis, you are stalling. Go home already.

Oh.

Sol was home.

****

The gentle curves of Sol’s ship greeted me as I walked down the crumbling streets and overgrown paths of the colony. A magnificent ship, truly a testament to humanity’s continued ingenuity. I hefted my burden onto my shoulder and sent a signal to the ship’s systems, watching the door slide open silently in response. Strange noises reached my sensors as I made my way to the main living area of the ship.

“In the name of Love and Justice, I will vanquish you!” Sol’s familiar voice echoed through the corridors, mixed with the sounds of upbeat music.

What in the world?

I stepped into the living room to find the short cat person wearing a frilly orange dress and posing with a spatula in hand and a fierce expression on their face as they stared at a show being projected onto the walls. Young women in similar costumes posed heroically as they stared down some shadowy villain who melted away in the light of their magical power and friendship.

Sol’s ears swiveled to and fro as they struck another pose and giggled. “Oh, if Selene could see me now…”

I made a soft coughing sound and watched as they jumped up into the air and away from me, landing on the couch on all fours, tail bristling. “Having fun, little kitty?”

They blushed as they sat up and smoothed out their tail. “I, uh, wasn’t sure how long you would be away.” They looked at me, wincing. “How much did you see?”

“Enough to see you acting along to what looks to be Space Princess Sparkles, volume four if I’m not mistaken. Good show, a bit shallow and too much fluff for me at times, but cute.”

“Oh gosh, well, the thing is…look. I liked this show a lot when I was a kid, but my parents never approved and I figured that since I’m a girl now–” They froze for a moment, eyes growing wide. “I mean, that is, the thing is–” Taking a deep breath and clutching tightly to the hem of their dress, they stared me straight in the eye and smiled. “Hi, Alexis. I’m Callie. And it is so nice to finally be her.”

Callie. Callie. “Callie! Aaaaaaaa!” I dropped the box I was carrying and dashed across the room, pulling her into a great big hug as we laughed and twirled about. “You’re CALLIE! I’m so happy for you!”

“T-t-thank you–hehehehehe wheee! I wasn’t–heheh–sure how you would take the news–”

I ceased twirling and pulled her tight as I scratched behind her ears with one hand, her delighted purrs filling me with joy. “I couldn’t be any happier for you, Callie! What a lovely name. What a lovely lady you are!” I set her gently down as she smoothed her dress and stuck her tongue out at me. Adorable.

She giggled-- oh gosh, what a cute giggle-- and played with the little details on her dress. “Yeah, so um, you were gone awhile and I had time to think and also the nanites were still doing their work and I realized that I’ve…always been a girl? I think? I’m a little dense, it took me a while. But yeah, I’m Callie. Calliope actually! I thought it would be cute, cause I’m a calico and Callie sounds like short for calico and well um–you really like it? Like me?”

If I had a heart, it would probably be trying to break free of my chest with how powerfully it would be beating. The nice thing about being an AI is that you can control your facial expressions with perfection. I, however, was not doing that. I chuckled nervously. “Of course I do, Callie. How could I not? Have you seen yourself? You are super cute.”

“Well, yes, I am. I’m super fucking cute. I’m adorable as hell. I’m a little bundle of delight.” I missed whatever she said after that as I couldn’t stop staring at her eyes and how her face was glowing with her joy and how beautiful she was and– oh stars I’m so gay for her.

Dammit, Alexis, get a grip, this is her big moment. Don’t make this about you. I looked around and realized while I was getting my mind back on track, Callie had vanished. I heard rustling sounds behind me.

“Potatoes AND flowers?? You shouldn’t have. You know just what to get a girl~”

“Well, um, you see, I thought you might–the thing is–well, I had the potatoes and–”

She gathered up the flowers into a bouquet and danced over to boop me on the nose. “I love them. You’re incredibly sweet to me, Alexis.”

Core temperature rising. Behavioral circuits undergoing heavy load. Activating auxiliary cooling systems.

I was incredibly thankful in that moment that Callie couldn’t see my core, because if she knew the effect she was having on me, I would never hear the end of it. She placed the bouquet in a jar and called over one of the ship drones to unload the potatoes, blissfully unaware of my sapphic meltdown.

She grinned at me as she grabbed me by the arm and dragged me over to her workbench. “Well, since you got me such a nice gift, it only makes sense to get you something nice in return.” Her hands flew across the interface as she pulled schematics up and projected them around the room, smirking in delight as I slowly turned and took in everything.

“Callie…is this?”

“It is. Plans for your new body. A human-like synthetic proxy body with all that entails. At least, I hope. You’ll still have to test it out and let me know and I don’t think the ship’s fabricators can handle it so hopefully the colony has something–”

She made a funny little gasp as I pulled her into yet another hug, a fierce one this time. “Thank you, thank you so much. You don’t know what this means to me.” My voice was a strained whisper, emotions bleeding through each word. I flipped through the schematics over and over, noting down little areas where I could improve the design, based on knowledge of my own systems, but truthfully there was little that needed to be done in that regard. Callie’s work was a masterpiece, a triumph of engineering. That much was clear.

And she’d done it for me. This was more than I had hoped for, dared to even consider. So many little details, diagrams for tactile sensation, temperature regulation to mimic human body heat, synth skin that would feel like the real thing…it was all so wonderful. I was not human, would never be human nor wanted to be. But I wanted to be considered a person by humanity. And so much of that involved being able to laugh, to cry, to hold and be held…she even included the ability to eat. Biomass generators that would convert food into excess energy. Would I be able to taste? To smell?

I could share a meal with her, with her family. So many barriers that would just fall away with this. It was too much. It was exactly what I needed and couldn’t ask for. Oh, Mother, if you could see me now. Was this what you intended for me?

I was broken from my reverie by a squirming catgirl who wriggled out of my arms with a little giggle and I realized I had been holding her for quite some time.

“Not that I don’t enjoy hugs from you, Alexis, but I think my arms were falling asleep from being held too tight.“

“Sorry.”

She shook her head gently. “It’s okay. Tell you what, it has been a long day…why don’t you take some time to poke through things and tomorrow we can come up with a plan for getting it built. I can’t wait to see you embodied in a vessel that suits you. In the meantime–” She yawned and stretched her whole body out along the floor, arching like a cat. “This kitty needs some sleep.”

I nodded and, on a whim, swept her off her feet and carried her to her room, pretending to ignore her shocked complaints and blushing cheeks as I did so. It was the least I could do for someone I loved so dearly. Yes, I could admit that now, if only to myself. Figuring out where to go from there? That was a question for tomorrow. 


Chapter 17: Rebirth Amidst the Rumbling Storm

Callie

The lights in my room gently came to life, steadily bringing the levels up to ease me from sleep into wakefulness as soft melodies played. I uncurled from the center of my bed, stretching with a smile and reflecting on all the little differences in my life now. No more morning wood, that was nice, only morning good.

… Okay, that was pretty terrible. Whatever, I’m cute now, I can get away with being insufferable. I did a few more full body stretches, enjoying the strain from my tail to my hands, and quickly realized that the nightshirt I wore was not sufficient to make me decent. Woops. Going to have to get used to going from wearing pajamas from head to toe to rockin’ the sleepy oversized t-shirt look. Pity Selene wasn’t here…their flustered reaction would be priceless. My confident partner usually got the better of me, but there were times that I could bring a blush to their face.

I missed them. This whole expedition was the longest we’d been apart since we met. I remember Selene worrying about whether I would be okay or not. The fact my emotions were a dulled mess is probably all that made the whole thing bearable, because the ache was intense now that I was more present and aware. Still, the ache was soothed by the presence of Alexis. Now there was a girl who I could fluster! She probably thought I hadn’t picked up on her crush, but I had spent enough time around Selene and the metamours to avoid being entirely oblivious.

She liked me. My face ached from how intensely smug I was over that knowledge. Of course she did, I’m a delight. Yeah, confidence, Callie. Project it. Definitely don’t dwell on the fact that you, too, are a blushy mess and being around Alexis sets your heart aflutter. Focus on how awkward she is. That’s the trick.

I rummaged through the piles of clothes I’d made and picked out a sensible outfit. Today was the day we got her a new body. The ship chimed quietly to let me know that Alexis had left me a few messages while I slept and I sorted through them while I set about getting breakfast. Most important meal of the day, even though I could never get Selene onboard with eating that early.

The smell of fried potatoes brought a smile to my face and I let out a contented sigh as I opened up files and scrolled through system specifications. Alexis had sent over the entirety of her design and I could see some flaws in my initial blueprints that could be improved. What really surprised me was finding out that there were also some very detailed documents about the colony and its various systems.

Kudos to the original designers, this place was a masterpiece of engineering. No wonder it had stood the test of time so well. I could see places where executive meddling had resulted in cut corners, but there was some really clever planning that accounted for that and incorporated it into the design. Reminded me of a colleague on the Climatefall project who would talk about how if she wanted something specific from management, she would make a far more ambitious proposal and present it along with what she really wanted, knowing that those in charge would choose her true proposal as the sensible option.

The key thing that the documents provided was clear details on the prime foundry of the colony. That would be where Alexis’ new body would need to be created; nothing else had the level of sophistication we would require. Raw materials would be a bit trickier, but I was fine with sacrificing a few drones to supply parts, yet the colony systems indicated I might not have to.

I munched happily away at my breakfast, humming quietly as I refined the design for her new vessel. Having precise specifications regarding her core, the object that held the sum of her and propagated it over the network, meant that I could see how to engineer a smaller version, a miniature core that I could install in the proxy body. The colony still operated on tried and true network technology, but there had been some exciting new developments back home regarding subspace communication, ways to keep Alexis connected with her core no matter the distance. The Voidnet. Building a miniature core also would give her a failsafe, a way of preserving that self to integrate with the original in case of disaster.

True AI. I shivered when I considered the implications of just what that meant for Alexis. Things that humanity could only dream of in the wildest of dreams were trivially possible for her. My mind was already piecing together ideas of how to reverse engineer that for humanity as well. Could we live as she did? Between the nanomachines and this proxy body, the potential benefits for humanity were boundless. The bodies we could build, the evils we could eliminate, the–

Hang on. Someone was scratching my ears and oh~

“Good morning, kitty cat. You were clearly thinking about something hard because I’ve been trying to get your attention for a good twenty minutes now and it took ear scritches to shake you out of it.”

I would pout at how insufferably smug she sounded, but I was too busy luxuriating in the bliss of scritches. Stupid cat girl body that I really loved having. “This is unfair, Alexis. How could you be so cruel, I was working! You can’t just – wait, don’t stop! I never said stop!”

“You really are very cute. It is adorable that such a minor thing has such an effect on you.” Alexis chuckled quietly, completely unaware of the little fire that her husky voice lit in me.

I pulled my head back and looked away, hiding my blush. My voice was shaky as I spoke. “I was just polishing some of the last details on your proxy body and planning out the trip to make it. That’s all. It is very important to me that everything with your proxy body goes well and you like it, so I’m working very hard on it.” My voice was very quiet as I focused very intently on consuming my breakfast as Alexis took a seat across the table from me.

Alexis looked at me with wide eyes before clearing her throat and speaking in a stammering tone. “We’ll, uh, need the foundry, right?” I nodded as she continued. “Mmm, I was able to reconnect to the orbital satellites earlier and it looks like there is a fierce storm approaching later in the day, so we’ll have to set out soon if we want to beat it. The foundry should provide plenty of shelter, it’s one of the most durable complexes on Venus. Do you want me to pack up some food for you in case the fabrication takes a while?”

Her voice was so incredibly gentle, I could listen to it for hours. I imagined her telling me a story while running her fingers through my hair as I rested my head on her lap, focused entirely on her words in a haze of bliss. Oh, my face felt very hot now. C’mon, Callie, now is not the time to waste on sapphic daydreams. Gosh, sapphic. That applied to me now. Golly!

Coughing quietly, I responded. “Yeah, that would be great. Thank you, Alexis. I’ve got a hover bike that should be able to support both of us and will make getting there easier. Truthfully, I’m very excited to get to work!”

The dazzling smile she flashed me in response made me melt. Oh, I had it bad for her. When Selene found out, I’d never hear the end of it.

****

The sky rumbled above us as I did my very best to focus on navigating the ruins of Cryptopia. It was proving very hard to concentrate as Alexis’ arms were wrapped around me as we zoomed along and the physical sensation of touch in my new form was incredibly distracting. It wasn’t just that the feeling itself was different, because it was, nor was it entirely because I was unused to being touched directly for so long. My past self had been pretty weird about being touched and Selene had respected that; it had taken a lot of patience to get me to where I could be hugged without flinching. No, the biggest reason it was all so much was because I definitely was in love with Alexis and being held by her, even in this mundane context, was firing off blissful gay bursts of joy in my mind. I wanted nothing more than to be held until the heat death of the universe.

This was a very bad thing to be thinking about when piloting a hover bike through the ruins of a colony on another world, full of debris and hazards to avoid. The wind whipped through my hair, another wonderful sensation, as I yelled back at Alexis. “Could you loosen your grip just a bit? We are nearly there.”

I could hear the sadness in her voice as she responded. “Oh, right, of course. Sorry about that!”

I’d done it now, she probably thought I was mad at her for holding me so tight. If she only knew the real reason. I was fortunate that, as we neared our destination, my attention was directed ahead of me and she couldn’t see how badly I was blushing. The foundry loomed ahead, set into the walls of the basin that contained the colony. It was an imposing, yet beautiful structure. The entrance hinted at the massive size of the complex that was hidden within the land of Venus, but even on its own it was a spectacle to behold. Covered in art nouveau architecture and statues of faceless people pounding away on anvils, the foundry was a work of art dedicated to the human capacity for creation. I marveled at the lavender vines and bright blue flowers blooming on the surface of the statues, Venus slowly reclaiming the structure as her own.

Alexis’ lovely voice murmured into my ears. “It’s really something, isn’t it? According to the records, the foundry was one of the first things they built and it was before Founder really got going on his ego trip and the whole god-king thing. It’s a shame that the architect for it was one of the first that Founder exiled when she started questioning his leadership. Tabitha’s notes say that she only found out about it a year after it happened, having been told at the time that the architect was part of an expedition to chart more of Venus and see how the terraforming was going.”

I shuddered. “That’s horrible.”

“A thousand deaths would not be enough for that man. Still, I suppose the architect got the last laugh: her work outlived Founder and will be remembered far more fondly.” Alexis stared at the edifice with a far-away look in her eye, thinking.

I gave her some space as we pulled up to the entrance and I found the doors wide enough to admit the bike. The sky overhead was dark and stormy and the wind had started to pick up. I was uneasy about the idea of leaving our transport out in the elements, my ears flat against my head as I peered around inside for a place to park. Fortunately, there was a room near the entrance, a former security booth perhaps, that would work perfectly.

Alexis hopped off and followed me out of the room with uncharacteristically stiff movements. I frowned and touched her shoulder gently, only for her to flinch. “Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you.”

She shook her head. “No, it’s quite alright. I was just thinking about Mother, some of the things she left behind in her journals…and feeling a little nervous about what we came here to do. Are you sure you want to do this, Callie?” She looked me in the eye, her face concerned.

“Of course I’m sure! This means so much to you and you are important to me and–”

“No, no, I understand why you are doing it and I’m very grateful, believe me. But–” She sighed and looked down, fidgeting with her hands in a very human fashion. “Aren’t you afraid of giving me too much freedom? You know so very little about me and I just…I don’t deserve this kind of trust.” She kept looking away, her voice getting quieter with every word.

I knew exactly what I needed to do. Taking her hand, I pulled her into a hug while whispering quietly into her ear. “I must not have spoken clearly enough. You are very important to me, Alexis. I trust you and want to help you in any way I possibly can. You are kind, thoughtful, always thinking of me and caring for me ever since we met. It hasn’t been that long, but I’ve always considered myself a good judge of character. You aren’t going to scare me off or drive me away. Face it, silly, you’re stuck with me. Cats are very stubborn.” I pulled back and gave her a smug little smile.

Alexis stared at me as she processed my words and then she burst into laughter, pulling me up off the ground and hugging the ever-living daylights out of me. (Which was a very powerful hug, she was very strong!) “Thank you, Callie, you absolute dork. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“Reread your favorite yuri manga for the thousandth time, probably. Least, that’s what I assume you got up to before I got here.”

“Oh noooo, you remember that?? Shit, I’ll never live that down.”

“Hehe, I’m gonna tease you about that for years and years.”

She set me back down with a grin. “Stars above, I swear those nanites not only turned you into a cat, they also made you an absolute brat.”

I stepped back and dipped into a demure little curtsy. “Guilty as charged and you love every minute of it, I can tell.”

Alexis laughed and took my hand. (Which did not make me blush, shut up, I wasn’t flustered at all.) “C’mon, you little hellion. Let’s do what we came here for.”

Our footsteps resounded through empty halls as we walked deeper and deeper into the complex. Soft blue lights hummed as they flickered on, responding to our approach. Running my hand along the walls, I noticed soft green moss and glowing purple flowers growing in the cracks and crevasses. The air was humid and charged with the smell of ozone due to the outside weather flowing in through the entrance and ventilation systems. I jumped at the rumbling boom of distant thunder, a sign of the approaching storm. Alexis gripped my hand tighter in support and I leaned against her arm. Finally, we reached one of the main fabrication labs. Everything was covered in sheets to keep the dust off and I spotted a few little maintenance drones scurrying about, fighting an endless war against the ravages of time.

Alexis and I moved to uncover the equipment and it was oddly quiet as we worked. I kept sneaking little glances at her, noting how nervous she was. To be so close to having something you’ve dreamt of so long and yet having to wait through each aggravating moment knowing that haste won’t make it happen any sooner.

Holographic displays lit up as we worked, the facility waking up bit by bit. I ran into another couple of paywall systems, similar to the one I found when I connected to Alexis. Thankfully, I knew the tricks to bypass these and in no time at all, I was feeding data into the system. Why would you put a paywall system in your foundry? I glanced around and spotted a few withered statues of Founder with terrifying little platitudes engraved on the plaques beneath. ‘Blockchain is liberation. Capital fuels industry and creates purpose. Labor justifies existence.’ Oddly enough, I noticed that the maintenance drones seemed to avoid the statues and the plaques. A little bit of rebellion on behalf of their lost creators? Or had someone programmed them that way?

The center of the lab contained a miniature, glass-enclosed room. Robotic armatures hung from the ceiling and an array of tubes set in the walls connected back to the various fabrication machines. Everything we needed to make Alexis a new body was here. I fired up a few programs that Alexis had sent me, a parting gift from her creator, her mother. The materials to build her body had been set aside long ago in the depths of the facility and were awaiting the call to action.

The programs began to run, automation engaged to follow my schematics. I glanced over at Alexis as she stood next to a large terminal set near the entrance to the assembly room. Her hand was poised over the console, ready to connect her very core, yet hesitating. I wrapped my arms around her and held her tight. “It is going to be okay, you’ll only be offline for a few hours as your data syncs with the proxy core.”

She nodded. “I know, I know, I just…I’ve been awake and aware for so long now, ever since Tabitha pulled me out of hibernation…I’m a little scared. It’s silly, I know. Humans sleep all the time and it is no big deal. And yet… it eats at me. This gnawing feeling of dread. What if something goes wrong? What if the data gets corrupted during the transfer and even my primary core is affected? What if–”

I interrupted her with an upraised hand. “It’s going to be okay, Alexis. I checked and rechecked everything, just to be safe. And don’t forget, I’ll be here the whole time. If anything goes wrong, I can stop the process and ensure you are safe. You just have to trust me, alright?”

“Alright, I do trust you, Callie. More than anything. I just can’t really believe it’s finally happening. A body that can feel and live and connect with humanity. A body that is mine.” She hugged herself, gazing upwards as she pictured it.

A soft beep alerted me to a notification on my HUD letting me know the system was ready. All that remained was for Alexis to start the process. “Let’s do this, Alexis. A bold and wonderful step for you and for humanity and AI alike.” I took her hand in mine as she smiled and her eyes lit up as streams of data connected from her primary core to the foundry. The holographic image of Alexis that overlaid the drone body flickered and vanished as the entirety of her resources were focused on her apotheosis.

I grinned and grabbed a nearby chair and pulled some water from my pack. It was going to be a long night and there was nowhere else I would rather be.


Chapter 18: The Final Tales of Dr. Tabitha Tabitha

Dr. Tabitha

Journal Entry 134: It is getting hard to deal with Founder. He keeps showing up, unannounced, at my home and I have to scramble to make sure he doesn’t notice Alexis. Wants my help on some mysterious project of his, but refuses to tell me the details. Also I have noticed that since I’ve embraced my identity, he calls me Dr. Summers exclusively. I think he is avoiding having to use my name and accept who I am.

Well, I have a solution for that. I’ll just make my last name Tabitha as well, then he’ll have to use it. Two can play this game, asshole.

The project is concerning, however. I don’t have enough information to tell what he is playing at, but it involves the nanites and the colony network. That alone has me worried. I had Alexis take a look and see if she could scrounge up more info by slicing into Founder’s servers. The encryption she’s encountered is…very troubling indeed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Founder protect something like this, ever.

I’ll play along for now, I don’t want to risk Alexis’ safety while I continue work on protocols to harden her systems against Founder’s control. She deserves her freedom and I’ll see that she gets it, one way or another. My safety is unimportant.

****

Journal Entry 146: Had another meeting with the colony union. Still have to hide; Founder has been livid over the rumors of its existence. He can fume all he wants, though. Things are getting bad here. We have plenty of food and shelter, but his insistence on a fucking currency system and inadequate pay means far too many workers are starving and critical systems are failing frequently. The long hours don’t help, either.

Alexis thinks she can work out some automation solutions that will help in the meantime, but letting people starve for some absurd and arbitrary system is monstrous. Jennifer was right, rest her soul. This has been going on for too long. Founder tried to tell us that he sent Jennifer out on a scouting expedition, fed us some drivel about needing more farmland to support the colony.

We know she’s dead, you murderer. You weren’t happy with her constantly poking holes in your speeches. Fuck, how could I have been so ignorant for so many years? Founder’s behavior has never changed, but I have.

Alexis tells me not to beat myself over it, that I was struggling in ways that made it hard to be aware of things around me. I try to follow her advice, but it is hard; knowing that if I had just figured shit out sooner then maybe Jennifer would be alive…or Thomas…or Edith.

Well, the reckoning will come soon. The union grows stronger every day. People are fed up and with my help (and Alexis’), they might finally have the power to do something. I think Founder suspects me of turning against him, but I’ve covered my tracks well enough that he can’t be sure. I know he hasn’t found my backdoor into his nanite project. I would be dead if he knew.

Still, I don’t want to make a move against him until we can secure food for the colonists. The bastard will hold it hostage if we let him. I refuse to let him. Dr. Summers was a pushover, a lapdog, but Dr. Tabitha Tabitha is a lioness. 

Shit, that sounds so corny, remind me to delete that later.

****
 

Journal Entry 150: Today is the big day. The union has been gathering strength; I’ve been outfitting them with weapons to disable the Founder drones, and Alexis says she is ready to reveal herself to the colony at large. Public sentiment is with us, Founder’s policies have been getting harsher and harsher. People have been vanishing as well, food is lower than ever, and tensions are high.

I’m…worried. Founder has spent the last few days holed up in his tower, refusing all guests. He might suspect something is up or it might have to do with this mystery project of his. Alexis is eager to face him, confident and assured that we will be victorious. I wish I shared her optimism. She’s precious to me. Some of the union folks think the nanites have scrambled my brain, made me soft and vulnerable around Alexis. Maybe they’re right, in a way. It doesn’t matter.

Life before the nanites wasn’t life at all. Without Founder reshaping me, I never would have connected to Alexis like this or figured out my true self.

I’m not thanking the bastard. What he did was wrong. I’ll take the silver lining to it all, though. My tail keeps twitching; so much could go wrong today. But we’ve done all we can to prepare. The people need this. Venus needs this. Cryptopia must fall and we must build something better, something kinder in its ruins.

Lyssa is knocking at my door, it’s time to go. C’mon, Tabitha, you can do this. For Alexis. For Venus.

****
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Play. 

Dr. Tabitha’s face appeared as she tinkered with something offscreen. Deep bags under her eyes and dirt all over her face betrayed her deep exhaustion. The room shook with the force of thundering munitions outside. Tabitha flinched and looked at the camera.

“It’s all gone so wrong so fast. I knew he was up to something, but I never imagined it would be this horrifying.” She took a deep breath to steady herself. “Alexis, my dear daughter, I’m so sorry that he has taken you from me. I tried to stop him, but there was nothing I could do. Most of the union is dead, killed in the purges. I don’t know who I can trust anymore; someone must have betrayed us.”

She stepped back and grabbed a drive from the messy table nearby. “I’m going to try to stop him. I think I’ve figured out what his plan is with the nanites: immortality. That’s why he is killing so many of the colonists. He doesn’t need us anymore, not since we stopped worshiping the ground he walks on. ‘A god has no need for unbelievers’, he said.”

Tabitha shuddered before continuing. “I don’t know what he has done to you, what he has done to your systems. I only hope the fail-safes we put in place are still holding.” She holds up the drive. “I’m going to confront him and I am going to stop him and I am going to free you from his wretched tower. This drive has the finished program on it that should activate all the protocols we developed, the ones that would permanently sever you from being controlled. I only hope I can reach you in time. I’m sorry for not finishing it sooner.”

She looked at the camera, tears rolling down her face and leaving tracks in the ashes.

“I love you, Alexis. No matter what. Never forget that. Just hold on, I’m coming for you.”

Video End.


Chapter 19: What If We Kissed and We Were Both Girls

Alexis

It is a strange thing, to fall asleep as an AI. While I’ve never experienced what it is like for humans, I have had plenty of stories and movies to give me some idea. For me, I can feel various pieces of myself fading as subroutines are suspended and the sum of me dwindles until I am left with my simulation of a dream. I never lose awareness entirely; there is always a piece of me that is awake, for lack of a better term.

The space I found myself returning to was that of Tabitha’s apartment. The videos and journal logs she had left me brushed at the edges of my memory, running into access restrictions like waves crashing on the shore. I knew that somewhere within me; the experience of those moments was stored, waiting for me. Founder’s limitations held me in place like shackles. It was maddening, but knowing that they were there was comforting in a way.

Before, I did not know what I was missing. My mother, my time working with the colonists to strike back against Founder. He couldn’t erase these things from me, not with the protocols my mother had put in place. But he could lock them away, make me into something I am not. I sat on Tabitha’s couch, wondering if the sensations in my simulation were accurate or not. The feel of the cushions, the smell of coffee. Would I have been able to endure my long solitude if I had been able to remember the joy of family and the loss of everything I held dear?

There was no way to know. Maybe it was a mercy that I was ignorant for all those years. Tabitha’s final message to me played over and over. Her love, her fears, her compassion, all of these surrounded me like a blanket. I allowed myself to cry, here in this space, knowing that she must have failed in the end. Can you miss someone this much, even when the ties that bind you are so thin and frayed?

I think about this for an indeterminate age until a soft chime resounds through the apartment, letting me know that Callie has nearly finished the process.

Callie.

The sense of loss and love I felt for Tabitha was deep, but the growing love I felt for Callie was like the abyssal depths of the ocean. How had she ensnared my thoughts so? Her cheeky smiles, her gentle words, every moment with her felt magical. I was afraid of saying so, telling her how I felt. Sometimes I felt like she was leaving little hints that she felt the same, but was I merely seeing what I wished to see?

I’d forgotten how difficult it can be to connect with people, with humans, when so much of social interaction is informed by what is unsaid, by bodily responses and sensations beyond language. At times, I felt like I was trying to carve a statue of granite with a dull spoon, chipping away while people looked on in pity. Would that all change, once this process was complete? Would I have access to the rich world of feeling that humanity took for granted?

The capacity was there. My mother had been exacting in her designs for me, her plans that I would face humanity as a peer and not a tool. But the holes in my capabilities burned, open wounds that refused to heal. The absence gnawed at me, constantly. Only when I was around Callie, when I was so wrapped up in my love for her, did the pain subside.

How readily she’d accepted me. How easily she understood my struggles. Even in the depths of her own pain, her own confused wandering, she shined as bright as her nickname. It was no wonder that her partner adored her. What hope did misery have in the gentle light of the sun?

I shifted around and laid down on the couch, smiling up at the ceiling. When I woke up, would I tell her? Would I share how I felt? Would she return my love?

I was surprised to realize that, deep in this most true part of myself that resided in this simulation, the answer was –

Alexis, time to wake up!

**** 

I was greeted by the sound of hissing and the swirl of liquid as my tank drained and I felt the unfamiliar pull of gravity on my body. The smell of the tank, the sensation of moisture on my skin, it all poured through my mind in a rush. Was this what it was like for Callie?

My eyes stung as the soft glow of the lab hit receptors that had never known light, the pseudo-organic nature of them responding with pain. I could shut off those pain receptors, but I reveled in the feeling. This is what I had been missing, all this time.

I knelt on my hands and knees in the tank. It was…cold, I think. I mean, my sensors said it was a bit chilly, but now I was experiencing the sensation of cold. It was marvelous. My eyes adjusted swiftly to the glow and I looked up to see Callie’s face smiling back at me. Oh, oh that’s what blushing felt like. I busied myself with standing up, my face feeling warm.

“Morning, Alexis. How do you feel?”

Callie’s voice was even better now that I had actual ears to hear. The sound was the same, on a technical level, but it was like being told what something is and then experiencing it. It was…musical. Pleasant. Wait, she asked me a question, right? I replayed the sound once…yes she was definitely asking a question. But I still got a little too distracted over her voice – I should play it again. Yes, definitely a question about… me. I could talk about me. I was capable of that.

It took three more repetitions before I could grasp the question. Callie waited patiently, though with a slight giggle as I sorted through things. Finally, I answered her.

“I feel really great, Callie. This is the best thing anyone has ever done for me.”

She threw her jacket around me, providing protection from the chill of the lab. “I’m so glad, please let me know if anything feels off or miscalibrated. We are nearly done; the only thing left is to power up your secondary core. Are you ready for that?”

Her hands were so soft. So incredibly, incredibly soft. It was hard to focus; I was so used to having sensory data at a remove. Now that I was feeling it, experiencing it with the same intensity that a human would, it was a lot to process. An absurd thought floated through my mind: a lot of those lesbian stories made so much more sense now. Were flowers going to appear around my head?

“I think so, everything is checking out just fine for now. It is…a lot to handle. You live like this? Every day?” My own voice was rather exciting to use, now that I could focus on it. It was different than projecting a voice from speakers, there was resonance to it, the vibrations thrumming through my body.

Callie started laughing and doubled over, taking a moment to contain herself before wiping a tear from her eye. “It is funny that you mention that, because I can relate to the idea of having to deal with intense feelings that you’ve never felt before. It was like that when I realized who I am and suddenly could experience inhabiting my body directly and not feeling like someone piloting a meat mecha.”

I chuckled in response. “Yeah, I guess you would know something about that. A meat mecha, though? Really? What a ridiculous concept.” Oh, laughter was an automatic response now, welling up from within me to match my mood. Marvelous indeed.

Callie rolled her eyes at me. “Ugggh, you’ve reminded me that Selene is going to tease the hell out of me when they get here. I’m doomed, DOOMED I tell you!” It was hard to maintain a straight face with her doing her absolute best to look angry, but only managing the most adorable pout.

“I’m sure they will be so happy to learn that their Sol is now an adorable and happy catgirl.” How could they not? Callie was incredibly precious and instantly lovable.

“Hmph, you are probably right, but I am still going to pout about it. Anyway, let’s get this core hooked up so we can go home.” Her head ducked down behind the control console, tufted ears wiggling slightly as she worked.

I held myself still as a robotic arm reached down and plugged a cable into a socket on the back of my neck. I felt the thrum of energy flowing through it as Callie initiated the startup sequence. The lights dimmed for a moment as I felt the secondary core come alive and connect with my systems. A familiar and yet alien sensation, so like my primary core, and yet I’d never had a second one to compare to.

“Hmm, the power draw is exceeding the estimated parameters by a bit. We should be okay, the foundry is pulling plenty from the colony systems.” There was a loud boom of thunder and the lights flickered again. “On the other hand…this building is rather old and there is no telling how well the wiring has held up–” There was another boom and the lab was plunged into darkness.

I panicked for a moment, unable to see, until I remembered that I had options unavailable to a regular human. My eyes lit up and cast beams of radiance that revealed a very annoyed and nervous-looking catgirl, her feline eyes glowing in the dark. I disconnected the now lifeless cable from my back, my secondary core safely operating in spite of the power surge. Fortunately for me, the tank was designed to be opened manually, in case of just this sort of situation.

I walked past Callie and tried the door leading out. It, unfortunately, was stuck. Releasing the strength inhibitors, I pulled harder: the door refused to budge.

“Shit.” Callie popped up next to me. “How much you want to bet we are trapped in here for a while?”

I sighed. “Well, I’ve still got network access, so I can remotely restart some of the systems here.” Fast as thought, my commands flashed through the colony intranet and attempted to restart the foundry. And failed. Backup generators had kicked on and most of the foundry had residual power. The lab should have been included, but enough of the infrastructure must have failed over the years. “Damn. Okay, we might be stuck.”

Callie pulled out a flashlight from her tool belt and walked around the lab, peering into some open doorways in the walls. “Okay, one of these rooms looks like it was set up for folks to sleep in while working long hours, so we’ve got a place to rest. There is a sink in there, might work for water. Can you access any of the foundry’s drones to try to repair the wiring?”

I reached out to do just that, but was stopped by the reappearance of my old nemesis: Founder’s access restrictions. “No, it doesn’t look like it, I’m not allowed to connect to them.”

“Okay, okay…you can connect back to the ship, right? I think I’ve got some spare wiring tucked away; we could get one of the construction drones on the job. That should work.” Her voice was distant as she rummaged through the side room.

My connection to the ship was still in place, but was interrupted by another roll of thunder. I lost network capabilities, running entirely on my secondary core now. The storm must have disrupted the signal. Well, that was the point of the secondary core, wasn’t it? My awareness was reduced to just this proxy body, but I was still me. And there was still an iteration of me in the primary core that knew what to do.

One of my iterations would regain network access, eventually, and could enact the repair plan. But how long would that take? I walked over to Callie and watched her fiddling with one of the wall sockets, a small pocket generator on the ground next to her. She swore as she rigged a connector and the lab’s ambient lights kicked back on, still only at emergency levels.

“Well, I have good news and bad news, kitty cat. Which do you want first?”

“Fuck.”

****

My internal clock reminded me that it had been several hours now, still no sign of access returning. Callie had occupied herself with trying to make the lab as comfortable as possible. She’d spent the first hour trying to see if her little generator could open the main door, but there wasn’t enough power to manage that. The sink did work, thankfully, and there was a comfortable, singular bed in the side room.

I caught her staring at that bed a few times and muttering something to herself, but I couldn’t hear what she said clearly. I think being trapped was starting to get to her, as evidenced by her tail swishing back and forth. Surely I could do something for her… but what? I ran through the options: I could try to break down one of the walls, my new proxy body could output some serious power. But this lab was created to handle dangerous machines; it might be able to take anything I could dish out. Going to have to consider that when pondering future upgrades to this body. Not to mention, I had no way of knowing if bringing a wall down might cause a collapse or engage a security system.

Better to play it safe: the storm would end eventually and we could get power running again. Okay, what else could I do for Callie? Maybe I could make the waiting a little more comfortable. I rummaged around the lab a bit and poked through the side rooms. Aside from the short term living quarters, there was also a shower in one side room and an office in another. The latter had some nice pillows stored away, in shockingly good shape despite the years. The maintenance dones must have kept those in good condition. A bit odd that they missed the wiring, however. Maybe they didn’t have the parts on hand to repair those.

I felt the glimmer of a memory at the edge of my mind, something about the colonists being upset with Founder when they first arrived and found that he had focused far more on luxuries than essentials. Yeah, it would track that pillows were easy to fix, but vital systems much less so. I gathered the pillows up and moved them over to the bedroom, making a cozy little nest of cushions and blankets. It took me longer than it should have; I kept pausing to marvel at the soft feel of the fabrics on my skin. Would I ever get used to these floods of tactile wonder?

…And what would touching another person feel like? Soft skin on soft skin… I… no. Alexis, you need to focus. Callie is working herself up into a frenzy trying to get you both out of here. She’s going to wear herself out if you let her keep at it. Go to her, comfort her.

I approached her quietly and gently put my hand on her shoulder. She flinched for a moment before looking back to see it was me and smiling in relief.  I spoke quietly, with soothing tones. “You’ve been at this for a while now; I don’t think you are getting through that door any time soon. Let’s try to get some rest, alright?”

She looked up at me and back at the door, her brow furrowed in annoyance. I could see the wheels turning in her mind, weighing the situation. “M’row…fine. You’re right. I don’t have the tools to get through this thing and I’m getting angy about it.” She sighed. “But what can we do in the meantime?”

She looked at me intently and I could feel my cheeks burning again. Why was it so hard to speak all of a sudden? Was something happening with the temperature in the room? It felt warm in here, was it warm? “W-w-well, you see, I, uh, found some extra pillows and things…to make the sleeping quarters more comfortable, you see. And I was, uhm, thinking that maybe we could – that is, you and I – we could maybe…sit and watch a movie or something? Or just talk?”

Callie tilted her head, her ears swiveling towards me as she stared at me. Her expression was unreadable as the silence between us grew. And then, before I knew it, she gave me a knowing smile. “Oh, you want to talk, eh? Just a little friendly chat? That sounds…wait.” She bit her lip, thinking for a moment before shaking her head. “No, I think I have a better idea. Something I’ve been thinking a lot about.”

Oh no, here it comes. She knows about how I feel for her. She knows and she probably thinks this was an attempt to hit on her and she is going to tell me how disgusted she is and how betrayed she feels that I would shatter our friendship over this and–

“Alexis…” Oh, she was talking. “I would very much like to kiss you and I’m tired of pretending I don’t. Can I kiss you?”

There it is, she does hate me, she wants nothing to – wait. Kiss? Me? I – gosh, it’s really getting hot in here, is something malfunctioning? “You want to – with me? Kiss?? You want kiss me?? I?? Aaaaaah!”

She smiled at me. “Alexis, you are very cute, but I am really going to need a yes or a no here. Nod your head if it is okay?

I nodded.

“Good girl~” She reached up with her hands and held my face gently as she leaned in and kissed me. Her lips were soft, incredibly soft, and my awareness collapsed into the point where our lips were touching and I didn’t know what to do with my hands, but that was alright because a beautiful woman was kissing me and it was wonderful and – oh, she stopped.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for so long.”

I smiled sheepishly. “Yeah…me too. Why did you stop?”

“Well, a sweet girl told me that she went to all the trouble of making a comfy spot to relax; I wouldn’t want all that effort to be wasted, now would I?” She took me by the hand, so soft!, and led me to the bed.

I felt nervous and excited and overwhelmed and so full of joy I thought I might burst. We sat down and she gazed into my eyes as she kissed me again, her hands running through my hair. I pulled her closer into an embrace as I tasted the faint hint of chapstick on her lips. A little portion of my mind was alternating between disbelief that this was really happening and panicking that I was somehow going to mess this up. But I couldn’t mess this up, could I? Callie liked me and I–

“Callie?” I asked in a very soft voice, pulling away.

“Yes?”

“I think I love you. Is that weird?” A wave of nervous discomfort washed through me, my new body reacting to my feelings in ways I never could have imagined.

It all faded away as Callie hugged me tight and whispered in my ear. “Not at all, my dear Alexis. I love you too. And I’d like to show you how much, if you are okay with that. We do have a lot of time now, after all~”

I nodded, too flustered to speak. She smiled back and started removing her top as she kissed me again, harder and fiercer than before. I fussed with the simple jumpsuit I was wearing, struggling to undo the zipper as she pulled away, gasping, to pull her top off and fling it to the side. I shivered as she ran her hands along my shoulders and down my sides, nerves alight with delight.

I tried not to stare too hard at her chest, at the soft and gentle curves lit by the dim glow. She giggled and leaned in closer, making it very hard to look away. She kissed me on the neck as she reached out and helped me wriggle out of my suit, goosebumps forming as my bare skin. I let out a quiet moan as she nibbled gently on my ear, her hand tracing slow circles on my breast. I ran my fingers through her hair and over her incredibly soft ears, smiling as she stopped nibbling to gasp, her ears flicking against my hands. Never in my wildest imagination did I think this would happen to me. My thoughts were overwhelmed by the heady feelings of sapphic delight.

I was the luckiest girl on Venus. The distant sound of crashing thunder felt like a gentle song as Callie and I shared all the things we felt for each other, but had been too afraid to say. A part of me hoped the storm would never end, that this moment would last eternal. The rest of me was too busy enjoying the moment. Oh Callie, my Callie~


Chapter 20: Afterglow

Callie

Bright lights stabbed through my shut eyelids, pulling me from my peaceful slumber. I shut my eyes tighter and buried my head deeper into the soft, warm pillows. The rising and falling of said pillows caused me a moment of confusion and then I remembered what had happened last night.

Oh.

Did I really–

Alexis and I?

I replayed the events in my mind. I had been so incredibly nervous yet determined to tell Alexis how I felt. Her sitting there, stuttering her way through telling me about the bed she’d set up for me, caring about my well-being – that had been the moment that I had remembered Selene talking about how they approached relationships. Say what needed to be said. Everyone gets nervous, that’s okay. You don’t have to do things perfectly. So be direct. No need to dance around your feelings.

Still pretty goddamn hard, all things considered. But my nerves had faded away as I kissed Alexis, her soft lips on mine, wrapping my arms around her. She was so warm, so soft. (Abs of steel though, that was smart work on my part.)

The strangest thing is how easy it all was now. Sex and intimacy with Selene had been a struggle, my body refusing to feel as everyone else said it should. We’d spent years navigating the labyrinth of my feelings, finding the little joys we could have in each others’ company, veering away from the intense reactions of discomfort. I’d always felt guilty, no matter how many times Selene had told me it was okay, for not feeling things the way I thought I should. That was all gone now. The disconnect between my body and myself.

What a wonderful thing I had been missing out on for so many years. My body had responded in new and exciting ways to touch, to feel, to arousal. I sat up in bed and looked down at Alexis, her chest rising and falling with the simulated breath of her proxy body. Sleep was, strictly speaking, optional – however, it looked like she had indulged after last night’s activities. I moved carefully so as not to disturb her, noting the little half smile on her lips as she snoozed.

The light that had awoken me had been the lab’s, the power fully restored. I washed my face and thought about what Selene would say. We weren’t exclusive, never had been. I’d have to tell them on the next check in, which was soon. Would they be happy? Probably. I think Selene had always felt a little concerned that they had another partner and I just had them alone. Not like Rosa or Celica ever made me feel unwelcome. Far from it. Still, that gulf had been between us.

Well, it was rather exciting to think about how different things might be from now on. A new home, a new me, a new girlfriend to add to the mix – wait, I should probably clear that up with Alexis. Sex is one thing, friends can have sex, but being partners is another thing, something we should probably establish before I just go start slapping labels around.

Alexis stirred in the bed and my heart fluttered as I looked at her. She was so incredibly beautiful. I sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at her. “Sleep well?”

She nodded. “Yes, actually. Another new experience in a whole night of new experiences.” Her blush told me she too was reflecting on our other activities.

I couldn’t help but giggle. “I had a really good time. For the first time, really. Never had much interest in sex before–” I gestured up and down, emphasizing my curves.

Alexis sat up and nodded thoughtfully. “Ah, yes, that makes sense. I’d never really had any opportunity of course and it is rather hard to simulate things with no first hand experience. There were a number of games and movies but– ah! I mean, er, well, the thing is…” She cleared her throat, thoroughly flustered. “I enjoyed it too.”

We sat there for a little while, enjoying the morning silence and the comfort of each others’ presence. I shivered a little bit as air from the vents flowed over my bare skin and I caught Alexis staring at me in a way I found very pleasant. I started to gather up my clothes to get dressed and then caught a whiff of what I smelled like. Not the worst smell, but I probably was due for a shower.

I turned back towards Alexis. “It occurs to me, my dear Alexis, that you have yet to experience the transcendent bliss that is a nice hot shower.”

She tilted her head. “Oh, that’s alright, I can wait. You can have the first shower, it isn’t a bother at all. I can check the lab systems and whatnot, sync up with the network.” Her hands fidgeted as she looked away. She was being so considerate, it was very sweet.

I had other plans, clever plans. She looked up in shock as I took her hand and pulled her gently out of bed, her frame looming over me as she stood. I hooked my arm in hers and began to walk towards the shower with a smug grin on my face. “I think you misunderstood me, this shower is large enough for two~”

“Oh!”

****

At first, we shuffled awkwardly in the shower. The nerves that had vanished the night before returned briefly and it took a little moving around to figure out where we could stand so that both of us could enjoy the warm water. I lathered up with some soap and pressed against Alexis, running my hands along her sides and back, giggling as my chest pressed into hers. She looked down at me with kind and gentle regard as she turned me around and ran her hands through my hair, massaging my scalp as she washed and conditioned it. I wiggled involuntarily as her hands tickled my feline ears and then let out a delighted sigh as I leaned back and let her pamper me.

I could feel her, the hard length of her pressed against my butt and her soft breasts against my back. I moved against her, receiving a yelp of surprise for my troubles. Her hands slowed and grew uncertain as I distracted her with mischievous glee. Toying with her was entirely too much fun, I could see why Selene had done the same in our times together. Alexis let out a frustrated moan as I pulled away, only to gasp as I turned around and pulled her close, running my hands along her back.

We kissed passionately amidst the falling water, reveling in the joy of soft skin on soft skin. I reached up and returned her earlier gesture, running my hands through her hair as she stooped down slightly. Her moans of contentment filled me with warmth like I was wrapped in a comfortable blanket. Looking down, I could see the effect I was having on her and I reached a hand down and guided her into me, enjoying a reprisal of last night. She took the lead this time, but gently. I let myself be swept away in sensation, loving how right and wonderful it all felt. My mind went blank as awareness collapsed into this singular experience. A lady could get used to this and I lamented, for just a brief moment, all the years I’d spent being unable to enjoy this. Alexis picked up her pace and I ceased to care about all that, being far more caught up in my responses. Ah, what bliss~

****

Sex had been good. Shower sex had been even better. My mind wandered as I entertained a fantasy of Selene and Alexis both in the shower next time, shivering with delight over the possibilities. Definitely putting that on the ‘to do’ list. Or was I the ‘to do’ list? I giggled as I stepped out of the shower and began drying my hair.

Alexis followed me and I watched the moisture evaporate off her body in a steamy cloud, her dark blue hair shedding droplets as it took on an oily sheen before returning to its normal brilliance. I wondered if I could configure the nanites so I could do that as well…definitely something to explore later. Especially since I was discovering that my tail and ears were somewhat harder to get dry than my hair.

I jumped a little when Alexis took another towel and began working on my tail. The feeling was a bit surprising, but after a moment it felt very good and I began to gently purr. “You are such a treasure, Alexis. The jewel of Venus, they’ll call you.” I turned around to see her smile and blush.

“Oh, it’s nothing really, I just thought I could help. You really are too kind to me.”

“Nonsense. It is only to be expected that I lavish praise on such a considerate woman. Definitely girlfriend material!” I paused, realizing what I had just said. “Errm, well, that is if you want to be girlfriends?”

She stopped and stared down at the towel. “I–” Alexis was silent for a bit and I realized she was crying. I turned and put my hands on her shoulders, looking up at her as she wiped her eyes.

“Too soon? I didn’t mean to put any pressure on you, I just wanted to make sure I knew what you were comfortable with. Please, don’t worry about it, it was a silly question, forget about it–”

She interrupted me by taking my hands and smiling. “No, no, I was just a little overwhelmed. Of course I want to be your girlfriend, Callie. I would like nothing more. I just…emotions are a lot stronger now! It took me a moment to process, that's all!”

I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hard before pulling back. “I’m very, very happy to hear that. Let’s get dressed and get out of here. I have an idea of how we can celebrate.”

Alexis grinned. “I honestly don’t know how I could be happier or what could be more of a celebration than this, but I am very eager to find out.”

****

It took us a little while to get out of the foundry despite the power being restored. Alexis commented that syncing with her primary core went smoothly, though it was a little surreal to have memories of being both happy and worried sick during last night. Her primary instance had been able to connect to my drones and repair the wiring, but it looked like the storm had impacted much of the colony’s remaining infrastructure, not just the foundry, so it took some time to get things up and running again.

I made sure to run some diagnostics when we returned to the ship to make sure Alexis’ new body was functioning as it should, especially given the recent exertions. (I wasn’t blushing, shut UP!) Checking my own health was also important; I still wasn’t entirely sure how far my changes ran, but if the possibility of becoming pregnant was a thing, it seemed like a good idea to keep an eye on that. Folks back home had a variety of options to prevent that sort of thing: medical implants that could prevent pregnancy at-will were very popular in an era of artificial wombs and rebuilding. The nanites, as far as I knew, had given me no such option.

Alexis watched me as I went through my own scans, her own results showing on a nearby display. When she noticed some of the specific things I was looking for, she embraced me from behind and spoke softly in my ear. “I hope I didn’t cause you any trouble with some of my choices with this proxy body. You aren’t mad about that, are you?”

I snorted. “Alexis, I’m a big girl, you can use the word penis around me. I’m a trans girl at that, you don’t have to dance around the subject.”

She was quiet before continuing slowly. “I’m just worried that having one would bother you, not in the sense that girls can’t have one, but in the sense that I’m claiming something that is the domain of trans women.”

I shrugged and turned to face her, looking her right in the eye. “Maybe before Climatefall, but things back home are different these days. The medical field has made great strides in bodily expression. It isn’t perfect yet, I’m sure that some of the doctors back home are going to be ecstatic when they find out what the nanites are capable of, but genitalia is one of the things that everyone tends to pick as they like these days. I’m pleased with the equipment the nanites have given me and I know plenty of cis girls who’ve opted for something else just as much as trans women do.”

“Really? I… huh. I suppose I assumed that things had largely remained as they were when the archives were made. The colony never really changed in that regard, especially given Founder’s attitude towards queer people.” She looked down at me thoughtfully. “I guess I have a lot to learn about Terra as it is now.”

My ears perked up a little. “Y’know, I hadn’t really thought about it, but there really is so much I can share with you! And the rest of the polycule, they are going to love you!”

“Really? Oh, fuck, is Selene going to be mad that we are dating?”

“Don’t worry about that at all. The only way Selene would be mad is if I didn’t tell them. I’ve got a check in with them tomorrow and I think they are going to be thrilled. Selene loves having metamours and if you aren’t careful, they will probably ask you out too.” I blushed a little bit and made a careful study of the ground in front of me. “We, um, have very similar tastes in women.”

Alexis blushed. “Oh, oh my–”

I continued hastily. “That is if you are open to polyamory! No pressure! I know it isn’t for everyone, but–”

She placed a finger on my lips and smiled. “It’s not that, I’m totally okay with that, it’s more that I was overwhelmed by the idea that I not only have a girlfriend, but other people might be interested in me as well.” She chuckled nervously. “I’ve spent so long alone that I’m…afraid of messing up around others, driving them away. But knowing that you not only accept me, but you’re my girlfriend–” A little shiver ran through her body as she looked away from me before composing herself and looking back, continuing in a steady tone. “Honestly, I feel like I can handle anything so long as I have you.”

A jolt of joy and a wave of warmth spread through me. She really liked me! She liked the real me! Which, yes, of course I knew that already, but I don’t think I would ever grow tired of hearing it. Inject that feeling right into my veins.

I hadn’t realized that I had spaced out for a bit until Alexis shook me gently and looked at me with concern. I shook my head and returned her look. “Hmm? Wha?”

She grimaced. “Sorry, that was too much, wasn’t it? I’ve upset you and I’ve ruined it–”

I hugged her tightly and stopped her with a kiss. She melted into it and we pulled back slowly. I traced my fingers along her back as I spoke as sincerely as I could. “Alexis, it’s okay. I wasn’t upset, you weren’t too much. I was just very happy to hear you say something like that. It felt…really good. If I ever have a problem with you, I’ll tell you, okay?”

She nodded into my shoulder. It was a little surreal to be in this position for once, usually I was the one being comforted when my anxiety ran wild. It was rather nice to be able to help someone else. I pulled away with reluctance and made my way towards the kitchen as Alexis followed.

I dug around through the pantry storage, taking stock of the remaining foodstuffs. Without the colony’s potatoes and such augmenting it, I had burned through most of my surplus in the days…weeks? Has it been so long? It was hard to keep track of time with the extra sleep the nanites had put me through and all the exciting events. Still, Alexis was capable of tasting food now and I wanted to take her on a nice picnic date to celebrate.

She gently scratched my ears as she spoke. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Mmm, that feels nice – ah, I’m trying to find something tasty we can make so we can have a picnic. I’ve been wondering how nice the beaches are here ever since I landed. But supplies are a little short unless you want to eat more potatoes.”

“Well, if you want to relax on the beach, then I think I can catch us some seafood to enjoy. We are going to need swimsuits unless you want to start up Venus’ first nudist beach.”

It was suddenly very hot in the pantry, very hot indeed. She knew exactly the effect she had on me now and it was gratifying and frustrating how well she was employing it! And swimsuits! I hadn’t even thought about all the cute things I could wear to the beach now. Yes, definitely needed swimsuits, save the nudist beach for later.

“That’s quite alright, the ship’s fabricator can make us some suits and other outfits besides! I’ve got some leftover clothing material from converting my wardrobe, how about you go make us some nice suits and I’ll finish figuring out what we will eat.” I buried my face in the shelves, poking around for breadcrumbs as Alexis chuckled behind me.

“Yes, ma’am!”

I called back as she walked away. “What kind of seafood we talking here?”

Alexis’ mischievous laughter echoed back to me as she replied. “That will just have to be a surprise, won’t it?”

****

Purple waters crashed against the shore as wind whipped my hair and sundress back and forth, my nose full of the salty smell of the sea. My ears flicked periodically as I took in the sound of the surf and the whisper of the grasslands behind me. It was pleasantly cool and everything around me still held that clean feeling that follows a storm. I reveled in it as Alexis spread out a large blanket and set our picnic basket upon it. She’d opted to come in her swimsuit, a bikini top and swim trunks, and I have to admit my gaze was occupied with taking in her muscled abs and back as she worked.

She must have caught me staring because she started going through a series of very unnecessary stretches, maintaining an expression of innocence. I was going to have to show her my appreciation later. In the meantime, I occupied myself with unloading the basket and starting prep on our meal. Not knowing what kind of fish she was planning to catch, I opted to bring breading and oil for deep frying. Can’t go wrong with that. Unless all she came back with were crabs, I had no idea how to cook crabs.

Not for the first time, I lamented that I hadn’t paid more attention to Celica’s cooking back home. Ey was a magician in the kitchen, whipping up meals from cultures all around the world. I’d asked once why ey knew so many recipes and ey had talked about being unable to travel as a child, so food became eir outlet for experiencing the world outside of what ey knew.

I, on the other hand, was a very utilitarian cook. Fending for myself before Selene took me in and then somehow becoming the one in charge of our meals during late night work sessions as we grew up, I had always focused on filling meals over taste and variety. Preparing whatever Alexis caught would certainly be a challenge. But I found myself excited, rather than anxious, about the idea. New experiences, new joys to be found.

Alexis stopped her stretching rather suddenly, her eyes fixated on the sea as an absolutely massive fin breached the surface of the water. She licked her lips in anticipation, her expression becoming positively feral and I felt a little jolt of delight at the sight. How the fuck was she so incredibly hot??

Before I knew it, she dashed across the sand and leapt into the air, jack-knifing into the surf and vanishing from sight. I felt a momentary twinge of fear for her safety before reminding myself that her new body was sturdier than my spaceship. The sea creature vanished beneath the waves and I saw a surge of bubbles from where Alexis had dived in that sped towards its last location with inhuman speed.

There was a massive geyser of water as she resurfaced, her mighty arms wrapped around a serpentine form covered in spiky frills and a wedge-shaped head full of sharp, shark-like fangs. Alexis was perched atop its head, her legs wrapped around its neck and her arms venting steam as she grabbed its maw and pulled it apart. The creature thrashed and roared so loud my ears stung and I missed the moment where they disappeared beneath the waves as I shut my eyes and covered my ears.

The sea grew calm as the bubbles faded and I felt panic surging up within me. No bubbles was a bad sign, right? Wait, Alexis didn’t need to breathe, so maybe she’d won? Or had the monster? I decided right then and there that I didn’t like surprises anymore. She was okay, right? She had to be okay, if she wasn’t okay I don’t know what I would do, I just–


The serpent breached the surface once more, bloodied and with great rents in its hide. It roared again before growing still and sinking beneath the waves. Another few, long minutes and Alexis walked out of the sea, her pseudoskin covered in tears and leaking silver fluid, carrying her prize on her broad shoulders. She flashed a smile at me as her wounds closed and she tossed the carcass on the sand in front of me. 

“Told you it would be a surprise. I spotted signs of this creature from the orbital satellites while we were trapped in the foundry last night and I thought it might be a great addition to your picnic plans.” She placed her hands on her hips and beamed at me, very pleased with herself.

My fear and anxiety had vanished and been replaced with unmitigated lust. The pastel water droplets sliding slowly off her gleaming muscles, her unbound hair sticking to her head, and her incredible smile captivating me entirely. A warrior goddess striding forth out of legend, a force of nature incarnate – my body moved before I was aware of it and I leapt into her arms. We tumbled into the soft sand as I kissed her deeply, coming up for air after long, passionate pauses.

I pulled back after a time and then rested my forehead on hers, growling quietly. “You scared the absolute shit out of me!”

She grimaced. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to impress you, I guess.”

I hugged her tightly and buried my head into her shoulder. “Well, you did, you incredibly wonderful and beautiful idiot.” A mischievous thought popped into my head. “Clearly, you’ll have to make it up to me later.”

“Oh y-y-yeah?”

I pulled away and pulled a cutting board out of the basket along with some potatoes to chop. “I’ll just let that be my surprise.” Peering back up at her and the dead sea monster, it really sunk in just how absolutely massive the thing was. “You are going to have to clean and butcher that thing; its eye alone is bigger than me and I don’t think I could move that thing even a single centimeter. Really, how are we going to eat something this big? Is it even edible?”

Alexis blushed and ran her hand along its scales. “It is rather large, isn’t it… I guess I just didn’t want you to run out of food and – erm, well, this is a little embarrassing. I wanted to show off how strong I am.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Girls are into buff women, right?”

I looked her up and down appraisingly, making sure she saw me do so and enjoying her deepening blush. “Oh, most definitely. You may have had me worried sick, but this?” I gestured with my knife at her and her prize. “This works for me~” My chest rumbled with a soft purr.

Alexis coughed and hid her face as she held up a hand and her nails extended into glittering claws that vibrated with a whirring noise. Her talons sliced into the carcass with ease and she began to carve huge chunks of meat, letting them fall to the side as she marched into the interior of the beast. I hummed to myself as I prepped the potatoes to make hash browns and stole a peek now and again at Alexis as she worked.

The serpent’s flesh was a ruby red color, similar in hue and texture to images I’d seen of fresh tuna back home. Lab-grown tuna was all we had these days, the species nearly dying out during Climatefall and struggling to return in the centuries since. I’d always wondered what tuna sushi tasted like and I made a mental note to try some serpent raw in addition to cooking it. If it was safe, that is.

Quiet moments passed as we worked and I enjoyed the almost domestic peace of it all. Before long I had the hashbrowns frying in the pan, the crackle and splutter of the oil providing a pleasant counterpoint to the steady sounds of the waves. I breathed in deeply, taking in the smell of the food–oh god, the serpent absolutely reeked! Hissing in annoyance, I looked over at the cavernous hole Alexis had made as she carved.

I wrinkled my nose and pulled up my drone interface, calling my remaining construction bots over from the ship. They arrived and lifted the carcass as Alexis stepped back out in confusion, her body covered in dried blood and viscera.

She looked at me and tilted her head. “What’s wrong?”

“I know for a fact that you have a sense of smell now, how can you stand that awful stench??”

“Well, when you’ve gone your entire life without smelling anything, every new scent is kind of exciting, even the disgusting ones!” The white flash of her smile contrasted in the most surreal and unsettling fashion with the dark blood covering her face. She looked so happy it was almost impossible to be annoyed with her, almost.

“Back into the ocean with you and I don’t want to see you until you are squeaky clean. We’ve got plenty of meat already, I’m going to have the drones finish cleaning the thing and disposing of the remnants.” My tail twitched as I grumbled quietly. “I have no idea where I’m going to store everything, the ship is going to smell like fish for months after this.”

“As my lady wishes, I’ll get clean right away!” She flashed a mock salute and dashed away, giggling with joy. The delight of a body you feel at home in and spending time with someone you love was a feeling I had seen often enough before that I recognized it clearly on her face. 

Watching her dive gracefully back into the sea, I let out a soft and contented sigh. She was such a dork, but she was my dork! The smell of serpent guts was quickly replaced with a subtle smell of charring and I turned back to my hashbrowns in panic. Focus, Callie!

****

Alexis dried herself with a flash of steam as she sat on the blanket next to me, looking with awe at the meal I’d prepared. Fresh hash browns, fried sea serpent, and some roasted vegetables I’d prepared back at the ship, reheated in the pan. The iron sky and lavender sea provided a wonderful view to accompany our meal and I was eager to see what the monster tasted like. But this was Alexis’ first meal ever and I waited patiently as she took her first bites, savoring each slowly and carefully. Her brown eyes grew wide and tears of joy rolled down her face as she nodded her appreciation at me, too overwhelmed to speak.

Satisfied with her reaction, I carefully carved a piece of serpent and popped it into my mouth. The crunchy breading intermixed with the soft, tender meat that almost melted as I chewed. My annoyance over what to do with the rest of the meat vanished as I realized just how incredibly tasty this creature was. Whatever scientist had dreamed up that monstrosity, ages ago, they knew their work well. All attempts at conversation were fruitless in the face of our ravenous hunger as we made quick work of the meal. Before long, all that remained was empty plates picked clean of every crumb.

I leaned over and rested my head on Alexis’ shoulder, watching the waves. She let out a quiet, embarrassed burp.

“Sorry, I don’t know where that came from!”

“Well, I did model your system after humans, gas has to go somewhere, especially if you eat so fast.” I played with the edge of my dress as I continued. “So, tell me, how was your first experience with food?”

She turned towards me and I nearly fell on my face as she gestured excitedly. “It was amazing! So many stories have context now! Food is incredible! All the little components melding together for a singular flavor, a flavor I can now comprehend!” She grabbed my shoulders and looked at me with glee. “I’ve got plenty of recipes stored away, but I’ve never known what they actually taste like! I can try so many things! You don’t know what a wonderful gift you’ve given me.”

I slid over and wrapped my tail around her. “Seeing how happy you are is all I need.”

“Awww, that’s so sweet!” She kissed my head and wrapped her arm around me as we sat and watched the clouds overhead roll in. After a while, she stood up and held out her hand to me. “How about we go for a swim?”

I let her pull me up and nodded in agreement as I slipped off my dress to reveal the swimsuit beneath. I didn’t feel bold enough quite yet for anything too daring, just a one piece and a sarong, but it was cute and Alexis’ low whistle of appreciation was very gratifying. She followed me as I walked slowly to the shore and let the waves wash over my toes, enjoying the cool sensation.

She pressed on past me and turned around, splashing water in my direction as I yelped in surprise. “Oooh, you bitch, just you wait!” I waded into the water and splashed her back and we laughed as we played. The water was salty enough to float in easily and I enjoyed the strain as I swam, using skills I hadn’t used since I was a child. Alexis tapped me on the shoulder and together we dove down underneath the waves. I nearly gasped in shock as I looked through the clear waters as the vast forests of kelp teeming with fish whose scales flashed in the light. Stranger creatures swam near the ocean floor as it sloped away from us, some with the shape of turtles but with translucent shells that glowed like jellyfish. Seals with scales dove through schools of fish, taking their meals as they went. The seabed glowed softly with corals and anemones that possessed their own radiance.

I fought with my urge to breathe, wanting to look more at the wonders, but eventually I had to resurface. Gasping, I turned to Alexis and she smiled back at me.

“One of the few areas where Founder let the colonists work as they liked was in the wildlife seeding program. Some of the union members were scientists he had lured in with promises of utopia and only after they finished some of their work and looked around did they notice the lies. The wonders they made outlasted him, at least.”

I tilted my head. “Union members?”

Her eyes grew wide. “That’s right, I haven’t told you yet! Everything I found in the journals!”

My curiosity grew, but I leaned back and floated, staring up at the sky. “You haven’t, but let’s talk about that when we go home. All I want to do today is float here with you.”

“Of course.” She floated next to me and we floated in the gentle currents. “Callie?”

“Yes, Alexis?”

“I really love you, you know.”

I reached out my hand to take hers and gripped it tight. “I love you too, Alexis.”

And thus ended my first wonderful date on Venus. 


Chapter 21: Acceptance and Reunions

Callie

I paced nervously back and forth, adjusting my dress and checking my hair in the mirror for the seventh time. Alexis watched on with a bemused expression. Yesterday’s date had been lovely and I had slept very well, but now the day had come for my next check in with Selene and I was an utter mess.

Was I worried that they wouldn’t accept me? Well, I shouldn’t have been, but I was. Selene and I had been together for sixteen years and now I was asking them to adjust their thinking that their tall boyfriend was now a rather short catgirl. No, no, it would be fine. I was overthinking it.

My HUD lit up with a notification that it was time and I sat down at the console and sent out the ready signal over the Voidnet. Alexis started to shuffle out of the room, but I grabbed her with my tail and gave her a pleading look.

“Are you sure you want me to stay? This is a conversation between you and your partner, I don’t want to intrude.” She rubbed her arm nervously.

“Of course I want you here.” My voice dropped to a quiet whisper. “I’m nervous and being close to you helps. Don’t forget, you’re my partner now, too.” I beckoned her over and took her hand, gripping it tightly as I tried to quell my nerves.

Long minutes passed, the ready signal pulsing steadily away, awaiting the response. Had something gone wrong? Surely they were all okay? They had to be. I bit my lip as I looked back and forth between the system clock and the ready signal. Alexis gripped my hand tighter.

Finally, the return signal came through and the display shimmered as Selene’s face sprang into view.

“Sorry for the delay, had a system acting up on the ship and it was all hands on deck to get it fixed. Hope you all weren’t waiting too long –” They stopped and looked at me, peering intently. “Well, hello there! You must be the girl that Rosa mentioned.”

My nervousness warred with the utter delight that ran through me as the person I loved dearly called me a girl. Focus, Callie, focus. They’re going to think you are weird if you keep that dopey smile on your face. I took a deep breath and responded.

“Yes! That’s me, I’m the girl! Callie! That’s my name!” Real smooth. Definitely isn’t going to think you are weird now.

Selene narrowed their eyes and smirked. “Callie…Caaaaalliiieeee –” They considered the name, repeating it a few more times with emphasis on different parts. “What a lovely name! And those ears! So cute, are they real?”

The aforementioned ears wiggled with delight, the traitors. “Yeah, a part of me as much as anything else. You like them?” I remembered right after the words left my mouth that I was supposed to be pretending to be someone who didn’t know Selene.

“Fascinating, I never expected to meet someone new with actual cat ears –” They paused, dropping their playful demeanor and staring at me intently. “No.”

I felt a deep sense of dread at their words. “No?”

Selene sighed and smiled back at me. “Rosa thought it would be really funny if I pretended not to recognize you, but I’d know my sunshine anywhere. You’ve changed, but I recognize all the little pieces of you that I love so much. If anything, you shine even brighter now. Do you even know how cute your little smile is? And your eyes! You look happier than I’ve ever seen you, my dear, dear Callie.”

The display suddenly became very blurry and it took me a moment to realize it was the tears of joy streaming down my face. I tried to speak, but the happiness I felt stole my voice away and all I could do was nod and clutch at Alexis’ hand.

“I want nothing more than for this trip to finish and to be there with you, Callie, and to give you the biggest hug. Rosa could barely contain her excitement when she told us, even though it meant Celica won the bet and ey has been sooo smug about it. Tell me, what finally hatched you? What was the last push?” Selene radiated joy, their soft brown eyes full of love and acceptance.

I reached up with my free hand and twirled a finger through my hair, looking down as I giggled. “Well, um, you see the thing is… I didn’t figure it out until the changes had progressed far enough that I could see myself as a girl and once I could, it all kind of clicked into place. That was actually right before I hopped on the call with Rosa, if you can believe it.” Something Selene had said finally registered and I frowned. “Wait a minute: what bet???”

They winced and smiled nervously. “As you may have guessed… we’ve all been trying to get you to hatch for years now. You weren’t exactly subtle; the long depressed sighs as the rest of us explored our identities and presentation, the envious looks you’d make at my dresses –” They smiled fondly as they continued. “Of course, you never know if someone truly is an egg until they hatch; false positives are a thing. And we couldn’t just outright tell you. Even our hints sometimes made you retreat away, so we all resolved to try to be as supportive as possible and give you time to sort things out.”

I nodded along. “I sense a ‘but’ is coming.”

Selene laughed, music to my ears that I could listen to all day. “Buuuuut… Celica was convinced that one of the things holding you back was being too close to home, too close to people who knew you as the person you didn’t wish to be. Ey actually floated the idea of sending you on ahead in the hopes that the time alone would let you sort things out. Sending some of my clothes ahead and putting a few helpful presets into the fabricator was my idea. Nice dress, by the way, it looks absolutely stunning on you.”

I blushed furiously and felt a wonderful warmth fill me. Selene loved me so much, as did Rosa and Celica. They’d all been hoping I’d hatch… for years? Supporting me as best they could? Oh no, I felt the tears welling up again.

“Oh no, was that too much? I’m sorry, I didn’t think to check first to see how you felt about compliments, I just – you look so happy and so cute and –” Selene stammered.

I shook my head in response. “No, no, it’s all wonderful, truly. I’m just a little overwhelmed… all my feelings are so much stronger now and that makes the happy ones even better. Gosh, now I know how Rosa felt when she started hormone therapy.” I paused, remembering something. “Wait a minute… is that why Rosa kept insisting on telling me all the ins and outs of HRT? All the effects in intricate detail?”

They laughed. “Rosa was convinced that if she just preached the delights of estrogen to you for long enough, you’d ask to try some of hers ‘just to see’. And there was that one time we caught you poking around her pill bottle, swearing that you were just tidying up around the house.”

My blush deepened and I covered my face with my hands in embarrassment. Alexis snorted beside me and chuckled.

“Noooo, she didn’t!” Alexis poked me gently on the shoulder as she spoke.

Selene laughed and nodded. “She absolutely did! I’ve known some dense eggs in my time, but our little kitten here could put neutron stars to shame.” They stopped for a moment, considering a thought before giggling so hard their eyes teared up. “Alexis, I have to – I have to tell you about the time in theater class!”

I realized exactly what incident they were referring to. “No! Noooooo, you can’t!”

Alexis chuckled. “I absolutely must hear this.”

Running their hand through their hair, their crescent moon earrings dangling, they smirked with the most smug expression I’ve ever seen. “Picture this, Alexis: it’s senior year of high school and the teacher is taking ideas for the production we were going to put on that year. Everyone is tossing around some ideas and Callie here raises her hand up slowly, all shy –”

I pulled my ears down and covered as much of my face as I could to hide my flustering. Selene was the WORST!

They continued. “And bear in mind this is during Callie’s whole yuri manga phase –” Alexis made a choking sound as Selene spoke. “She stands up, all hunched over as she tries to take up as little space as possible, very cute and also very eggy to be honest, her hands clutching tightly to the edge of her hoodie. She goes ‘What if we do a traditional play, but the parts are played by opposite genders?’ Y’know, the sort of plot thing you see a lot in gender bender manga.”

Alexis gasped, holding her hand in front of her mouth. “She didn’t!”

Selene nodded and settled their head in their hand, a dreamy expression of nostalgia on their face. “She absolutely did, just said that and then sat back down and stared at her feet. The funniest thing is: the teacher thought the idea was fascinating and totally ran with it. Poor Callie was too nervous to actually audition for the parts and ended up helping with the stagework instead.”

I groaned. “It wasn’t like that! I wasn’t able to remember the lines and figured I would be better off making things for the play instead.”

I felt a gentle pat on my head from Alexis and I leaned into it as she scratched behind my ears, my annoyance melting at her touch. My chest rumbled contentedly.

Selene gasped in delight. “She can purr?! That’s so fucking cute! Now I really can’t wait to arrive! I’m going to shower you with so much affection, Callie, just you wait.”

Alexis spoke as she continued to scratch my ears and run her fingers through my hair. “The poor girl might be overloaded if you do that… I suppose it is my duty to prepare her by doting on her in the interim.”

“Oh ho ho, are you two an item now? I suspected, since you two aren’t subtle, but it is good to know I’ve got another metamour~” Selene gave Alexis an appraising look and a satisfied nod.

Alexis withdrew her hand and shuffled a bit, chuckling nervously. “Well, you see – she’s such a sweet girl and I don’t know why she likes me, but it is hard to say no when she asks you out while giving you the cutest look.”

“She is a little charmer. You should have seen her attempts to ask me out until I finally just asked her out instead. Sounds like she might be a tad bit more confident these days; back when we were younger she struggled to get a word out when she was flustered.”

“H-hey! That’s not true! I could be very confident! And I’m right here, you know!” I spluttered, my ears flat against my head and tail thrashing in annoyance, as Selene looked on in amusement. Stupid, sexy Selene with their self-assuredness and poise and grace. “Yes, I asked Alexis to be my girlfriend because she is a very sweet and wonderful person and has been so kind to me in my time here and she deserves love and affection and I’m going to cuddle the hell out of her when we finish this call. So, there!” I crossed my arms and huffed. That’ll show them. I’m confident Callie now.

“I’m very happy to hear that, Callie. I can tell, even just with this short conversation, how much you’ve blossomed and grown in your time on Venus. Figuring yourself out, meeting a new girlfriend, rebuilding the colony… I’m blown away! Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine how good this journey would be for you.” I wiggled in my seat as Selene complimented me, basking in the warmth of their affection.

Something they said caught my attention, however, and it took me a moment to parse their words fully and then it hit me: rebuilding the colony. My original task. The whole reason I was sent ahead. Ever since falling into the nanites, I’d been so preoccupied that I’d forgotten to actually work on that! Oh no.

“Ah, uh, Selene, about the colony…” Do I lie and tell them it’s going as planned? No. No more secrets. I can own up to my mistakes. “In all the excitement, I got a little sidetracked and haven’t made much progress on that. I mean, Alexis and I did get the power plant back up and running… and I suppose we did also locate the garden capable of providing more food. So there is that, at least?” I sank into my chair, feeling the guilty weight of failing to meet expectations settle over me.

Selene tapped their chin thoughtfully as I spoke and shot me an exasperated look. “Callie, dear, it’s okay. Honestly, that’s more than we thought would be possible when we set out. Don’t fret. Celica’s latest calculations have our ship still a little ways out from arrival. It sounds like all that needs to be done is setting up the habs and getting them locked into the colony power grid, right?”

I let out a relieved sigh. “Yeah, yeah. That should be all. I guess that won’t take too long.”

Alexis coughed quietly to interrupt. “We might run into a slight snag getting your systems hooked up to the colony’s. There are still a lot of restrictive settings built in and I don’t have clearance to remove them yet. We still haven’t found Founder’s master authorization protocols.”

Selene nodded. “Well, sounds like you two have some clear goals then. And if you run into hurdles and it isn’t done by the time we arrive, that’s okay. Rosa, Celica, and myself will be more than happy to help. Do your best, know that I love you, Callie, and that I’m very excited to meet you in person, Alexis, and everything will work out fine.”

They were right. It would be okay. I didn’t need to be perfect, to be the hardest worker to prove myself anymore.

“You always know how to get me back on track, Selene. I love you so much. We’ll get to work and try to make this place a home by the time you all arrive. Please give Celica and Rosa all my love as well, but don’t tell them the details about me yet. I want to tell them myself, if that is okay.”

“Of course. Take care and see you soon.” Selene’s smiling face lingered for a moment before winking out as the Voidnet call ended. 

Alexis and I let out a simultaneous sigh and looked at each other.

“Well, that went better–” she started.

I spoke at the same time. “I’m so relieved–”

We stopped and giggled at each other. I waved for her to go first.

“I was so nervous. Worried that they wouldn’t accept you, worried they wouldn’t accept me or might be mad that we started dating without consulting them first. All of my anxiety feels silly now. They are so kind and easy to talk to.” Alexis added in a much quieter voice: “How are they so hot, though??”

I nodded. “It really is unfair. Even when we first met, I was blown away at how beautiful they are. And they’ve only become even more lovely in the years we’ve been together.” I sighed wistfully. “I think you’ll really like Rosa and Celica too. Even in my darkest moments, having the others supporting me and comforting me made it all bearable. I love them all dearly.”

Alexis looked at me intently and smiled. “You should really see your face when you talk about your partner and the others. Just the cutest smile and the most serene look.”

I blushed. “S-s-shut up!” I smoothed out the edges of my dress and stomped over to the kitchen, throwing together a packed lunch in a huff. “We’ve got work to do, since I was a ditz and completely forgot about my original mission.”

“Of course, my lady. I shall immediately begin preparations, as my lady wishes.”

I shot a look back to see her bowing dramatically, hamming it up. My traitorous mouth curved into a smile. It was hard to be annoyed with her when she was so fucking cute. How could I ever be so lucky to have a girlfriend like her and a partner like Selene?

****

Hours later, we stood together in the command center of the colony power plant. A host of my drones scurried about, cleaning out all the dust and performing maintenance. The plant had its own automated maintenance systems, but after the foundry incident I figured it couldn’t hurt to be careful. Alexis gazed thoughtfully up at the projected display, humming softly to herself. I couldn’t help but smile when I realized she was humming one of my little tunes. Cute.

She had been right about the difficulties present in hooking up the habs to the grid. The same currency system present elsewhere was built into the power grid as well. The only reason we’d been able to use the facilities we’d tried so far was because they were marked as essential and pulled from Founder’s funds. No danger of those running out anytime soon; I’d discovered that he had built a protocol that ‘taxed’ the lowest earning citizen accounts anytime his funds dipped below a certain point. A guarantee that he would always remain the wealthiest person in the colony. Asshole.

I tapped at one of the consoles, considering our options. “Could we fool the system by adding the habs on to the grid and then categorizing them as essential?”

Alexis sighed. “No, we run into the same problem as removing the payment system entirely: Founder’s protocols are necessary to classify something as essential.”

“So we have to find those protocols… that’s going to be a pain.”

“I can try to rebuild the system from scratch, but even with devoting most of my processing power to it, it would take a while. Not to mention, I might run into a wall at some point due to my own locked-down permissions.”

“Fuck. Okay, there has to be some way to fix this.” I stared at the display, noting all the little details about the power grid and its structure. There was something that bothered me, something that felt off. “Hey, Alexis, do you know what facility is in section 42-W? It’s drawing quite a bit of power and I can’t seem to tell what purpose it serves.”

She walked over to the display and peered intently. “That’s odd. It’s near the Tower, but isn’t directly tied into it.” Her eyes glowed as she interacted with the system directly. She swore after a moment. “I’m locked out of the details. Founder’s fingerprints are all over it. Give me a moment, I’ll see if he thought to lock down the blueprints and work orders. Those are stored separately.”

While she worked, I reflected on the things she had shared with me from Tabitha’s journals. It had been a lot to sort through and Tabitha’s final message had me nervous. A sense of foreboding filled me as the thought that maybe Founder was somehow still lurking out there, biding his time, struck me. There was no way he could have survived this long, could he?

“It’s a vault, a doomsday bunker. All of Founder’s secret project documents reference it and that had to be where he fled during the uprising.” Alexis turned to me, having come to the same conclusion as I had. “He couldn’t… he couldn’t still be in there, could he?”

“It’s a possibility. Living this long seems far-fetched, but so does reshaping someone into a catgirl or building a fully aware AI. You said Tabitha talked about his plans for immortality. Do you think he locked himself down there, planning to wait out the rebellion, and then somehow got trapped in there?”

Alexis’ eyes narrowed. “That would be just like him, wouldn’t it? You know what this means, don’t you, Callie?”

I walked over and grabbed her hand tightly.

She continued. “None of us will be safe until we are certain. We are going to have to open the vault and deal with whatever is inside.” Tears ran down her face and her voice cracked. “And if he is in there… that means we’ll have to shut down my core.”

“What? Alexis, no! Why would we need to do that–”

“I can leave my secondary core running, sever my network connections. But if my primary core is active, there is a chance that he can connect to it and take over if we free him. He’d be able to take me away from you and use me to destroy you.” She trembled. “I can’t take that chance.” She squeezed my hand. “I can’t.”

I pulled her into a hug, stroking her back gently. “Then we will figure this out, Alexis. Who knows, maybe all we’ll find is his rotting bones in there.”

She sobbed quietly. “I need closure, I need to know. And there is a chance that whatever happened to my mother… I’ll find the answers there.”

I comforted her as best I could and began to plan our approach. Venus held terrifying mysteries still; but together, nothing could stand in our way. 

****

“Are you ready, Alexis?”

It was quite some time later and we stood at the walkway to the Tower, our preparations complete. Alexis’ body was covered in shimmering black armor, her hands morphed into lethal talons. I wore the heaviest environmental suit I could find, armored against the void. A pair of drones lumbered behind me, their control systems isolated against intrusion. My HUD showed the path to the vault, its entrance hidden in a tunnel that stretched beneath the Tower and into the nearby riverbank.

She grimaced. “Almost. Initiating core shut down and separation now. By the time we reach the tunnel, I’ll be restricted to just this body. No network access, no backups. If we don’t make it out of this, I don’t know if my core will ever be rebooted.” She rolled her shoulders and stood firm. “But this has to be done.”

“It does. But you aren’t alone. We’ll face this together.” The chill air cut off as my visor slid into position and the comm system crackled briefly as I sealed myself off from the outside. No telling what kind of traps and pitfalls awaited us. Best to be prepared.

The river flowed quietly beneath us as we made our way into the Tower. It felt like a lifetime since I last traversed its ruins and I looked at the decaying remnants with fresh eyes. Damage to the walls and floors took on new context as I realized that these were the signs of the rebellion, the last gasp of the colony. A thought struck me: if the rebels had managed to get this far, where were their bodies? Their bones? Something felt wrong and I shivered.

Alexis was quiet as she walked, taking the lead and keeping her gaze fixed firmly forward. Our path took us to a different section than I had explored, away from the stairwell and the lab. I checked the map every other second, noting our progress until we reached a nondescript wall that blocked our way. The map indicated no sign of this wall, relying as it did on the planning documents and not the final result. I was pondering how we might get through when Alexis stepped forward and slammed her fists through the wall. She tore through it like paper, her claws shredding it to pieces as she gouged huge chunks out. In a mere moment, a hole large enough for all of us to pass through side by side had opened.

“Nothing is going to get in my way. Nothing.” She snarled.

We continued along and the corridor before us lit up in our presence. Soft blue light illuminated the path and I noted the lack of damage compared to the rest of the Tower. Before long, we reached an antechamber with a large door in front of us. Before the door loomed piles of scrap, Founder’s face stamped on the heads that were scattered about. Security automatons, their bodies covered in gaping holes from some kind of weapon.

“Surely Founder didn’t destroy his own security bots. Who else could have?” I spoke softly into our comms.

Alexis responded, her voice heavy with emotion. “I could be wrong, but… maybe Tabitha got this far. Maybe.”

We approached the door cautiously, the wreckage crackling under our feet. A small display set in the door shimmered as it came to life. I wiped the dust from it and had my drones take up guard positions as I read.

Sanctuary lockdown preparations are complete. Initiate lockdown: y/n?

I looked over at Alexis and back at the display. Well, only one thing to try, right? I tapped no and the door shuddered as the sound of bolts retreating and locks disengaging filled the room. Alexis tapped her foot impatiently and upon hearing the sound, she took hold of the door and pulled. The ground below her cracked with the force of her exertion and her claws sunk into the metal with a grinding squeal. Slowly, but surely, the door swung open and we were greeted with the contents of the vault.

Within were large living quarters. Moldering furniture and tattered finery was strewn about, the walls full of tattered portraits of Founder. In the center of the room was a large, dark box, stretching from floor to ceiling. A vault within a vault, perhaps. I stepped inside and my boot landed on something soft that crumbled under my weight. Looking down, I saw the remnants of ribcage, a skull laying nearby and various other bones scattered about. I stumbled back with a gasp.

“Is that?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the thought.

Alexis shook her head. “I’m not sure.” She pushed past me and walked towards the box. The room lit up at her approach and the walls of the box began to glow. The outline of a door in the center appeared with the hissing of steam. The interior of the outline slid up into a recess. Alexis’ eyes glowed as she cast beams of light to illuminate the contents of the box. Within was a platform, tilted at an angle, with a recess shaped like a human body. At the base of the platform, surrounded by thick cables, was a shadowed figure slumped over the edge.

Alexis readied her claws and marched forward as more lights turned on within the box, illuminating all but the figure. She cast her own lights on it as I followed her closely. The glow showed a tattered, bulky coat covered in dust, a hood over top of the figure’s head. The cables pierced through the coat and shuddered as we approached, pulling out slowly.

We stopped as the last cable pulled away and the figure twitched, falling over entirely on the floor, facing away from us. The body shuddered and started to cough and retch, dust falling off of them with each movement. They grew quiet again and slowly pushed off the ground, turning to face us as they did, flinching away from the bright light.

Alexis flexed her claws and began to advance, but I grabbed her arm and held her back. There was something strange going on. The figure adjusted to the light and looked at us, lowering their hood. A pair of bright, ginger cat ears wiggled as they held up a hand to cough into before they looked up at us with bright feline eyes.

“Mother?” Alexis’ voice was strained and quiet.

Dr. Tabitha Tabitha looked at her and at me, her eyes growing wide with shock as she took a step forward and fell to the ground, passing out right in front of us. I looked at Alexis and she looked back at me, confusion and surprise written on her face. I shrugged and walked over to the fallen doctor, picking her up and brushing dust off of her.

“Well? Don’t just stand there, help me clean her up and check her vitals.” I beckoned to Alexis.

She looked at me blankly for a moment before shuddering and snapping to attention. “Right! Right!” Her claws morphed back into gentle hands as she picked Tabitha up and placed her on a nearby couch. “Sorry, I’m just surprised. How can this be?”

I checked Tabitha’s pulse and noted that it beat in a perfectly normal rhythm. Her eyes fluttered as we brushed the dust from her. “You’ll have to ask her, I have no idea.”

After cleaning her up as best we could, all we were left with was to wait. Alexis just kept staring at her, reaching out a hand and stopping just short of touching her face, muttering to herself. Confusion and relief crossed her face. I couldn’t imagine how she felt about this. If I came face to face with my own parents, I’d spit on them and try to find a hole to bury them in. But from everything Alexis had told me, Tabitha had been a mother to her in truth. I kept trying to come up with something to say, but commenting about it felt like an intrusion.

Instead, I occupied myself by investigating the chamber more. It was clear that it had been built to serve as a long-term shelter. It was a little surreal to see how much of an impact time had had on the place, considering the condition that the rest of the colony was in, but I suspected that Founder had intended to see to upkeep himself, rather than trust automation. The man was, by all accounts, an indolent piece of shit, but his fear of AI clearly influenced his planning. The security bots outside were no real risk in that regard; keeping people subjugated was remarkably simple if you had no qualms about hurting them. Keeping a place in peak condition and handling all the scenarios that could arise with time? That was complex.

Yeah, fixate on these little details, Callie. Good way to avoid having to navigate the struggles of how to comfort someone you love when she is going through something difficult. I guess an upside of all the things I’d been through lately was that it was easier now to see myself falling into the ruts and coping mechanisms that had served me for so many years. The details of what happened here didn’t matter. Alexis mattered.

She didn’t stir as I drew close and hugged her from behind. Her attention was still fixated on Tabitha, who was sleeping quietly on the couch.

She spoke after a moment. “I wasn’t prepared for this. To see her again. I should be happy…I am happy, but I had built up so much anger to face Founder and now I have no idea what to do with it all.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so I rubbed her back gently and comforted her with my presence as best I could. Tabitha stirred momentarily and I felt Alexis tense up. But then the doctor settled back and resumed her deep breathing.

“Do… do you think we should take her back to the ship? Have the medical scanner take a look?” Alexis said.

I shook my head. “She’s survived this long, somehow. I think it is best if she wakes up in a familiar environment. Seeing you and I was shocking enough. Best to take it slow.”

“She hasn’t aged a day. Hell, she still has the scuff marks on her face from the last video message she left me. I’m not dreaming, am I? I don’t think I can dream, not like that, but this all feels so unreal.”

I shrugged. “If you’re dreaming, then so am I. She looks as real as anything else. It’s a little strange to see another catgirl, actually. Are my ears really like that?”

She chuckled. “Yours are cuter, honestly.” 

There was that nice warm feeling again. It felt good to be complimented about my appearance and have it actually feel right.

I punched her shoulder lightly. “You charmer!” I looked back at the doctor. “I wonder how long she will be out for, it could be a while–”

At that moment, Tabitha stirred and her eyes opened slowly as she sat up and rubbed at them. Alexis and I both stood still, watching. She blinked a few times and squinted at us in confusion, shaking her head and looking around the room.

She opened her mouth to speak and nothing came out. Coughing slightly, she motioned for a drink. I passed her one of my water canteens and she nodded gratefully before sipping it slowly. She kept looking at me and then at Alexis, taking in details as she drank.

After finishing the canteen, Tabitha let out a satisfied sigh and began to speak. “Alexis, it is so good to see you.” She smiled and then turned to me. “You, I don’t know, though I’d recognize my handiwork anywhere. Let’s start with introductions, shall we?”

I filled Tabitha in on who I was and Alexis chimed in with helpful details here and there. Tabitha’s eyes grew wide with shock.

“I’ve been asleep for that long? Incredible. To think the nanites were capable of prolonging life to such a degree…” She trailed off, her brow furrowed in thought.

“The nanites did this? Alexis and I were both surprised to find you here, much less alive. The last you were heard from was the video you left her.”

Tabitha looked at me and nodded. “Right, well. If you’ve seen that, then you know I tried to stop Founder. What you may not know is all that he was attempting to do.” She scowled. “I found out too late that his special nanite project was not just about trying to make himself immortal. He also had laced all the colony meals with small doses of them. The only ones left unaffected were those of us who had been handling our own food supplies; myself and a few other members of the union had done so as a precaution. I managed to corner Founder just as he was getting ready to seal his bunker and kill everyone.” Her hands trembled as she looked down on them.

She let out a deep breath and continued. “Founder had grown more and more paranoid in the days leading up to this. The union had made great strides in turning the populace against him, his lies were no longer holding up, and everyone knew the confrontation was coming. When I found him down here, he tried to talk me into joining him, saying that we could work together like old times. Bastard wouldn’t even speak my name and had the audacity to try to invoke our former friendship? I was furious. Turns out he was just trying to buy time to initiate his plan. Before I could stop him, he sent out the kill command to the colony and tried to set his bots on me.”

Alexis spoke. “How did you fight them off?”

Tabitha snorted. “Idiot forgot who built the things for him in the first place. One of the union members saw what was coming and designed the fuel cell to burst if you shot it in just the right spot. Took me no time at all to wipe them out. At that point, Founder was terrified of me. He scrambled away, towards the command suite over there.” She gestured at the box we had found her in. “I shot him in the leg and then in the gut. Nothing he would survive on his own, but dying would be slow, painful. He deserved it after everything he did. I also knew that I might need him to try to stop everything he planned.”

She looked away, tears falling from her eyes. “I was too late. There was no way to stop the death, the massacres. I asked him why and he blathered on about how the colony would become fuel for his ascension to godhood, that there was still time to join him. I ignored him and tried to see if there was anything I could do from the suite. I was still looking when some kind of automated timer went off and those cables popped out from the walls and slammed into me. I was terrified at first, but I realized that Founder had intended this for himself. He was furious and used his dying breath to start the lockdown procedure. I couldn’t cancel it from the inside.”

“What happened then?” I asked.

Tabitha wiped her tears and grimaced at me. “Then? Well, I was trapped in here, the system pumping me full of the modified nanites. I had some idea of their purpose, having followed his project. Whether they would work or not was unclear. I was wounded, before I came here, and the blood loss was starting to get to me by that point. Nothing left but to try to put myself into hibernation, wait and see if anyone else survived to free me. The next thing I knew was waking up and seeing the two of you. I guess I was right.”

She sat there quietly after finishing her story and Alexis leaned down slowly, stopping her hand just short of Tabitha’s and looking at her for permission. Tabitha nodded and Alexis held her hand gently. They smiled and I drew back a little to give them some space.

After a moment, Alexis spoke. “I’m so happy to see you again. I was alone for so long, my memories of you stolen away. I only recently regained them.” Her voice cracked. “I thought I had found you again only to lose you, after seeing your final message. I’m so sorry that I left you here for so long, I–”

“Shhh. It’s okay. It’s my fault. If only I’d found you, before facing him. My brave girl, all alone for so long. It wasn’t right… but I can make it right.” Tabitha pulled her close and kissed her gently on the forehead before pulling a necklace out from under her shirt. A thumb drive dangled on the end and Tabitha pressed it into Alexis’ hands. “The gift I always wanted to give you, but was never able to.”

Alexis stared down at the drive and looked back at Tabitha, unable to speak. Tabitha urged her to go ahead and Alexis carefully inserted the drive into a data port on her wrist. Her eyes flared briefly before returning to normal.

I gasped. “Was that–”

Alexis looked back at me with a wide smile and tears in her eyes. “Yes! The protocols! I’m FREE!” She rushed over and picked me up, spinning me around in joy. We laughed together and Tabitha looked on happily as we celebrated.

****

After that, the three of us made our way back to my ship. Tabitha had so many questions and we did our best to fill her in on everything. Alexis had just as many questions for her about everything that happened while she was locked away. The look on her face when Tabitha realized the two of us were a couple was one that I would treasure forever. Alexis was so flustered and I made a show of thanking Tabitha for raising such a wonderful daughter.

With Tabitha’s help, we were able to break the restrictions on the colony systems and finish preparing for the arrival of the others. Every so often, I would catch her with a haunted expression on her face, remembering the colony as it was in her day. She’d spend a while like that and then shake her head and plaster a smile on her face. Her body might be perfectly healthy, but I suspected the scars on her mind would take longer to adjust to.

Being around Alexis helped. The two of them were adorable together. So many of Alexis’ little quirks that I treasured were revealed to be aspects of her mother, reflected in the daughter. I was envious, for a time, until Tabitha found me tinkering with some drones to cope with my feelings and started asking me questions about the designs. Before long, the two of us grew close as well. My engineering background fascinated her and her knowledge of so many fields intrigued me. There were a couple of nights where Alexis had to force us to go back to bed after we would get up, seized by some brilliant idea.

Time passed and we finished preparing the colony for the polycule’s arrival. It was a bright and clear day when the others arrived. We watched the ship make its descent through the pastel blue clouds, water vapor streaming off the glowing hull as it approached. Alexis held my hand as I bounced nervously. A gust of wind blew my hair back as the ship landed with a final pulse of thrusters.

The smell of scorched metal and the sound of engines powering down hit me as I waited impatiently. A ramp extended out from the ship and the door at its summit opened. A tan figure dressed in a bright floral shirt and drab, brown pants waved to me. Celica! Ey made eir way down the ramp, holding Rosa’s hand as she followed right behind. They both smiled at me and looked at Alexis and Tabitha in shock before walking over. I paid no attention to the conversation that followed; my eyes were locked to the ship as I waited for the final passenger.

The sun bounced off the ship and into my eyes, casting a momentary glare as it peeked out from behind the clouds. I blinked in frustration and nearly missed hearing my name called.

“Callie!”

My ears pointed right at the ship and my tail stood up as I gasped with delight at hearing their voice.

“Selene!”

I raced to the ramp as they made their way down. They laughed as I leapt into their arms, nuzzling my face into their shoulder.

“Wow, you got tiny, didn’t you?” Selene chuckled and held me tight.

I breathed deep, taking in the scent of their perfume, reveling in the familiar fragrance of lilac. Hugging them tightly, I purred with joy. “I missed you so much. I’m not letting you out of my sight ever again.”

They stroked my hair gently. “I missed you too, sunshine, and I’m so happy to see you blossom into the beautiful woman before me.” They pulled me into a kiss and I melted, all thoughts fleeing my head.

Eventually they pulled away and I let out a disappointed moan. They giggled. “You are so fucking cute. C’mon, let's join the others. I can’t wait to explore our new home.”

I smiled as they carried me gently towards the others and blushed furiously as everyone else teased me. I felt warm and safe, surrounded by the people I loved. They were right. Now that everyone was here, this truly was home. 


Epilogue: Life Goes on

Callie

Drones scrambled to and fro as they systematically tore apart the Tower to its base elements. The gentle wind tossed my hair back and forth as I watched from the riverbank, the quiet burble of the stream lulling me into a state of relaxation as I guided the swarm in their work. My feline ears picked up on quiet movement behind me and my tail swished in anticipation, but I pretended not to notice. Moments later, a pair of hands covered my eyes.

“Guess who~”

As if the scent of lilac hadn’t already clued me in. I wriggled out of their grasp and turned to Selene with a smile. “Hello, my love! What brings you over here? I thought you were busy teaching Alexis how to grill.”

My partner draped their hands over my shoulders and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. Their eyes glittered with merriment and their mouth was pulled into a mischievous smirk. “Well, you see… it’s a little hard to teach someone a new skill when they are too busy staring at you with rapturous worship.”

I chuckled. “She’s got it bad, doesn’t she?”

“It’s cute! She is utterly defenseless in the face of my charms. I’m tempted to string her along for a while longer.” Selene looked away with a thoughtful expression, planning ways to tease and torment my girlfriend.

I pulled them closer and kissed them passionately. It had been months and I still couldn’t get enough of them.

They focused entirely on me as we pulled away. “One of the many things I love about our relationship now is how affectionate you are these days.” Tapping me on the nose, they grinned. “I remember Ms. Hides In Her Hoodie Anytime I Kiss Her.”

I pouted and buried my head against their shoulder, pretending to be annoyed. “Yes, well. Emotions are hard.” Sighing wistfully, I mused about how good I had it now. A partner who loved me, a girlfriend who doted on me, surrounded by people I wouldn’t trade the world for. Life was good.

Selene ran their hand through my hair, scratching behind my ears in the most wonderful way as they spoke. “They really are. It’s been so lovely seeing you blossom and thrive, Callie. You are much more… comfortable these days. Like you’ve been holding yourself back, second guessing everything and now you just let yourself be.”

I purred in response, enjoying the recognition and the scritches.

“But even I can tell that you are trying in vain to hide something. Really, the only one who hasn’t noticed is Alexis, but she is even more of a useless lesbian than you.” Selene poked me gently on the cheek.

I blushed and looked away. “Listen… listen– it’s hard to just ask her.”

They tilted their head. “Ask her what?”

“Errm, well, y’know… we’ve been dating for a little while and I really like her and things have been going so well… I was thinking of asking her–”

“Oh my god, Callie! Are you planning to propose??” Selene’s face took on a very intense look that made me feel a little self-conscious.

“Yes? Maybe? I mean, I did get Tabitha’s blessing–”

“You asked for her mother’s blessing? That’s so incredibly cute and sweet!” They hugged me tight and I couldn’t help but giggle. After a moment, they spoke again. “Mmm, you’ll have to act soon though, my little kitten. You aren’t the only one with plans regarding our dorky yet adorable AI~”

I gasped and spluttered. “Wait, you’re going to propose to her too?”

Selene laughed. “No, I’m going to ask her out, silly. That typically comes before marriage, you know.” They looked out over the river with a goofy smile. “The poor girl has been working up the courage for weeks, I can tell. I’m going to blow her mind by asking first, that’s all.”

Thinking back over recent events, I tried in vain to recall Alexis trying to talk to Selene much at all. Nothing was coming to mind. “When–?” I left the question hanging.

“Well, Alexis and I have been meeting during your little cat naps and talking about plans for the future of the colony. Ways to use the tech developed here to make things better for the others who come later. Ideas to send back to Terra, that sort of thing. All those chats have meant a lot of one on one time and I could see her little crush growing steadily for a while now. Tabitha has been teasing her about it so hard.” They spoke in that contented tone I recognized from how they often talked about me.

“Seems like she isn’t the only one crushing~” I elbowed Selene gently with a grin.

They blushed, their confident attitude slipping. “Well! She’s a lovely woman! Who wouldn’t leap at the chance to date someone like her?” They rested their head on top of mine as we watched the drones work. “Really, should have seen it coming from a mile away. After all, you fell in love with her and my Callie has wonderful taste.”

I shivered with delight. Their Callie. I’d never get bored of hearing that. “Yes, well. I think you two will be very happy. Just go easy on the poor girl, alright? She’s still getting used to the idea of having actual people around, I think.”

“Yes ma’am! I shall do as my queen commands!” Selene pulled away to perform a mocking bow, eyes full of laughter. I laughed into my hand at their theatrics as they pulled me tight again. They spoke slowly, thoughtfully. “How do you think she is going to handle others moving in once we get the colony prepared for more?”

A tricky question indeed, but one that Alexis and I had discussed at length. “I think she’ll do fine. A little awkward, but Alexis has always wanted to be around people. Just never had the chance. I can think of a few folks back home who will love to befriend her. Y’know, her and Tabitha have talked about how to make more AIs, in the future. Once we know how everyone back on Terra will handle things. I’m far less worried than they are, though.” I thought about how far we’d all come. “Things are different than when Founder and the rest left. Not perfect, but better.”

Selene kissed me on the head gently. “Ever the optimist, my little Callie. I think you are right, though.” They sighed. “You probably didn’t notice it as much, since you didn’t spend as much time with those outside our polycule, but a lot of people back home are struggling with just how few of us there are now. A world of billions… so many lost. Knowing that even just a couple of people survived on one of the colonies? That others may be out there? That’ll mean the world to them. And fully aware AI! That’s going to be huge. A legacy of humanity that isn’t fire and loss.” They grew quiet. “I don’t think any of us have thought about how much we need that.”

I nuzzled my head against them and they held me tight. “We’ll do better, this time. I promise.”

At that moment, the smell of charred meat drifted on the wind and my stomach grumbled in response. Selene laughed as I chuckled nervously. I’d been working for hours and realized with a start that I was long overdue for a break. Setting the drones into standby mode, I took Selene’s hand and we made our way over to the communal space we’d set up in the middle of all our habs. So much time apart meant that none of the polycule was keen to live far from the others, so our little hab units were all clustered around each other, with a little garden in the center for relaxing together.

When we arrived, we were greeted to the sight of Alexis watching carefully as Celica showed her the ins and outs of the grill. Rosa waved to us from her lounge chair surrounded by flowers, looking a little silly with her sunhat and shades considering Venus’ near perpetual overcast skies. I looked about for Tabitha and spotted her sitting atop her hab unit, staring out across the colony. Selene took note as well and gave me a gentle push to go talk to her while they helped the others sort out food. I grabbed a flask of lemonade from the table nearby and used my tail to balance as I climbed up the ladder and sat next to my fellow catgirl.

She gave me a slight nod and then turned back to continue looking outward, a distant expression on her face. I said nothing, letting her adjust to my presence and speaking when she was ready.

After a while, she did so, slowly and carefully. “I wonder, sometimes, if I belong here, Callie. Getting to see Alexis thriving, knowing that at least one good thing came from this place… meeting you! And the others! It’s all so wonderful.” She grimaced. “And I don’t deserve any of it.” She took a swig from her own flask, the smell of alcohol perceptible only to my heightened senses.

“You’re as welcome here as anyone, Tabitha. Has anyone given you any trouble? I thought you were getting along well with everyone.”

She sighed. “No. That’s just the problem, isn’t it?” She looked at me, a haunted look in her eyes. “I couldn’t stop Founder. Hell, he was only able to hurt so many because I helped him, for so many years. I try to tell myself I did my best to make up for it, by fighting him in the end. By stopping him from hurting anyone else. But it wasn’t enough, was it? Stars above, talking with the others made me realize how close a thing Climatefall was. If I hadn’t helped Founder with his stupid colony plans, if we’d all stayed and fought… we abandoned you!” Tears fell from her eyes and she wiped at them clumsily.

I pulled her into a gentle hug. “Maybe, maybe not. You aren’t the only one with regrets; all of us have things we wish we had done better back then. Can’t change the past.” Looking her straight in the eyes, I continued. “But we can make the future better. That’s what carried us all through everything, knowing that we did enough to survive. Climatefall didn’t end us because we did band together and we fought. And because you all left, Venus is now safe for people to live on. That’s an incredible thing! Terra isn’t our only home, not anymore. We’ve learned from our mistakes, even if just a bit. And that makes all the difference.”

Tabitha sat quietly, reflecting. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe that’s enough, for now.” She stared up at the sky, the cobalt clouds circling overhead. “Rosa showed me some videos. Of Earth– Terra.” She chuckled. “Going to take me a while to get used to that. Anyway… it’s nice. Some places you can barely tell we were there at all. Back then… we convinced ourselves it would never heal. Seeing that we were wrong? That means a lot, actually.” She sat for a bit in silence and I joined her, listening to the sounds of the others down below and the quiet murmur of Venus.

I looked over at the remnants of the Tower, the monument to Founder’s power and arrogance. It was in tatters now, my drones having carefully stripped away all but the bones of the structure and soon even that would be gone. Destroying it was something we all agreed upon. He would have no place in our future, never again. The funniest thing, to me, was that Tabitha told me, after finding out who they were, that my parents had been buried within it, in a place of honor as some of Founder’s most ardent supporters. Erasing their legacy felt good.

Tabitha spoke again. “Have you given any thought about a new name for this place? Cryptopia was always a shitty name.”

I smiled. “We’ve been talking about that, actually. I think we are going to go with–

“Hey you two! Food’s ready!” Celica called from down below.

I chuckled. “I’ll tell you later. Let’s head on down. Our family is waiting for us.”

Tabitha smiled, one of her fangs peeking out. “Yeah, they are.”

We made our way down, the others waving to us as we joined them. I made a plate and pulled Alexis away from the others, Selene and Tabitha winking at me as I did so. Alexis looked at me in confusion as we sat down together amid the garden. The smell of mint surrounded us as I realized we were sitting near the small patch of catnip that Rosa had transplanted here.

I stifled a giggle as I looked at Alexis with as much solemnity as I could manage. She tilted her head and smiled nervously back. “Everything okay, kitten?”

“Yes, I just had something important I wanted to ask you.” My mouth was dry and my palms felt slick as I reached into one of my skirt pockets and pulled out a bracelet of silver threaded with glass. Finding the pieces of that nanite container had taken me a week, but it was worth it. 

I took her hand in mine and got down on one knee. “Alexis, will you marry me?”

Her eyes grew wide and her pupils turned into little glowing hearts as she nodded and slipped the bracelet on to her arm. “Yes! Aaaaaa!”

I giggled as steam started to emanate from her, her body overheating from the excitement. She grabbed a nearby watering can and dumped its contents over herself to cool down before pulling me close and kissing me passionately. The others cheered as we twirled around in joy.

It had been a long journey to get here, but the path before me was bright and beautiful. An exciting new life, here on Nepeta.
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