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CONTENT WARNING:

The following story contains some violence and use of words deemed to be a slur in the 20th and 21st centuries.

As this story is in the future (26th century), it is assumed that “hermaphrodite” and “herm” have been re-appropriated back to their technical definitions of “being fully male and female at the same time”.

Please keep that in mind as no ill will is intended.


Prelude

Thursday. Five o’clock hit. A six-armed cougar logged off from work, tired. Back to back meetings all day had drained hir, with only a small break to grab lunch. Shi stood up onto hir three paws, stretching hir nine-limbed body and twisting to get kinks out… but it didn’t help hir pounding head.

The multiplied cougar left hir office, a spare room afforded to hir by hir mate in the recording studio she owned. A few steps later, the cougar slipped into a quiet green room, where shi darkened the lights. Shi grabbed a bottle of water from a small in-room refrigerator and laid down on an available couch. This helped hir headache a touch. Shi relaxed a bit, taking in some water…

…and dropped it. The pain ratcheted up hard, causing the cougar to loudly howl in anguish. Shi grabbed hir head, trying to relieve the pressure, the pain worse than trying to pass a kidney stone.

A purplish nine-limbed feline rushed in and saw what the cougar was going on. “Felix!” she exclaimed. “Are you…”

“No…” the cougar cried out before howling again, all three voices in effect, the pain unbearable. “Get…”

Two more figures, a three eyed winged white feline and a nine-limbed robotic cougar/skunk hybrid, rushed in as well. The white feline saw the cougar’s head and shrieked “Oh no, we need to get you to the hospital!”

“The pain…” the cougar screeched in anguish as the purple feline grabbed her phone and dialed emergency services. “Unbearable…”

“Let me…” the robotic hybrid calmly reassured, getting on hir three knees in front of the cougar and holding the cougar’s head in four of hir six hands. The cougar’s howls of pain slowly quieted, before shi moaned “Thank… youuuuuu…”. The cougar fell into unconsciousness.

“Drake?” the white feline asked. “What did you do?”

“Induced coma, Cass,” Drake revealed, pulling a bluish-purple visor from a hip pocket with a spare hand. Shi put it on the cougar. “This should help Vox until we get hir to a hospital. Kali, can you call for an ambulance?”

The purple feline hung up her phone and answered “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“Good.” Drake pulled out a small tablet computer, turning it on. “Mari, you up?” shi spoke into it.

“I am always up, my dear.” a voice came from the computer. “Did you just put a visor on Vox?”

“Yes, medical emergency.”

“I have taken over and am managing the pain. Shi is undergoing a minor transformation. If you were entertaining a third eye, Drake, now is a time to get it installed.”

Kali commanded “Hospital first, chat later!”



Vox stirred, finding hirself in a forest clearing, laying down, head on the lap of some feline… and being gently petted.

“I… where…” Vox murmured.

The feline purred “You are safe, my dear.”

“That… doesn’t…” Vox mouthed with hints of confusion and annoyance.

“Drake did tell me you are a technical fellow. You are in an induced coma to manage the transformation you are going under. I am maintaining that coma while you are being transported to Metroburg Medical Center.”

“I… have questions… who…”

“Relax, dear Felix. My name is MARI, the Multi-functional Assistive Resource Interface. I am operating under a medical override as you were in severe distress under oversight from Drake.”

“Drake… Drake Bacon?”

“Yes, Lt. Commander Bacon was on hand.”

“I owe hir a beer… How…”

“Your papers on the telepathic interface were very instructive. We have licensed your patents. I am the result.”

Vox thought, eyes darting back and forth, up and down… until shi asked “Are you… Canmephian?”

“Yes, dear. I’m a medical and assistant AI built by them.”

“Reminds me… of Sidney RedTiger…”

“Shi’s my mother.”

Vox blinked and weakly asked “How is shi doing…”

“Oh I can tell stories, since we do have time.”

“Please… tell me one of them…”

Mari purred “Of course, dear Felix…”



Later, outside a patient room in Metroberg Medical Center, a small entourage gathered around Cass, Kali, and Drake.

“What’s going on?” a three headed, four-armed femme snow leopard asked. “I heard from Kali that Vox fell ill.”

Cass answered “It’s under control, Yukon. Vox is growing a third eye. Drake here is inside with Kammy and also helping with the DNA analyzing.”

“Whoa whoa… Drake?”

Drake answered “As in Lt. Commander Drake Bacon, Canmephian Military. Remember? I won Braker’s back-stage pass during the Nomadic Railways tour.”

Yukon countered “I know that. Why are you even here in the first place? Weren’t you back home?”

Drake sheepishly muttered “West coast outpost got put in Metroberg. I’m based out of it now… and was chatting with Kali to bring Cass up on some more technical going-ons in the music scene when we heard Vox howl in pain.”

A two-headed, nine-limbed hound then asked “Oh yeah, you’re visiting physician here. I saw the notice on that. But aren’t you supposed to be in there and not out here?”

Drake purred “Oh, there’s three of me active currently, Hayden. I’m in a cluster mood right now because they wanted to know how I put Vox in a coma and also wanted my help with processing hir DNA, at the same time. So I connected up to a couple more bodies, or frames as I call them.”

“Oh, like a few of the other clusters, okay. Is Vox in a chemically induced coma?”

“Nope, that’s the rub. Vox pushed a few papers out on a wireless mind control interface, which got us interested. Shi had the foresight to patent the technology used. Since we have artificial intelligences strong enough to be a unified agent, we licensed the tech and created the Multi-functional Assistive Resource Interface, or MARI. Shi’s a Canmephian AI. MARI has Vox under the coma.”

A two-headed, six-armed horse whinnied “The papers have caused a significant shift. I am glad your people are performing a light touch on this culture, Drake.”

“We are guiding a few folks with what we’ve learned in the past, Norse,” Drake commented. “We’re getting everyone up to speed at their own pace.”

“So what’s going on with Vox’s DNA?” a normal femme horse in a three piece suit asked.

“It’s being re-sequenced and emulated, Madam Archer, both with Metroberg Medical’s equipment and the Canmephian Embassy’s equipment. By all accounts, shi nearly suffered a heart attack.”

“That could of triggered a rebuild, given the nanotech shi had tanked up on recently. There was a concern over hir health lately,” Hayden mused, two hands on two chins, one each.

Kali commented “Shi has had a lot of stress at work lately and just had a day full of meetings.”

Archer whinnied “Oh, gawd. I feel for hir if shi was just so overwhelmed!”

Hayden asked “We can all say that, Cori. But you said a third eye, right Cass?”

Cass mewed “Yes, I… oooohhh, I nearly forgot! A rebuild would have made hir three headed. Why only the third eye…”

Drake purred “And you’re on the same page we’re at now. That said, we think shi’s ready to come out of the coma. Everyone can quietly come in, drop the code names, and don’t mind hir eye wear. MARI uses those ‘Color Tinted Eye-wear’ to help Felix out.”

Slowly the group slipped in, finding another Drake next to the bed Vox was lying in, as well as a coywolf in doctor scrubs, lab coat, and a lot of nothing for arms and legs. They gathered around as Vox stirred awake.

“Hey…” Vox moaned as shi slowly sat up.

“Felix!” Kali exclaimed, hugging the triplicated cougar with her own six arms. “Oh I’m glad you’re still alive.”

“Yeah… kinda feel off.” Vox felt hir forehead and encountered the visor. “Um…”

A speaker in the room stated in a motherly voice “You can take off the visor, dear Felix. I don’t mind.”

Drake purred “Oh, everyone? That’s Mari.”

“Hello everyone.”

Vox asked “Yeah, um… Drake?”

“Question, Felix?”

“What’s with Mari asking me permission to do anything?”

Drake smiled and answered “Mari operates under a consent model. If a new person wears a pair of CTEs, the only permission shi has is to talk with them telepathically. They would need to grant permission to hir to do anything else. Shi can read your mind and sense many things but won’t until you explicitly let hir. Shi will keep everything private unless you tell hir to share it.”

“So if I want privacy…”

“Take off the visor, Felix.”

Vox reached up and took off the visor. Shi saw everyone around as shi moved hir head left and right… and then hir new eye on hir forehead in the opposite direction. Shi exclaimed “Damn… this is freaky. Is this what Tony and Karen sees?”

At the foot of the bed, Cass purred “It’s what I see, Felix. I can’t speak for Tony and Karen with their four eyes.”

Vox added “A lot more detail if I focus all of them in one spot, or like two different cameras…”

Drake commented “Makes me want to get an upgrade.”

Vox laid back down on the bed, closing hir eyes. “Ugh… This is what I get for being too inundated with managing my team…”

Kali purred “Work really been stressful lately?”

“Yeah, very… told the office I’m in the hospital. Mari helped with that. Kinda impressed, actually. I had reservations but I think Mari is doing it right.”

The coywolf stated “I would like to keep you overnight for observation. You nearly had a heart attack as well.”

“Crap… that probably would be a rebuild triggering event. Yeah, Kammy, I’ll stay… wait…” Vox sat back up and felt hir shoulders and head. “Um, someone get a mirror. A rebuild was supposed to make me three headed.”

Hayden stated “That’s the question of the hour.”

Drake jolted for a split second and reported “Oh, report coming in. There’s some weird funkiness with your DNA. You are stable but we need to go through your change history.”

Vox turned to Kali and asked “Great… Do you still love me, hon?”

Kali kissed Vox on the cheek and purred “I love you no matter what form you’re in.”

Vox laid back down and commented “Okay, yeah, go through my history and…” before hir eyes widened.

Kali stated “Oh oh, shi’s about to spark again.”

“Norse, Hayden, Cass, Drake, Kammy, Kali. I need to talk privately with them.”

Archer turned to Kali and requested “Let me know if anything happens.”

Kali purred “Of course.”

Yukon purred “Get well soon, okay?” Shi blew a triple kiss at Vox, before shi turned and exited with Archer. Once they were outside, Vox turned to Norse.

Vox started “Listen. I want Kali and Drake to hear this. I know Cass and Norse are really from Atlantis, an…”

“…an island nation that was so high-tech they flung themselves into a different dimension,” Kali interrupted. “Yes, I know. That was part of an NDA for the records.”

“Drake, the HaVN nanotech I have. Does it have Transylvanian Polygnostic University extensions on it?”

Drake looked up, thinking aloud “TPU extensions… from Norse… mana… Cass’ old mapping project over ley lines and ley vertices… the old blog posts… OH!!!” Hir eyes darted back and forth, before looking back down and saying “Yes, the extension is on there. Your nanotech is powered by mana and… oh ho ho! That explains a lot!”

Kammy asked “Explain it to me, then.”

Drake purred “The coding for the nanotech Vox had after getting shrunk back down in Nashville during the Nomadic Railways tour wasn’t the one that would make hir a cerberus. The coding is there but there’s a conditional lock on it. With everything else, you’re coded for three eyes and the conjoined throats by default. You should be stuck like that, but there’s a few runs with you forming the three heads. There’s indications that you could switch back and forth, aided by the current nanotech.”

Vox asked “Could stress induce that transformation?”

“Maybe. We’re pinning it down. We need a medic that knows about the extension.”

Norse admitted “I wrote the extension. I’ll help out.”

Kammy offered “If you need a week off from work, I can order it.”

Vox shook hir head and rebuffed “No. I talked it over with Mari and Dr. Hess Tanil, my long-time therapist, during the coma. I’m going to do something drastic at work…”



The next Tuesday, the discharged Vox sat back down at hir remote office desk. The cougar wrapped a headband over hir upper eye. Shi then signed into an online meeting shi requested. Shi brought in hir “second in command”, Mena, a double-headed nine-limbed lemur who took over and started straightening everything out. Shi also brought in hir boss, Maggie, a grizzled grey wolf; hir scrum master, Keith, an equally grizzled cougar; the director for hir department, Vinnie, a male bat; and a representative from HR, Stan, a four armed garter snake. Shi activated the recording of the meeting.

As Vox was about to start, Vinnie spoke “It is unusual that…”

Vox immediately muted everyone. Vinnie’s attempt at taking over the meeting cemented hir decision. Shi growled “Vinnie, if you want to turn this meeting into an airing of grievances, then I’m going first. You do not want me to add to the list of why I am tending my resignation, effective two weeks from today.”

Everyone gasped at the announcement.

Vox continued. “While my loyalty to the company has been near-absolute, the company has grown so much that it needs to learn how to be a large company. It can no longer use the small-company tactics. It only leads out to burnt-out staff. And I am thoroughly burned out.

“I am recommending Mena here to be my replacement for the long term as Team Lead. In the many times I had to step out, shi has performed above and beyond the call of duty. I’ve had to bring hir in to share the load, although I find myself escalating more and more to Keith and Maggie here. We are at a choke point now to where the company needs to change it’s culture to continue to grow.

“I have not talked to my team about this. You are among the first to hear of my decision. I will be transmitting my resignation shortly. I only ask for a smooth transition.

“With that, I am un-muting everyone. Hopefully you will compose yourselves professionally.”

Vox un-muted the participants. Vinnie, shocked, asked “Can I bring in Raven here?”

Vox flatly stressed “I don’t see how she will convince me that this decision is the right one for all involved.”

Stan added “No, Vinnie. Do not involve her. Ssshe will asssk for your resssignation. Felix isss recording thisss meeting.”

Maggie asked “How is the rewrite doing?” as a new person came into the meeting, their web camera came off.

Keith answered “Not well. The insistence of using a low-code platform has slowed development to a crawl as we’re essentially debugging the platform. We’d be at feature parity by now had we stuck with coding the entire stack ourselves.”

Mena added “We would have transitioned already to the new system by this time and adding new features. We’re getting requests for new features on the old system as the new system’s years away.”

Vox commented “We’re not fixing things. We’re not making progress. I can’t be a part of a repeated cycle of ‘Go fast and break things.’ Everything is broken… I can’t…”

“Vinnie, give Maggie your developer group,” a voice came across the virtual meeting.

“Raven?” Vinnie asked.

The listener’s webcam turned on to show Raven. The black panther commented “It’s obvious a few folk have to step out. I will talk with you later, Vinnie. Meanwhile, send your developers to Maggie. What precipitated this?”

“I’m turning in my two week notice,” Vox answered flatly. “I’m recommending Mena for my position. I can’t handle the role anymore. Hell, I don’t know if the constant demands for new features ASAP on the old deprecated back-end software caused this.” Shi unwrapped the cover over hir upper eye and pointed to it.

“Whoa…” Mena mouthed with hir two heads.

Vox growled “I lost his past weekend to a hospital stay and a heart attack. I’m done. If the company isn’t changing for the better, I’m done. I’m sticking around for two weeks to transition everything to Mena and document everything for the rest of the staff but that’s it. I’m out.”

“How much of the feature requests…” Vinnie started before Raven signaled a cut-off. Vox muted Vinnie again.

“You’re on feature freeze,” Raven growled. “If you haven’t started it yet, it’s not going to be done. Bugs only. If a feature gets reported as a bug, escalate. Understood?”

Mena replied “That’s most of our requests, features reported as bugs. I spent the weekend going through all of them and tagging them ‘Not-a-bug’ in our tracking system.”

Keith looked at the requests in the system… and agreed. “That was actually everything. Mena, let me get together with you about scheduling.”

Maggie then commanded “Keith and Mena will rework what the team will handle. Raven, Vinnie, you should drop off. I want to talk to Felix with Stan.”

Keith and Mena dropped off the virtual meeting. Vinnie tried to stick around but Raven ordered him off. Once the two were out, only Vox, Maggie, and Stan were left. Vox locked the meeting down to just them.

Maggie nodded and asked “Is the situation such that continuing is detrimental to your health?”

“Yes,” Vox replied. “They don’t know if this transformation was triggered by stress or not, although they can’t rule out Metroberg’s native ‘weirdness’ factor. Right now, my genetics say I’m supposed to be three eyed. I had a dual-DNA chimeric condition that was fixed years back… but now…

“Listen, I am holding back to retain some professionalism here. I do wish for a graceful exit. We’ve made great progress but there’s a lot more that needs to be done. Part of my documentation that I’ll hand over is going to be a spreadsheet of bugs and items that need refactoring, with some tagging of items that can carry over. Priority items. Refactoring will speed it up. Hopefully it will not be ignored. Mena already has a copy.”

Maggie nodded and admitted “I’d like Mena to continue as Team Lead, Stan. I’ll put the paperwork in to have hir fill your position, Felix. I hate to lose you but…”

Vox added “I know. But it’s gone too far. I can’t handle it any more.”

Stan then asked “You threatened to turn it into an airing of grievancesss to what end?”

“If you didn’t see it, I’ll say it. Vinnie is prone to hijack a meeting. If it weren’t for that, most of the meetings I was in last Thursday would of been short or not had followups. I’d actually get down to coding for once this past month and a half!  I can’t take too many meetings.”

Maggie concluded, “Finish up your coding tasks, then get the documentation together. I’ll have Keith pull anything not started to others. I’m sure there will be a generous retirement package for you.”

“I do expect part of that to be to cover for the bike Raven gave me at the last big tour,” Vox lamented.

Stan confirmed “We’ll work it out. I’ll send an invite for the end date.”

“Okay. I’m sorry it came to this, but…”

“Say no more,” Maggie consoled. “I’ll make sure everyone comes for the stand-up so you can tell everyone.”



Drake was walking with a very long-necked anthro dinosaur on their way to Kali’s recording studio. The synth Canmephian mentioned “It’s been what, three weeks since Felix got hir third eye, hasn’t it Elder?”

“Shi also quit hir job,” Elder commented, trundling along. “Gave two weeks notice. Shi should now be, quote, unemployed.” They turned into an alleyway. A short distance later, they were at the back door to the studio. Elder rang the doorbell and the two were quickly buzzed in.

A flight of steps later, the two were directed into a darkened green room. Inside, Vox laid on the couch, wearing the visor Drake had given hir.

“Felix?” Elder asked.

“Hey…” Vox tiredly murred. “…mind me. Kinda low on spoons.”

“Spoons?” Elder asked again.

“Emotional energy,” Drake replied. “Best to leave things darkened and Felix lying down, let hir harmonize.”

“Okay… so you asked for me, Felix?”

“Yeah,” Vox responded, speaking with hir three voices in choir from hir only head. “Need to form an LLC or something with all my savings from my CD sales and such, just pay myself…”

Elder snorted. “Oh no. That’s too much stress. When was your last day at Edge Data?”

“Yesterday. Good comp package. Bike’s a gift outside the company.”

“Today is your first day as a Throng Entertainment employee.”

“I… I…”

“Relax, Felix. Remember when you signed as a contributing member, there was a provision to have your extra pay held in a joint account with you and me as named holders?”

“Yeah. Put a chunk of it into an IRA, so I could have a decent retirement for once.  Need to move the old job’s 401k into it.”

“I noticed and let that through. You haven’t really touched that joint account. So here’s what we are going to do. I’d like to transfer the joint account into a trust account that will pull for about 100 years, give you that steady monthly paycheck, taxes taken out and such.”

“And any future sales?”

“You can have that all go into the trust.”

“I’d like that. Yeah, you can do that?”

“I can. It’s part of the contract you signed.”

Vox sat up and looked at Elder. Shi asked “What does everyone else in the band have?”

“The same thing.”

“Do it.”

“You sure?”

“Yes. Do it.”

“I’ll set it up then, let Terry know.”

Vox leaned back into the couch and closed hir eyes as Kali slipped in quietly. “Okay.”

“You didn’t plan for this, did you?”

“Not this way. The financials, a bit. The exit, not this way.”

“Struggling a bit?”

“Yeah. Can’t really wrap my head over all the changes.”

Drake sat down next to Vox and purred “Too fast for you, hon?”

“Much. Feel like I could sleep for a week. Don’t want to impose on Kali…”

Kali sat on the other side of Vox and purred into hir ear “You’ve been a good guest and good in bed dear.”

Vox opened hir eyes again and looked at Kali without moving hir head. “Yeah, but feeling kinda dead. Doubt you want me hibernating for long…”

“That’s not an issue.”

“Could really use a proper mother too…”

Everyone paused for a minute, looking at each other. Kali then inquired “Felix?”

“I’m not okay,” Vox moaned.

Elder looked at Drake, who held up a hand to keep folks at bay. “Mentally?” Drake asked.

Vox confirmed “Mentally. I have a lot of questions… think I gotta call Hess.”

“Your visor can help with that.”

“I don’t want to be dependent on it. On MARI.”

“That’s always the end goal. MARI will coordinate with Hess and Cass to help find out what’s wrong and how to work around it.”

“Yeah… Hess wants to test me for ADHD. She thinks I may be highly functional despite of it. Kinda weaponize it.”

Drake purred “That’s the idea. They can teach techniques on how to deal with it, to manage it without the visor or MARI.”

Vox closed hir eyes again before shi yawned and moaned “Tired though…”

“Wear your visor to bed. You are letting MARI read deeper and help you through this, correct?”

“MARI?” Vox silently asked through hir mind.

⌜Yes, my dear Felix.⌟

“Please help. I consent to all access needed.”

⌜I will be light, dear. You can revoke it at any time, dear. I will also keep you informed on what I am doing.⌟

“Thank you.”

⌜I’ll dig through and help Hess, Cass, and Drake help you.⌟ 

Vox publicly triple-moaned “Yes, shi’s starting now.”

“Get some rest, Felix,” Drake purred. “You need a vacation.”

“Agreed,” Elder added.  “You’re looking worse for wear.  Take time to recover.”

“You up to coming home?” Kali asked. “I’m done for the day. I’ll order dinner from the Pi Cafe downstairs.”

“Yes,” Vox confirmed as shi got on hir feet. Shi added “Kitteh is all out…” before shi collapsed on the floor.

“FELIX!” Kali screamed.

Drake pounced on Vox to render aid. “MARI! Medical status!” shi barked silently through the CTE’s network.

⌜Shi nearly had a stroke. I’m keeping hir alive but hir body is failing. Shuttle dispatched to your area.⌟

Drake quickly scooped Vox up into hir six arms and cradled the multicougar. “Outpost hospital! I’ll call!” shi howled as shi rushed Vox outside to a landing shuttle.



In numerous papers (see the A. O. King series), there is the concept of at least three main groups of memories stored inside our brains:

Autonomous memories are memories that are learned, from how to operate and coordinate one’s limbs to how to perform various tasks.  Once learned, they are easily referred to.  Some people call this muscle memory. There is no active effort to remember the information.

Conscious memories are memories that a person consciously “remembers”, such as events that hold emotional or personal significance.  These memories contribute to the personality of the person.  These memories “float” and can be called up by numerous triggers, such as looking at a person’s face or hearing their name.

Unconscious memories are memories that are hidden or suppressed, where events are so tragically emotional that the suppression is a survival tactic. In practice, these are outnumbered by several orders of magnitude by the above. Traumatic events that tend to be suppressed fall in this category.

The mechanism of memory access and storage has only been recently probed, thanks to the advent of controllable nanotechnology, or “nanotech”,  (see the D. Hayden/D. Felix series) as well as advanced sensor technology (see D. Felix, “Methods to Measure Beyond Everything”). Discovery of multiple secured communications systems have lead to the advent of multi-body people (see D. Hayden/V. I. Norse,”On Multi-body Uni-gestalt Clusters”) as well as a dedicated brain-computer interface, described in this paper.

This dedicated brain-computer interface is non-invasive, even without use of controlling nanotechnology. It can project images into a subject’s field of vision and imagination.  It can read, write, and suppress memories.  It can manage pain responses including inducing comas and triggering death. This interface is in near every person, with only a few able to actually use said interface naively. The interface is “secure” in the fact that it requires a “key” to access… only that this “key” is shared by everybody, regardless of species. The only way to be fully secure from mental intrusion is to be monitored at all time via the interface by a trusted intelligence.

In simple terms, the brain-computer interface in every person alive proves that the phrase “security through obscurity” is as old as time itself.

--excerpt from D. Felix, “Method to Interface with the Humanoid Mind” NIH Journal of Medical Technology


Chapter 1:
Non-Maskable Interrupt

Hours later, Kali and Elder were escorted through the Canmephian Embassy Outpost to the local infirmary, where Vox’s body floated in a filled tank of fluid, hir face still wearing the visor. Drake was sitting down, wiping hir forehead, while medical technicians were busy over the multi-cougar's vessel and a duplicate frame of Drake’s.

“What’s going on here?” Kali asked. “Is Felix…”

“Alive,” Drake revealed. “Shi’s on life support. Shi’s technically ‘awake’ but hir body isn’t quite responding. Hir nano is assisting as much as possible but…”

“Can we talk to hir?”

The duplicate frame stirred and moaned “Uuuuugggghhhh…. what…” in Vox’s primary voice. It held a hand up to it’s eyes, looking at the mechanics of it. “…this must be a preview of what Braker feels like…”

“Felix?!?” Kali exclaimed as the two turned to face the incomplete synth, with Elder looking on, mouth dropped.

The bare, tailless, hairless frame moved to a sitting position. It then poked a breast and commented “Yeah. I’m remotely piloting this… frame? Is that the right word? My brains are still in the can there. Damn, this one of yours, Drake?”

Elder turned to Drake and ordered “What is going on here, Lieutenant Commander?” 

Drake muttered “Shi suffered a stroke and it disconnected a good chunk of hir body. Right now all shi can physically do is breathe and pump blood. Hir mind is intact, so our assistive AI is helping hir puppet one of my frames.”

“It’s… a bit of an effort to keep this up,” Vox moaned through the frame. The frame got up and carefully walked over to the tube Vox was in. It stared at the sight of Vox floating inside it, still wearing a visor. “This is freaky… seeing me in there.”

“Felix!” Kali chirped, hugging the otherwise nude but unendowed frame. The frame looked at Kali, moving like it was Vox instead of Drake. It placed a few hands on Kali’s head and shoulders, rubbing them. A technician handed a pad to Drake, who read through a report.

“Hey… um… what’s going on with my squishy bod?” the frame asked.

“Drake?” Kali added.

Drake sighed and moaned “You’re dying, Felix. You got a month to live, and it’s not going to be a good month stuck in there. The stroke caused a good chunk of nerve damage outside your brains.”

The remote piloted frame grimaced and growled “Options.”

Drake held up a finger. Shi stated “You have three options. Option one: We can substitute the damaged nerves with nanotech, but it’s invasive and not a sure thing. As advanced our medicine is, you get maaaaaybe 60% functionality? Your quality of life will be very degraded.”

The frame looked at Kali for a second. It then stated “No. I can’t subject her to that. As much as I love her, I can’t. Next option.”

Drake held up two fingers. “Option two: We strip you down to your brains, eyes, and spines, and rebuild you. It’ll take a year to do it properly, given how messy your DNA is. On top of that, you can chose to be in a coma for all this time or remote pilot a frame like you’re doing now. We’ll customize it to look like you, because you’re looking like a tailless and hairless neutered me right now.”

The frame looked closer into the glass and saw it’s reflection. A few facial motions later, it commented “Freaky, but viable. What else?”

Drake held up a third finger. “Option three: We convert you to synth life, like me and Braker. It’s a one way trip, though.”

The frame moved off to besides the recovery tube and leaned against a wall. It closed it’s eyes like it was trying to think. After a minute, it spoke “If I chose option two with remote piloting, will I be able to convert quickly if we have to resort to option three?”

Drake looked up and around in thought… “Ooooh! Nobody has thought about that. I think it can be done. Would you like to try that? Make some science?”

The frame looked at Kali and asked “Kali, what do you think?”

Kali asked “How customizable can you make this… frame you said?”

Drake purred “Oh I can make a near-exact clone. Granted, with how hot Felix runs mentally, we’ll need the cheek vents and hide some emergency cooling vents. Hir frame would look a bit like me save for the long ears and such.”

“Felix, how about a more fluffier mohawk?”

The frame smiled and relented “All right, you’re leaning towards that. Option two with remote piloting. Hopefully it’ll be easier to manage… because I am getting tired…”

Drake reassured “It will. We will put a control interface in there.”

“Will you able to get it out when…”

“Yes. We can dissolve it out.”

“Okay. I must rest… MARI…”

The voice of MARI spoke out of a nearby speaker, saying “Felix is resting now. I will move the frame back to it’s bed.” The frame then mechanically walked to it’s bed and laid back down before powering down.

Elder looked back and forth before saying “We’ll need to spin this for the public.”

Kali purred “I won’t be surprised if Felix pulls a David Bowie on this one, Athena. Want to bet shi goes by another name?”
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Among Oddly Engineered Audio

[image: ]Hey folks. Vox here. I want to dispel some rumors that have been circulating for the past couple of months. Please bear with me if I’m emotional here and start talking weird, because…

I NEARLY FREAKIN’ DIED!!!

I’m recovering at the Canmephian Embassy Outpost here in Metroberg. It’s not my choosing in that, because I had a heart attack a month back that made me gain a third eye (thanks to some nanotech I got tanked up on earlier) and just now a stroke that left me near dead. Only for the nanotech and some Canmephian intervention am I still alive… and able to post this message.

That’s the good news. The bad news is that I’m laid up for a year. The stroke hit areas that are hard to repair and there’s still some weirdness going on. The easier task is to find a consistent set of DNA and rebuild my body from near-scratch. It’s a slow process. They say it’ll take a year to do it right. I would be in a coma through it all, if they didn’t give me a bit of a radical option.

This gets into the weird news. I’m going to get a large taste of the synth life. I’m going to be a bit like Braker for the year.

No, I’m not going to be a cyborg. The complete rebuild needs all of me. Instead, I’m going to be completely remote controlling a synth body, or what they call a frame. I got a small taste of it while discussing things, piloting one of the extra frames that friend of the band Lt. Commander Drake Bacon of the Canmephian Embassy has. So we’re going to make it look as much of me as possible. Kali wants a poofier mohawk, though…

And frankly put, I’m not sure if I should be me, Vox, or just pull a David Bowie and say I’m a Ziggy Stardust… because…

Well, I’m full-time musician now. I’ve gracefully resigned from my position at the old day job after the first heart attack. It was good timing, given everything.

So as soon as I get an idea of what the frame would look like, I’ll post it here. Everything’s preliminary. We’ll figure something out here. I don’t exactly have a plan for this case.

I will say, I do have plans in Metroberg. I may need Braker for them, though.

Take it easy, everyone. You know I will be. Vox out.



Every day, Vox would wake up in bed.  Shi would get up, stretch, dress, and head to the gym.  This day, shi tuned the radio to a local news station before starting hir regular workout routine.  It started to play a round-up of the weekly news.

“This is the Weekly Catch-Up.  I’m RFN’s Tazel Tawner.

“The Canmephian governor of Russia today handed over power back to Russia’s central government after years of reform.  The historic event caps off a period of anger among Russian citizens.  Among discoveries revealed was a super soldier program, multiple weapons programs, and a development program on turning vodka quote ‘extra angry.’

“The United States has lifted all sanctions on Cuba.  President Perth called the event an overdue step identified by the nation-wide audit of governmental operations.  Cuban-Americans celebrated the lifting.  Negotiations are underway for regular trade between the two nations.

“The US Congress has passed a full two-year budget, keeping the government open during that time.  This bill includes a full tax overhaul, the first of it’s kind in United States history.  President Perth says shi will sign the bill.

“The FDA has fully approved a procedure for patients to change their genetic sex.  The procedure involves a one week course of surgery and recovery followed by a two-week span for training and refinement. Opponents call the procedure ‘playing God’ while proponents countered by highlighting the opponents conflicting statements.

“Two cargo truck crashes hit both coasts on Thursday.  Both trucks contained stocks of tabletop gaming dice used in games such as Dungeons and Dragons, Pathfinder, and Planet Mercenary. Officials reported the accidents have been cleared from the involved bridges.  Both the Verrazzano Narrows Bridge in New York and Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco suffered over 12-d-100,000 damage, resulting in a negligible cost for repairs.

“Rock icon Vox is undergoing an experimental procedure to rebuild hir body after suffering a stroke that left hir locked in hir own body.  Doctors from Metroberg Medical and Canmephia’s Military Medical Corps report the rebuild will take one year for successful completion.  Vox has elected to pilot a synthetic version of hirself during this time.

“I’m Tazel Tawner, Real Fox News”

Vox thought “Well, this is going to be fun…” before MARI contacted hir.

⌜Good morning, dear Felix.  I see you’re already starting in our simulated environment.⌟

Vox chuckled and sent back.

◁Yeah, still got an old routine I have.  Keeps me fit.▷

⌜We’d like you to continue that.  It will help us map your brains’ motor cortexes to your muscles. We will then translate that to your synthetic frame.⌟

◁Sure!  At least some things are normal around here.  This is my daily routine, a 30 minute work-out before breakfast… MARI?  You said a frame?  You mean a body, right?▷

⌜We call synthetic bodies “frames” as some synths can switch between them, or even inhabit more than one.⌟

◁Hmmm… I wonder...▷



Three weeks later, Vox stirred. Shi felt better, floating in a warm, embracing void. Shi felt back in control, relaxed, and content. Shi was at peace.

◸Hey hon, you okay?◿

Vox heard the voice. Groggy, shi slowly gathered hirself together mentally.

◸Everything’s looking good here. You going to get up, hon?◿

The voice… it was Drake. Shi was hearing the Drygerskunk synth in hir head.

“◁Nnnggghhh… five… minutes…▷” shi sent back.

◸We got coffee brewing now.◿

◁Coooofffffeeeee…▷

Vox felt around with hir hands, finding hirself on a regular hospital bed. Shi then slowly sat up, opening hir three eyes and lifting hirself up by instinct to move hir tails to a more comfortable position. Shi found hirself clothed in a bathrobe, before shi noticed the full-body mirror and Drake next to it, the synth Drygerskunk’s tails blocking the view some. Shi checked hirself, finding a cable connected under a breast, which was easily disconnected. Vox moved hir legs off the edge of the bed, before sliding off and onto hir feet. It took a moment of wobbliness to get hir balance.

“Whoa…” Vox noted. Shi slowly padded up to the mirror. Curiosity got to hir, as shi slipped out of the bathrobe to look. Fur, replaced by body panels, plates, and rubber. A dull sheen shone over hir. Hir mohawk was widened and fluffed up. Shi spent some time feeling over hir body and tails. Shi spared a hand to look at hir forehead, hir third eye having been installed.

“Funky, right?” Drake asked.

“Yeah…” Vox tiredly replied. “Going to need some coffee for sure. Um… where’s my old body? Kinda feels like I’m disconnected from it. Out of body feeling.”

“You’ll have that for a while. It’s in a private tank now. You’re full-up remote piloting. You may have some minor itching.”

Vox looked at Drake and asked “Refresh my memory. You’re stripping the old bod down and then reattaching everything with new neurons?”

Drake pouted “Worse. Regrowing everything.”

“So that’s taking a year.”

“The messed up DNA you had gotten corrected was still messed up. You were a three-way chimera. Three sets of DNA. We’re rebuilding you from the DNA that your brains and spine have. That one is consistent. That one has everything like your old three-eyed bod. We’re growing you from that.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

“So…”

Drake patted a set of clothing on a
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