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Introduction

“Almost finished changing?” Ethan called out.

“Not yet,” I said, holding up another dress to my profile and doing my best to suck in my small tummy pooch. “Think purple is a slimming color?” It was the only color at all in this drab academy dormitory, in which decorations of any kind were strictly prohibited.

“Georgie, you already starved yourself into a size two,” Ethan began, chuckling a little. “Isn’t that thin enough?” 

“Of course not,” I said, stepping into the billowing dress, and then reaching behind myself to zip it up. “This is the most important night of my life. I mean, everyone will be looking at me!” I said as I looked myself up and down in the mirror. 

Aside from those five stubborn pounds I couldn’t quite manage to banish from my midsection, I was slenderness itself. Long, stork like legs and toothpick arms, topped with a diamond-shaped face. I spritzed on a generous amount of the priciest perfume I could find and then blew a kiss to my reflection.

“They’ll be looking at you because you’re class valedictorian, because you’re volunteering for the mission,” Ethan tried to reassure me through the bathroom door. “Besides, who cares what a bunch of cadets think?”

“Well, at least I want to look good for you, then,” I said as I stepped out. “Tada!”

“You’ll always look good to me,” Ethan said reassuringly.

“Yeah, right,” I said dismissively. Ethan was good at trying to sound romantic, but I knew under that, he was a man like any other. With his strong jaw, wavy jet black hair, and gorgeous green eyes, he could have anyone - so why would he be content a girl who wasn’t a 10?

“No, really,” Ethan said. “You could be wearing sweat pants and an oversized T shirt and I’d think you looked amazing.” 

“Well, I’m glad we don’t have to put that to the test,” I said, leaning in and giving him a peck on the nose. “Will you miss me?”

“Every second. I’ll be right behind you, on the next flight out,” he said. Why did he have to be a year younger than me? If we were graduating in the same class, we might have flown out on the same flight...

“We’ve been over this,” I said. “You won’t live to see the next flight out. Nobody will. The law of relativity mean that time slows down for me while I’m travelling. By the time I’m able to open up an ansible relay to let HQ know that the planet is safe...”

“We’ll all be dead back on Earth. I know,” said Ethan. “Then I’ll just have to set out after you go, but before you get there.”

I looked into his sparkling eyes. I knew he meant what he said, but how could the agency sign off on that? In all probability, I’d never see him again.

“I’m sure it’ll turn out for the best,” I said, stroking his face.

“You aren’t sure at all, but that’s ok. Exploring is all about uncertainty, about the great unknown.”

“How did you know I wasn’t sure?” I asked.

“You always tilt your head slightly when you’re really scared,” Ethan explained.

~

“She came from humble beginnings, a war orphan who grew up a in a group home. She barely graduated high school and she failed her college entrance exams twice. But with hard work and determination, Georgie turned her life around. She has excelled in all areas as a space cadet, from propulsion engineering, to communications, to dexterous agility training, and more. She also tested with a DNA profile in the 99th percentile.” 

“What I’m trying to say,” said Chancellor Ulric, pausing a moment for dramatic emphasis, “is that your valedictorian, Georgie Simmons, is not just an excellent cadet. She’s an excellent, capable, and beautiful representative of humanity.” The crowd went nuts at the mere mention of my looks, as well they should have.

“I am proud to have her represent our species as we take our first, tentative steps into the great unknown.”

I rose from my chair and offered a salute. “I’m ready for duty, sir.” I said. Those in attendance rose to their feet and began applauding. 

Chapter One

The Next Morning

As usual, my alarm woke me up at the crack of dawn, disrupting my sleep and causing me to wake up shaking and tired. I had it set at this time for four years now, but I’d never managed to get used to it. Still, how else could I arrive on time and put on my face?

I arrived in the Chancellor’s office an hour later with a heavy heart, and a lump in my throat. After that rousing speech, I was ready for anything.

Ulric was busy with his interface, so he motioned for me take a seat in front of him. I did so, and looked up at him expectantly as he resumed whatever he was working on when I arrived. Ulric was a man in his mid fifties, tall and gangly, with oil-slicked hair and a pencil thin mustache. His hands almost looked blurry as he feverishly worked the machine.

After a few moments of awkward silence, I began rapping my fingers against the surface of the tablet I’d brought. The clicking sound of my fake nails against the plastic aroused Ulric’s attention, and my impatience was rewarded with an icy cold stare. Though his face was expressionless as always, his displeasure was palpable. 

I muttered “sorry,” and shifted my weight in my chair a little. I had so many questions. Which planet was I headed for? What kind of intel led to planet’s selection? Where was the rest of my crew? 

I wasn’t sure if five minutes had passed, or an hour. Time’s hard to measure under stress, and I cracked. “Um...sir?” I asked meekly. 

“What?” he asked, looking a little annoyed. I suddenly realized I had yet to decide on what my first question ought to be.

“When’s my launch date?” I blurted out.

“Today,” he said casually. 

“Today!?” I repeated. Every instructor I’d worked with had indicated to me I’d be blasting off soon, but I had assumed not for the next several months. I hadn’t even said a proper goodbye to Ethan. “My professor told me you were still busy testing the radiation shields for the neutron propulsion...”

“The tests are complete,” said Ulric curtly. “We’re ready for launch. Today is our best window of opportunity to avoid orbital debris.” 

“But...why wasn’t I told...” I began.

“Don’t take that tone with me, cadet,” Ulric said, rising to his feet. “We have nothing if we don’t respect the chain of command.”

“Yes sir,” I replied quickly.

“This is the real world, not the Academy. And out here, things don’t always work out the way we expect, got it?”

“Yes sir,” I repeated, trying my best to prevent my facial expression from going sour.

Ulric returned to his interface and continued, and this time I made no effort to interrupt him. I waited so long that my stomach was growling from hunger pangs. It was embarrassing, and it was made worse because I was powerless to stop it. 

“The planet is HD 181433b, also known as Twin,” he began. “From gravitation readings and spectronic analysis, we believe it is almost identical to Earth. Same gravity levels, same heat levels from the sun, and it has a moon the same size as ours, possibly very similar vegetation and atmosphere. We’ve predicted that even the constellations will look fairly similar on Twin.” 

“Hence the nickname, I assume,” I said. “How many crewmates will I have?”

“None. You’re the sole member,” said Ulric slowly, after what seemed like an eternity.

“Sir?” I began. 

“We have no idea what’s going to happen when you get out there, and we can’t take that kind of risk with too many pilots. In addition, the greater the number of pilots, the larger the engine we’d need, which means the greater the chance of something going wrong...you understand.”

“Yes sir,” I said, through gritted teeth. I’d always known a single person pod was a possibility, since the ship’s construction plans were all classified, and I was the only confirmed crewmember to date.

“The infirmary is waiting for you, cadet,” he said, and I swallowed hard. “Report there immediately,” he added.

~

“I was at the ceremony last night,” said the technician as he fitted me with my boots. “Nice speech.”

“Yes, sir,” I replied. I could tell from the number of pips on his uniform that he was only a sergeant, but after the uncomfortable interaction I had with Ulric earlier, I wasn’t taking chances with protocol.

“You needn’t bother with the formalities,” he said as he slapped a bio-detecting watch on my wrist and then hooked the tight fitting gloves onto the suit. “I’m going to be dead by the time you get there, right?” 

“Right,” I agreed.

“So it doesn’t matter what you think of me,” he said. “Or I think of you,” he added, his stare becoming as icy as Ulric’s, before he placed the helmet over my head. It shut out most, but not all, of the light.

“How did you solve the problem of the ionizing radiation generated by the neutron...” I started, hoping to change the subject.

“Ah, that. We’ve got a new shielding system, actually. I tested the calibration myself,” he said. “On primates, of course,” he added hastily. “It binds to your DNA, making irradiation impossible.”

“What about my belongings, don’t I need to...”

“We’ve already taken care of that,” he said quickly. “You’re all set.”

“I see,” I replied, wondering when they had the time to pack my stuff. Had they been outside my room, waiting for me to leave so they could go in and stuff my things into the rocket?

“I’ll take you to the launch pad,” he said. “Don’t want to keep Ulric waiting.”

~

“The on-board navigation will take care of landing,” said Ulric, who had met me near the launch pad. “Your orders are to set up the ansible relay and establish contact with HQ. Who knows, my grandson may be answering the com,” he said. “Whatever instructions you receive from Earth, those are your new orders. Good luck.”

“Yes, sir.”

“It’s absolutely essential that you set up the relay and follow orders exactly,” he repeated. “I have no idea how long you’ll be on the surface of the planet without any human contact.”

“I’ve been through many isolation simulations, sir,” I said, trying to reassure him.

“I know you have, cadet. But simulation is one thing - you always know it will be over eventually. When you’re in the field...well, the important thing is that you respect the chain of command, and stay calm. Don’t let yourself go bananas out there.”

“Yes sir,” I said.

“Cadet Simmons, I hereby promote you to the rank of captain,” he said. I nodded solemnly. I knew what this promotion meant - it was in case I never made it back. “Make your planet proud.”

I saluted him, turned around, and walked down the narrow, ashen causeway towards the brass colored, egg shaped rocket pod. I stepped inside, and took a deep breath.

“10, 9, 8, 7...” A few seconds later, there was a thundering sound, and throbbing in my temples. A few seconds after that, everything went black.

Chapter Two:

Eighty Nine Years Later

I awoke coughing, then was greeted by powerful slam, followed by smoke in the air and the smell of burning flesh. I couldn’t see in the inside of the pod, and I couldn’t find the escape hatch.

I felt searing pain on the side of my head, and it was hard to do anything but flail my arms around pathetically. “Open, open up,” I shouted at the computer.

“Pod doors not responding,” replied the machine. I narrowed my eyes, and remembered my training. I tore off my gloves, and felt for the controls blind. I recognized the air pressure knob by the little dot in the center, and twisted it ever so slightly to the left to vent the inside of the pod. Then, I flipped the two switches two rows above it to force the doors open. 

As the doors responded, I quickly pulled my gloves back on. I still didn’t know if Twin had a breathable atmosphere, I remembered.

The brightness of the sun was intense, almost blinding, and I took a single, cautious step forwards. The ground felt uneven, and my foot seemed to sink into it ever so slightly as I marched ahead. Was this place some kind of bog, or perhaps, a desert?

I felt something rope-like wrap around my leg, and I began to fall forwards. I struggled to put my hands in front of my face, but the bulky arms of my suit wouldn’t let me. As I approached the ground, I could see something black and jagged looking. It met with the glass plate in my helmet, and it shattered.

I winced, turning around. If the atmosphere was toxic, there wasn’t enough time to get back into the rocket pod, vent it, and then fill it back up oxygen.

How ironic, I thought - the first brave step of humanity onto another world was to be my last. 

I let out a long, defeated sigh, my tightly-wound chest surrendering to its natural function. I closed my eyes, and inhaled.

When the coughing fit I’d expected failed to materialize, my sides began to quake - with laughter. Big, huge, whooping gales, each one reinforcing the next as it too proved how safe the air really was. I kept going until tears streaked down my cheeks.

I peeled off the charred suit and began to look around at this new world in earnest. The ground was uneven, I saw, because it was sand. I looked behind me and saw an ocean behind the downed ship. Ahead of me was dense, jungle foliage. The sights were beautiful in their amazing splendor, and yet they were also perfectly and surprisingly ordinary. A tropical paradise, I thought - just like it might look on any island on Earth.

“Twin,” I said, gazing up at the blue sky. “You’ve more than lived up to your reputation.”

~

I spent the next few hours examining the ship. The fire was out, so I did my best to salvage whatever supplies I could. The tech needed to set up the relay was still fine, which was obviously the top priority. My personal effects box was also untouched. The food and water crates were charred beyond recognition, but I had a feeling finding replacements for those wouldn’t be much trouble. 

I didn’t see any serious damage to the controls. The fuel tank was totally empty, though, which was odd - wasn’t there supposed to be enough for a two way trip? 

Now that I thought about it, Ulric didn’t mention coming home as part of my mission. If I contacted HQ through the ansible relay and asked them to send help, I’d be dead before the help got there. And with no fuel to get back...

I tried to push those thoughts out of my mind. I had to have faith in HQ. Besides, the only thing I could do about the situation was to follow my orders: set up the relay and make contact with Earth. I began unpacking the boxes, my hands shaking as I tried to get everything ready as fast as I could.

I looked up in the sky and imagined Ulric and everyone else at HQ waiting for me, twiddling their thumbs as they awaited my signal. Then, it hit me - they weren’t waiting for me, they were dead.

I’d known they’d be dead before I lifted off – after all, it had come up in our conversations. But back then, it was a dull hypothetical. To realize it had come to pass, and accept that the entire world had grown old and died in my wake, was another thing entirely.

The people who would respond to my signal would be strangers, children who’d grown up hearing about my voyage. They’d see me as a person who had stepped not just out of their world, but out of their history. 

If that was the case, I thought, I wanted to make a good impression. They’d probably expect me to be the bright eyed, chipper cadet who had saluted a crowd in a formal dress. I hated the thought of greeting the world as battered and bloodied. How could that be a triumphant image for humankind? 

I checked my personal box, and practically shouted praises to the long-dead goons who had looted my unit for my things. They’d packed the purple dress! How perfect would it be if I was able to re-create my whole look? I unfurled the dress and smiled to find a comb underneath. I started to brush my hair, and pulled out a mirror to take a look. 

When I pulled out the mirror, though, my heart sank. Underneath that was a picture of me and Ethan. Where was he? He had died along with the rest of them? Had he waited for me until the grave took him, condemned by the love of my memory to live his life as lonely, empty shell of a man? That sounded horrific. 

The alternative, though, didn’t seem much better - had Ethan forgotten about me and fallen in love with someone else? Would his grandchildren be alive to see my impending broadcast?

There was a third possibility - that Ethan somehow had made good his promise to catch another flight out here. If that was the case, he’d be in transit now, with no way to reach him through the relay. I made a vow not to ask HQ about that. If I didn’t know what had happened to him, I could keep some hope alive that I’d see him again.

Chapter Three

Moments Later

I gazed into my reflection and grinned. Despite the crash and the fire, there didn’t appear to be any major injuries, certainly nothing disfiguring. It was as though the mirror was trying to make it up to me after my picking it up had reminded me about Ethan.

As I dug through my box, I was astonished to find my makeup kit! I wasn’t sure when I’d get the chance to get a new one, but I figured that my first broadcast had to be top notch. I was able to do a pretty decent job concealing my minor scrapes and burns. 

I stepped into my gorgeous, likely world-famous purple dress, but when I tried to zip up the back it was stuck. I pulled and I pulled, but the damn thing just wouldn’t go any higher. I’d worn it two days ago, so I knew it fit. Did the atmospheric pressure of the planet cause it to shrink or something, or had my body elongated because of the effects of zero G? I swallowed hard, interlocked my fingers to tug the fabric together, and then gave it one last tug. 

I’d never been happier to hear the sound of the zipper closing up, but as soon as my sigh of relief left my lips, the thing loosened itself again.

“It’s alright,” I said out loud. “At least they’ll only see me from the front.” 

Setting up the ansible relay - a grey cube with wings and a little reflector dish on top - wasn’t too difficult.

“HQ...Earth, do you copy? Cadet...I mean, Captain Georgie Simmons, reporting for duty,” I said, reprising my line, and doing my best to give them a perfect smile. “Hello?”

I waited a few moments. Nothing. Not even a flicker. The box was on, that was certain. Had the transmitter been damaged in the crash, I wondered? Or was the problem something radioactive in the atmosphere?

Or, perhaps, something was wrong on Earth. A global conflict, a deadly virus, a meteor...I closed my eyes, imagining the dust-drenched console where my message was coming through, with nobody left living to receive it. Maybe I wasn’t just all alone on this planet, I thought. Maybe I was all alone in the universe.

I picked the ansible and placed it in a different spot, still nothing. I readjusted the little dish at the top, so it was pointing at the clearest part of the mostly cloudless sky. No luck. 

Maybe, I thought, there was a solar flare interfering with the signal. A supernova might also do the trick. Maybe all I needed to do was wait.

The sun was starting to set, I knew I’d have to find a way to get shelter. The ship was too damaged to be safe. I had a sleeping bag in my supplies, but I wasn’t going to lie that out on the beach and risk being washed out the sea in my sleep.

Reluctantly, I changed out of my dress and back into my uniform. Then I cautiously glanced up towards the jungle inland. For the first time, I began to contemplate if the planet was inhabited. Since this planet looked so much like Earth, would any aliens I found look human, I wondered? Did they see my ship go down, or chart it in the sky? Were they...expecting me?

As I headed closer to the foliage, I did my best to walk lightly, not wanting to arouse the suspicion of any hostile life forms. When I took my first step into the jungle, I was greeted with a sharp, cracking sound, which made my heart race until I realized that my boot was crushing an old branch. 

Half decayed, downed tree trunks were everywhere, and there were no paths of any kind. I began to suspect that if there were intelligent life forms on this planet, they certainly weren’t in this neck of the woods. And my watch, which was programmed to pick up any life signs as big as a human at a distance of a kilometer, was getting nothing. I groaned at myself for not checking it earlier.

I decided to gather as many pieces of decayed wood as I could, hoping to stack it around my sleeping bag. If anyone was going to sneak up on me in the middle of the night, I wanted their approach to be as noisy as possible. 

I carried armful after armful to the edge of the greenery, but still within sight of the ansible. As the wood shifted in my arms, it scraped against my left side.

“Damn, a splinter,” I said, scratching at the little wound. 

“Captain Simmons, we read you,” said the ansible. The gray box flickered to life, the image full of static and out of focus. 

The suddenness of the communiqué, combined with its inopportune timing, caused me to drop the rest of the wood, and a large piece fell on my foot. I yelped a little, but this time I managed to avoid swearing.  

“We believe we may be operating on a delay, of a little over an hour each way” said the man, his face barely visible through the static. “One of our scientists has predicted you’ll receive a reply to your messages two hours and twenty four minutes after transmission.” 

I grinned. If there was a delay, then that meant they hadn’t seen my embarrassment after all! But, I realized, they would. They’d see it and get back to me, two hours and twenty four minutes later. 

“Captain, congratulations on arriving safely on Twin,” said the voice. “Your orders are to use the ansible’s computer to analyze plant samples to test for edibility, and to find a source of drinkable water. Do not consume anything before testing. Report back when these tasks are accomplished.” 

“Yes sir,” I said, before realizing how foolish that would sound over a delay. I wanted to ask more questions, but I didn’t want to wait by the ansible for a reply while I had orders to carry out. I deactivated the transmitter, and headed back into the woods.

Hearing from Earth had done a lot to ease my tension, and now I felt as though I was observing the jungle for the first time. My earlier, cautious forays had been consumed with worries, and thus I had looked at the place with blinders on. Now that I had contact with HQ and a mission to complete, it was easy to really experience the place - and step deeper inside.

The first thing I noticed was the smell: a faint, sickly sweet aroma that tickled my nose. Was it being produced by the plants? Rotting fruit on the forest floor? I didn’t know - I was by no means a botany expert. But it certainly didn’t put me in the mood to locate consumable vegetation - not I was sure there was any to find.

Locating water proved a little easier. There was a muddy, little trickle of a stream that I knew had to be coming from somewhere other than the ocean, since the forest was uphill from the coast. I stubbornly followed the dingy little brook, hoping it would lead to a rushing river or a waterfall - something that wasn’t stagnant and infested with bugs. 

I reached a clearing, and saw the source of the water in all its glory. Small, greenish-brown, fetid looking, too big to be a pond but too small to be called a lake, it was terrifying in both its aesthetics and its implications. If the water came from here - how was I going to find anything to drink, let alone bathe?

I tried my best to remember my training. I knew I could train myself to wake up at 4 am and lick the dew off of leaves, but I wasn’t sure which leaves were safe. That reminded me - I still had to find vegetation samples to complete my mission.

Off to the right of the dank-looking lagoon were a few tall trees, containing what looked like bunches of green, wild bananas. I grabbed a handful, and unpeeled one cautiously. It was full of little dark, pebble-like seeds. I threw the fruit onto the forest floor, and then used the empty peel to carry a water specimen from the lagoon.

By the time I had made it back to the shore, I was exhausted and hungry. I placed the water and bananas into the food bay, and a few moments later, it read “clean.” 

“Damn,” I said aloud, shaking my head. Despite the fact that I’d accomplished my mission and I knew I had food and water to sustain me, I almost wished the stuff came back as toxic. I would have taken any excuse to toss the gross stuff into the sand. 

“HQ, mission accomplished,” I said after turning on the transmitter. Would they see me with as little focus as I saw them? If so, how sad - they’d never appreciate the painstaking job I did on my makeup. 

My body ached, my head was splitting, and exhausted could not begin to describe what I felt. But most bothersome of all was the sharp dryness of my throat and the ache in my gut. I knew HQ had asked me to gather and test water and vegetation for a reason...

I nibbled at the banana, which was far too sweet for my taste, and spat out as many seeds as I could. I gulped down the brownish water in one brave swallow; it was bitter and thick.

Finally, I allowed myself to curl up into my sleeping back. I think I fell asleep before my eyes were even closed.

Chapter Four

171.3 hours later

“Vegetation sample 52, clean,” I said into the ansible. I’d been ordered to test every plant I could find. I hadn’t found one toxic one yet. What were they afraid of?

I knew I was supposed to go out and gather more samples, but instead I just stared into the blank screen, and the question I’d been turning over in my head since I landed continued to torture me. Why weren’t they telling me if anyone else was on their way, or if they’d developed had the technology to send someone else in my lifetime?

The words formed on my lips, but I swallowed them down. I couldn’t bear a ‘no,’ and I certainly couldn’t bear a delay of 2 hours and 24 minutes to receive the ‘no.’

I saluted, and then headed into the woods to look for more samples. The shock and awe of my arrival had given way to a listless, boring routine. Wake up, look for plants. Test plants. Eat disgusting plants. Go to sleep. What I was engaged in was undoubtedly the most fascinating botanical research in human history, but the thrill of discovery had faded into drudgery fast. 

When I landed, I felt lucky to have survived the journey. But now that I was taking my survival for granted, I began to acutely miss the comforts of Earth.

I could feel sweat beading up on my brow, and I wiped it clean with my wrist. As I raised my arm, I could see a large growth of hair - more than I would have suspected from just a week’s worth of not shaving. I didn’t have a razor here and I couldn’t imagine crafting one out here in the wilderness - meaning this was only going to get worse. I made a mental note to wear my uniform jacket the next time I had to salute.

When I tucked my arm close, I saw something that was far more horrifying. The little scrape that I’d sustained from lugging around all that driftwood had healed up, but over the scab there’d formed a strange patch of hair. When I first saw it, I roughly yanked it out - it hurt worse then when I had my eyebrows waxed. Now it was back, and larger than before. 

I grasped the long little hairs and wrenched them from my body. The pain was so intense this time that I let out a yelp - a loud, throaty yelp that didn’t sound like me, at all. I felt a tight, constricting feeling coming over my chest. What was happening to me out there? Was I losing my mind?

“Respect the chain of command, don’t go bananas out there,” I said out loud, repeating Ulric’s final instructions to me. He might be long dead, I thought, but his words were more relevant than ever before. 

I ran across the beach and dove into the ocean, hoping that bathing my wound in saltwater would help sterilize it. I tried to clear my head, but the more I tried to calm myself, the more nervous I became. 

The water was cold, and the saltwater burned, but my body was shivering from my anxiety alone. I couldn’t bear the thought of being stuck here, and I realized there was only one thing I could do to make this all end. I ran back towards the edge of the woods and activated the ansible’s transmitter, not bothering to fix my wet hair or salute.

“HQ. Heading out for more samples now, per your orders. What’s the status on additional ships coming out, and what’s my plan for evac?”

I immediately took off into the forest. For all the running I had been doing, I expected my legs to grow tired, but actually, it felt great to just take off in a direction without having to painstakingly look for plants or carry them back.

Part of me still couldn’t believe I actually asked. I had been so dead set on not asking at first, so deferential to my orders, so eager to preserve the possibility of hope in case the news was the worst case scenario. 

But right at this moment, not having any news seemed unendurable. I tried not to think about how I’d react, and concentrated on pumping my legs as hard as I could. I allowed myself to be swept up in the workout - this was the most relaxed I’d felt since I landed. 

I finally stopped running, and realized that I didn’t know where I was. I’d strayed far outside my typical path. Worse still, I had forgotten to check my watch - how was I supposed to know when my two hours and twenty four minutes were up? 

I imagined HQ delivering the news to the empty sand, while Earth’s first galactic explorer was aimlessly wandering through the woods. I had to get back, and fast.

I closed my eyes and I thought I could hear the sound of the waves, and after pressing forward a little, I could see the ocean, though there was no sign of my ship. I knew the shortest distance between two points was a straight line - that is, that I’d get back faster if I retraced my steps. 

But the dense cover the trees provided often blotted out the sun. It was impossible to maintain direction. On the other hand, if I followed the coast...I’d get back a little slower, but there’s zero chance I’d get lost. 

There was only one problem - I didn’t know if I needed to turn left or right. And without knowing if how long the coast was, I wasn’t sure I could just go full circle in the event I chose wrong.

Something told me to sniff the air, and I took a deep, long whiff, my nostrils flaring as I took in the salt air and slightly metallic underpinning of...something?. “Left,” something deep in my brain - or perhaps in the pit of my stomach - instructed me. I dutifully followed my feeling, my body in service to itself. 

Speaking of service, I suddenly remembered I had promised HQ I’d go collect more samples. I didn’t want to fail to follow orders just as I was asking them to bring me home. I spotted a couple of trees that looked like palms, with what looked like coconuts at their tops.

My mouth salivated at the thought of something to eat other than gross forest droppings and bananas. I’d tried fishing yesterday, but had no luck. But a coconut...

I tried shaking the tree, hoping they’d fall free. No luck. Then I tried climbing the tree, but my boots didn’t have enough tread to make it up the trunk. What was worse was the more I tried, the more my feet began to ache. 

Finally, I pulled the boots off, which required some doing. When they were at last off, I saw huge red indentations along my feet and ankles. I’d run in these boots before, and they’d never done this. Had the humidity make the fabric shrink or something?

I gave climbing the tree one last try, and my toes gripped the bark with strength that surprised even me. I pulled myself up with my arms, and then my legs followed, in a simple, undulating motion that seemed to propel me ever upwards. 

I was a little surprised to feel my breasts pressing up against the trunk. I’d never been particularly busty, and I always prided myself on being athletic and slender  - so what was going on? I tried to just shrug it off and keep climbing.

Before I knew it, my face was planted right up against the brown, furry fruit. I cautiously pulled one arm away from the tree and wrenched a coconut free, feeling a little impressed with myself that I was able to palm it with one hand. 

I placed my prize in the crook of my other arm and began to lean forwards, hoping to grab another. Instead, my weight caused the tree to bend a little, and suddenly the ground was rushing towards me. 

Just as I was about to hit the beach, the tension seemed to reach equilibrium. I let go, falling flat on my ass. The tree immediately sprung back in the other direction, the coconuts flying free from the tree as though they’d be launched by a catapult, landing somewhere deep in the jungle.

I tried to console myself with the one I’d managed to save, and continued my long walk on the beach. Sure enough, not too long later, the ship and the ansible came into view. But without knowing how long ago I’d begun my journey, I didn’t know how long I needed to wait in front of it before I had my answer. My heart had been racing so badly that it was impossible even to make an estimate.

The anticipation of the broadcast was driving me nuts, and I slowly began to pace back and forth. As the minutes wore on, I began to suspect something was wrong, and increasingly hellish doomsday scenarios began to play out in my head. 

Had I spent over two hours in the jungle, and missed my reply? Had something terrible happened back on Earth in the past two hours, something that would inhibit HQ’s ability to reply to my broadcast? 

“Captain Simmons,” the voice spoke, jarring my out of my thoughts. “Your orders remain: continue to catalogue and test vegetation. Explore as much of your surroundings as you can. Keep us apprised. As for your...inquiry,” the voice began, and then paused. My teeth chattered. What would they say? 

“That information is classified.”

Classified? Classified?

“Respectfully, sir, I need to know,” I blurted, before realizing I’d have to wait another two hours and twenty four minutes before I’d hear their reply. 

The screen went dark, and for a moment, I felt gripped by the urge to grab the ansible and smash it to pieces. I was out here on an alien world, risking my life, and whether I’ll ever come home, or meet another soul is classified?

How dare they. 

I raised my fist against the box, but stopped at the last moment. Feeling a need to channel my rage somewhere productively, I took my coconut and smashed it as hard as I could against the nearest large boulder I could find. 

The sharp edge of the boulder penetrated the coconut with a satisfying crunch. I bought the thing to my face as the coconut water gushed out. Most of it landed near my mouth, but a significant amount also made its way onto my chin, my neck, and my chest.

It was the best damn thing I’d ever tasted. Perhaps it was so sweet because I had gone so long without good food, or because I had gone so long without good news. Whatever the reason, I didn’t care. I was so happy, I didn’t even bemoan the fact that I’d inadvertently launched the rest of the coconuts into the jungle earlier.

When the flow slowed a little, I greedily thrust my tongue inside, eager to scoop up every last drop of liquid. I retracted my tongue when I’d sucked it dry, and as I pulled my face away I was surprised by how long and wide my tongue looked. 

I smashed the shell against the rock again, and then began gnawing the meat off of the rind with my teeth. Despite the fact that it looked very firm, chewing it took no effort, and the meat tasted just as good as the juice.

I had just one tiny morsel left when I suddenly realized I had neglected to test it. If it was toxic, I realized, I only had myself to blame. I had disobeyed a direct order: test all vegetation before consumption. I quickly rushed the last little scrap to the ansible, and waited with baited breath for the results. 

“Clean,” it read, and I sighed with relief. Feeling dazed and exhausted, I collapsed onto my sleeping bag, or I nearly did. I first made sure to brush off all the sand and dirt that had accumulated on my uniform, which took some doing. When I finally finished, I fell asleep instantly.

~

A little over two hours later, the voice from the ansible woke me up. 

“Captain Simmons,” said the voice. “We repeat, the information you requested is classified.” 

I’d almost forgotten I’d asked HQ again. At first, their reply had just filled me with anger. Now, I just wanted to know why they’d keep it classified. If help was already on its way, there would be no reason to keep it from me. If they had some other way to bring me back, why delay letting me know? The only reason to not say anything was if I was stuck, I thought. The must believe that if they told me, I’d lose it - I’d “go bananas,” as Ulric put it. 

Even before I’d launched, I’d always known that this was a possibility - that this was a one-way trip, that they’d need someone to test the planet before they sent anyone else, that no technology would be developed in the interim to change the situation.

I closed my eyes and tried to shut out my thoughts. This time, slumber proved far more elusive.

Chapter Five

Weeks Later

I stared intently at the controls of the ship, hoping there’d be some clue as to what was wrong. If I couldn’t decipher what all these little numbers and blinking lights meant, I was finished. Done. 

As good as dead.

The ship was a wreck, I knew that. I also knew that the gravity of Twin was nearly identical to the gravity on Earth, so I’d need booster rockets to reach escape velocity - and even if they were working, I had no way to extract or manufacture fuel for them. 

I knew my task was hopeless, but I couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t look at this big hunk of metal every day and never actually try something.

HQ had never given me extensive training on operating the ship. The launch was done remotely, and the flying and landing was supposed to be on autopilot while I was in stasis. 

But I’d taken some courses on human piloting, just in case the computer failed. There were many afternoons where I would sit trying not to nod off as a bunch of engineers would go over the technical know how for each little button, knob, switch, or circuit, and it seemed that my retention had matched my enthusiasm at the time.  

I should know something about what to do here. But I didn’t. I was staring straight ahead, as though I was the controls were written in some foreign language, feeling like a primitive trying to understand the complexities of the first automobile. The thought of that word ‘primitive’ made me snort in disgust, but it didn’t stop me from scratching under my arm without pause. 

The knobs on the far left were the biggest, so they had to be the most important, right? I remembered operating them well enough when I landed, hadn’t I? I tried turning them to the left. Nothing. I tried turning them to the right, and they suddenly felt stuck. I pushed a little harder, and the thing popped off in my hands. 

Hands which were looking too big to be my own. Compared to them, the little gadgets looked like they belonged on a child’s toy. I gazed at them, a growing nausea frothing from the pit of my stomach, as if my body was rejecting the image my brain was telling it. 

I gazed upwards, and I caught a glimpse of my face’s reflection in the shattered glass of the ship’s cockpit. My jaw seemed too big, not quite masculine, but it had widened significantly, setting it out and defining it from my face in a way that pulled from my previously feminine features. 

My forehead had also grown more pronounced, making my face seem stern and intent, the ridge casting a shadow over my eyes. My eyebrows looked thicker and more prominent as well. Whatever was happening, I knew it wasn’t just the lack of a day spa in the area.  

Adding insult to injury, my nose was too wide, my nostrils were enlarged, broadened, and slightly flattened. The effect was more than just something that might cause people to mistake my ethnicity, looking almost primal. Overall, I looked like one of those artist’s depictions of the missing link between apes and people.

What was happening to me?

My rage and frustration with the whole situation grew overwhelming. I balled my despised hands into fists and spitefully smashed them against the infuriating control panel. I was rewarded with a sickening metallic crunch, a spray of sparks, and shooting, blistering pain in my fingers.

I bellowed with pain, and hearing my deeper sounding voice only made me feel worse. I climbed out of the ship, hitting my head on the ceiling on the way out. Was I getting taller, too? 

I rushed towards the ansible, and turned on the transmitter. I made sure to stay out of its field of vision as I shouted at it. “This is Captain Simmons. Requesting immediate evac. I’ve contracted...I’m sick,” I said. “I cannot...finish mission. I need medic ASAP.” Damn, I thought - I was even talking messed up. I paced around the transmitter, nervously chewing on my lower lip until it bled. For over two hours, I waited for the reply.

“We repeat - at this time, evict is no-go,” said my faceless interlocutor. “Continue your mission. Provide regular updates on your health status.” 

This was the third time in as many days, and it was expected. Hell, I expected such a reply on my first attempt. But, like my tinkering with the ship, talking to HQ wasn’t done because I thought it would work. I just had to do everything I could.

Well - it wasn’t all I could do, I admitted. There was one last thing I hadn’t tried. 

My last resort. 

Ever since my...illness...had become more undeniable, I’d told myself I’d do whatever I could to avoid this. I couldn’t let the history books record an image of me this horrific. But, now I had no choice. I was completely out of options. If they knew just how bad things were, maybe they’d take my request more seriously.

I turned the ansible receiver back on. “HQ, you want an update on my health status. Well, look at me!” I said, stepping in front of the receiver. 

My hands had swollen up and my knuckles looked hairy. The little patch of hair on my arm had grown bigger and thicker, and I was starting to notice similar looking tufts of hair on my legs as well. 

I still felt my face was hideous, and even my posture seemed off. Often now I would catch my reflection in a pool of water or on the side of the ship and see my slouched demeanor. Over the past week it felt like sitting or standing up straight was becoming more cumbersome. 

Slumping forward somehow felt much more relaxing, comfortable, and natural. This combined with everything else that was happening to me only served to once again remind me of those pictures of human evolution from animal to intelligent being, as though I was flipping back in evolutionary time. 

Perhaps the most strange and shameful aspect of my change was my weight: even though I’d practically starved myself by subsisting mostly on a few handfuls of fruit over the past several weeks, I’d somehow managed to pack on the pounds. 

The testing equipment did not account for caloric intake, but my food certainly didn’t feel filling. I almost always went to bed feeling hungry, my stomach growling like a ravenous beast. Short of these alien fruits somehow being packed with more calories than a box of éclairs, it seemed my body was generating excess adipose on its own. 

My bra barely held in my breasts, whose engorged state gave my uniform an obscene amount of cleavage, each breast easily a handful even for my extra-large hands. I’d given up trying to zip up the front at this point. My attempts had been in vain, the spongy softness just mocking my efforts. It was as if being alone was not punishment enough. 

My burgeoning belly had pushed past a little a pooch or even a pot, swelling into an outright gut that was big enough to start to stick out and sag over the lip of my pants. 

I buried my face in the sand and wept. I lay there, sobbing until the tears wouldn’t come, until my lungs felt sore from wailing and my eyes burned. Why had this happened to me? I had scanned all my food, all my water...

But there was one thing that wasn’t being scanned: The planet itself. Perhaps Twin had some kind airborne virus, or perhaps radiation was leaching out of the crust’s mantle. Perhaps anybody who came to get me would be similarly affected. 

I winced from the thought them seeing my horrifying visage, but if they had to know just how bad it really was. They had to evac me, and hopefully without putting anyone else at risk. I would never want someone else to have to go through whatever was happening to me. 

I sifted through the boxes next to the ship, and found my picture of me and Ethan. For the first time since I landed, I felt genuinely glad he was probably dead. The alternatives - him seeing me like this, or worse, him coming to get me and falling prey to the planet’s curse as well - were too terrible to consider.

“We repeat - at this time, evac is no-go,” came my reply, after the two hours and twenty four minutes had elapsed. I closed my eyes, and nodded.

“Understood,” I said. “I’ll continue my mission.” I was effectively killed in action, although I hadn’t yet died. 

I was no different than the pilots of the Challenger, astronauts who had perished when their rocket exploded during launch nearly a century ago. Well, more like nearly two centuries ago, I thought, remembering all the time that had passed on Earth while I had flown here.

My only consolation is that, unlike the Challenger crew, I didn’t die in vain. At least I’d been able to teach humanity something of value: don’t go to Twin.

Chapter Six

Warm Rain

I could smell the storm before it arrived - a bonus of my new, bestial nose, I suppose. I ran back towards the ship and prepared to move my belongings inside, to prevent water damage. 

Running lately was hurting my back, and I found myself stooping over and tripping. I always felt more comfortable when I was pushing myself up from the ground than when I was attempting to run. 

I’d resisted the idea of galloping on all fours - it felt like too complete a surrender. But then I thought about my dress, my picture of Ethan, my sleeping bag, my last few connections with Earth. Better to humiliate myself in a jungle than let them become ruined.

I sunk my knuckles into the dirt and took off. I knew at once that despite my increased heft, I was moving at a speed far faster than I’d run before - even back when I was, you know...fully human. 

I reached the campsite in no time, and piled everything into the ship. The storm - a typhoon, a hurricane, whatever...hit a few moments later. I gazed back on my spot and realized I hadn’t remembered to grab the ansible.

Oh well.

It had survived light rain before, but so I didn’t know if a big event like this was going to destroy it. But even if it did, so what? I’d tested and catalogued every type of plant I could find. I’d received no further orders, and I knew no help was coming.

At some point, I thought, I had to hollow out tree, find a cave, or build some type of fort. The ship was too small for me to fit in now, it merely served as a shield of sorts to protect me from the wind. It howled and roared for a while, but died down as quickly as it came, and my nose told me the coast was clear.

The ansible looked damaged, but I didn’t know if it was still operational. And, frankly, I didn’t care. I left it off. What further use could it be to me - or I be, to Earth? 

They might think I’d lost it - that I’d “gone bananas,” that my transformation had gone so far that my mind had devolved. But the truth was I was thinking sanely and rationally - or at least, I felt as though I was. There was nothing left for me on the other end of that relay.

Everything of value to me existed in my box, and that had been preserved. Ironically, the purple dress was now the only outfit I owned. Recently, my feet had burst out of my boots, partly due to their increased girth and partly because the toes seemed to be spreading out. My pants had split down the middle, and my uniform top had died a death of a thousand cuts. 

Slowly, delicately, I stepped into the dress. What was once a billowing, beautiful gown was now skin tight, some kind of horrific parody of spandex. I knew that wearing it would destroy it, since I couldn’t take more than a couple of steps in it without the dress tearing somewhere. But somehow, I also felt as though not wearing it would equally destroy it. I couldn’t let it languish inside some box, while I walked around near-nude like a wild animal. 

I carried the box in the crook of one of my enlarged arms, and the ease with which my meaty limb and oversized mitt of a hand carried the large box surprising me. I didn’t know how much of this was due to my changes, or how much was due to my excessive exercise, but my biceps bulged with strength. When I’d first noticed it, I felt repulsed by its masculine bulkiness. Now I just felt grateful I was able to make use of it.

I headed into the jungle, not quite sure where I was headed but content to let my instincts take me where they may. After what seemed like an eternity of cold, miserable shuffling, I found myself back at the lagoon near the banana trees. 

A nearby tree had fallen down during the storm, and it was mostly hollow. Perfect. I took off my dress, and placed it in my box next to my picture of Ethan and me. I loved looking at Ethan, but in some ways, it was hard to look at the old me, a constant reminder of who I once was...

I undid my sleeping bag, rolled it out in the middle of the moist wood, and scooched in. The sleeping bag hardly functioned for my body anymore. No matter how I tried to cram myself into the thing I wound up tightly wrapped in the insulated fabric, assuming I could even get the stupid thing zipped up. 

When I did, the fabric would stretch over my stomach and breasts whenever I laid on my back, the outline of those two moons beneath my chin reminding me of how fat I had become. 

Yet whenever I turned on my side I'd hear stitches start to pop and instead of my bust and belly taking the front assault against my last vestige of human comforts, my doughy love handles and now massive thighs would press up against the bag, as if they couldn't be contained by any man made object any longer. It was a disconcerting realization, that my own bed was no longer built to fit me. But I felt cold, so I zipped myself up anyway. 

~

I awoke the next day feeling cold, wet and itchy. I wriggled about a little, and soon discovered that the sleeping bag had burst open while I was asleep. The poor thing was a mess of popped stitches and fraying tears along the material’s seams.  

I pulled myself out of my log, the wood scraping against my furry sides with a soft rustling noise. I don’t know if it was the pelt of hair or thicker skin, but the roughness of the wood’s edges did not faze me the slightest.  

When at last I was free, I shook myself back and forth. I remembered that time I’d left my dog out in the rain - is that what I looked like now, I wondered?

My body, which had become mostly covered by the brownish fur-like stuff that that began on my arm, was caked with dirt and had bits of wood chips stuck in various places.

My hair, which had grown far longer, was now tangled and clumped with dirt and twigs. I felt the need to bathe myself, though it seemed abstract, hardly urgent. 

When one both looks as inhuman as I had become and no one else was around to judge, what was the point? After all, if I was going to look like some kind of ape creature, should I not have a bit of grime to complete the look? I thought about running back towards the ocean, but the lagoon was right here, and the ocean was so cold...

I stared into the dark, murky liquid. It had been so repellent to me the first time I’d come across it, but now it looked suitable and even pleasant. The cloudy water offered a blurred reflection of me, and it was the first time I’d looked at myself in a while.  

My face was wider, my forehead was sloped downwards into a thick meaty ridge, and my eyebrows were much heavier. The ears were getting wider too, and shifting position high on my head. My nose had flattened and receded on my face, while the nostrils had grown more prominent and longer. My head sat low upon my ever-widening shoulders, my double chin completely obscuring my neck. 

My face had grown stronger features, and yet the encroaching layer of pudge that had swallowed my cheeks and jaw line acted almost as a crude attempt to reinstate some femininity to my otherwise rather unladylike visage. 

The hair under my arms and between my legs seemed thicker and darker that it ever had been, so much so that they actually stood out from the hair growing elsewhere on my body like some sort of second layer of fur. My breasts were so huge that they were bigger than my head, when it was human sized, that is.

Some part of me - the human part, I suppose - wanted to feel disgust, but it did not come. Like someone who can’t puke any more because their stomach is empty, my disgust had been so exhausted by what had already happened earlier that these changes meant nothing to me. 

In a way, it was just like the water, which once looked repulsive but now seemed inviting. My body no longer seemed like it was something to be feared. Without thinking twice, I bounded forward and jumped in the lagoon, cannonball style. The resulting splash was monstrous in scale.

I was surprised to feel that the water was indeed quite warm. This wasn’t bad at all! What had I been so afraid of? If the water was indeed too dirty, I’d head to the ocean later, I reasoned.

My stomach growled, and I propelled myself up from the bottom of the lagoon and into the air, snagging one of the low-hanging bananas and inadvertently knocking the rest into the water with one powerful swipe before I fell back into the water with another thunderous splash.

I didn’t bother removing the seeds or even unpeeling the banana, I just bit right into it. My powerful jaws and sharpened incisors made short work of the peel, and I crunched down on the rock-like seeds like I used to munch on granola. 

The taste had really grown on me as the time had passed. In fact, I’d say it hit the spot. Had I ever truly hated a fruit this delicious, I wondered, or had its foreign texture and unusual appearance prejudiced me against it from the start?

Chapter Seven 

Warm Sun

I awoke to the pleasant tingle of the mid-day sun baking on my fur. It was a strange sensation, like waking to a warmed blanket, except said blanket was now a part of me.  

I rolled back and forth a little in my little open air cabin as I pulled myself up, causing the tree in which it was housed to sway ever so slightly, the trunk groaning and popping occasionally. Of course, that didn’t concern me - I’d chosen this tree as my home because it was the biggest, the tallest and the most study one on the entire island. I knew that even my considerable heft wasn’t enough to topple it in spite of the noises.

I licked my lips hungrily as I pondered what to eat for breakfast, rubbing my bulging belly with one hand, my pinky finger playing with the little tuft of extra hair that reached nearly all the way up to my deep, sunken belly button. My furry gut had grown past the size of a beach ball at this point, though the powerful floor of muscles anchored underneath it kept it from swaying every time I took a step.

Crab. I felt like crab, I decided. 

I put on my dress, or rather what was left of it, as it, as my athletic lifestyle and growing frame had reduced it mostly to shreds. Between the torn seams and nicked holes in the garment, my transition into wearing what could be best described as a cave woman’s outfit had just about concluded. 

The sleeves had mostly been ripped away, leaving only a single cuff on my left arm that I kept around for a periodic napkin that I could wear with me. The shoulders had broken down to a single fraying strap that widened out to the large swathe of remaining fabric, which was dedicated exclusively to covering the heaving orbs that were my breasts. There wasn’t any fabric left around my waist, leaving my rippling gut entirely exposed. 

Not that I cared at this point what the thing looked like. I had already cut open the lower hem of the dress to work as a makeshift loincloth. Still, what remained of the fabric had held up surprisingly well. 

I kissed my little picture of Ethan, hard enough that my muzzle-like face almost created suction at the fragile paper, and deposited it back in the box. If it wasn’t for the fact that I still missed him like hell, I’d have to say my life was, well…

I climbed over the edge of the cabin and onto the branch. I glanced down - at least thirty feet to the forest floor. Then, I jumped. 

My hands quickly grasped a vine connected to the next tree over, and I swung across. The first time I’d tried this, I’d started far lower, mostly for fear of hitting the ground like a cruel mockery of a dry belly flop. Soon, though, I realized I could quite reliably seize either a vine, branch, or something of the like before I fell too far. 

The wind blew my huge mane of auburn hair behind me like a cape, fluttering in the breeze of my own momentum. My feet - aided by new simian-like opposable toes - grasped the vine too, ensuring my center of gravity would carry me faster and further before I had to jump to the next vine. In just a few short, exhilarating moments, I was at the seaside. 

I’d never been much of a shellfish fan back on Earth, but here on Twin I loved it. Maybe it was my changing palette, or maybe it was my lack of alternative cuisines - quinoa and veal were a little hard to come by over here. Or maybe, I thought as I grabbed the spear I’d left near the shore, it was the thrill of the hunt.

My eyes searched the water, hoping for some flicker of activity. It had taken many tries, but I slowly had figured out how to take in the motion of the lapping water and dancing sunlight and sift through it for actual animal movement. I pounced a few seconds later on instinct, my immense deltoids and biceps working in confluence to produce one smooth, strong motion. 

The spear found its mark on my first throw, cutting through the water and landing with the shaft jutting towards the sky. I suddenly was reminded of the time I’d played a shooting sim game with Ethan, at his insistence. 

To my chagrin, he was always faster on the draw. What I’d give to be able to challenge him to a rematch, I thought - assuming, of course, that my big, strong hands wouldn’t snap the controller in two.  As if to underscore this possibility, as I picked up the now dead crab, its tough shell crunched under the slightest amount of pressure from my powerful hands.

I sat down in the warm, comfy dirt next to the trees, yawning as I stretched my arms. I arched my shoulders, and then used the trunk behind me to scratch my back. I shoved my crustacean into my maw, my sharp teeth and sturdy jaw making short work of the shell. I let out a low growl of satisfaction - it was delicious beyond words. 

I raised my head and sniffed the air with my expert nose,  which since my change had allowed me to appreciate my sense of smell on an entirely different level. The only way I could describe it would be the difference between regular sight and color blindness. The air was salty, fresh and...smoky.

That wasn’t right. I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, there was a plume of smoke rising from the other side of the island. What could it be - a lightning strike on the wrong piece of driftwood? A volcanic eruption? 

A ship?

I hadn’t turned on the ansible in...well, I didn’t know how long. Certainly several weeks, possibly even a few months. The days had all blurred together after I’d turned it off for the last time.

A ship seemed highly unlikely, I reminded myself. Even if Earth developed the technology to come get me, they’d seemed adamant about not doing that when I’d last talked to HQ. And I’d disobeyed orders by refusing to communicate. Why would they bother? 

Still, I thought, I had to find out what the source of the smoke was. If the fire was set to expand, I needed to know, so I could relocate my shelter. The thought of my picture of Ethan going up in flames sent a chill down my spine.

I hastily gulped down the rest of my meal, quickly scaled the nearest tree, and began taking the vines back to my cabin. This time, I wasn’t swinging carefree, on a whim. Now I had a mission to do, and my heart was racing. 

I made my way back to my tree, and climbed to the top. From here, I could see the entire island. But no plume of smoke could be found - which meant the fire already went out. 

My extra-sensitive, wide, ape-like ears managed to up something far more interesting than smoke: beeping. Things in the jungle don’t beep - at least, most of them don’t...

There was only one explanation, and it was nearly beyond belief. I scaled down the tree, and entered my little cabin. I rummaged through my box, and the beeping grew louder. My watch, which had popped off some time ago as my meaty wrist had grown too wide to contain it, was flashing and alerting me to...something.

It took me a few moments to remember what the symbols meant, but even before those had elapsed, I knew what it was going to say: 'humanoid life form within radius.' 

I was no longer alone on Twin.

Chapter Eight

2 Kilometers Due East

That’s what my watch now read, and every second it was reading that the life form was growing closer. Now there were only two possibilities, each one equally improbable: One, after providing me with plenty of solitude, alien beings who lived on Twin had finally decided to pay me a visit. Two, HQ had inexplicably decided to send evac after all. Each possibility raised its own troubling implications and questions.

If it was aliens, would they have the answer to what had happened to me? Would they be able to reverse it, or take me home? Or would they be hostile, killing me for sport the way human beings used to hunt animals in jungles centuries ago?

If it was HQ sending an evac team, they’d be in for a surprise. I’d stopped transmitting well before I’d completed my change. Would they even recognize me? Would they want to rescue me when they saw how...how different I was? How hideous I’m sure they’d see me as? Would I even be welcome back on Earth, or would I treated like a freak, or dissected by curious scientists?

I wanted to charge head on at whatever intruder had dared to disturbed my domain, to beat my chest and roar, and to declare that whoever they were, nobody was going to judge me or hurt me ever again. 

The scientist and explorer buried deep within me, though, won out, at least for now. I needed intel, and I needed it fast. I had to know what I was dealing with before I decided how to respond, and that meant observation, not confrontation. 

I took off east, swinging vine after vine with one hand as I glanced at my watch with the other. Before long, I’d overshot the target - which was my intention, of course. If I could plot the target moving in the other direction and I assumed he was moving in roughly a straight line, I could extrapolate where he’d been and study his tracks without risking being seen.

Sure enough, I saw a series of tracks through the forest floor. They looked like standard issue boots from the academy, but that didn’t rule out aliens - I had no reason to suppose they didn’t also wear shoes. The tracks led back to tent, and a recently extinguished campfire, which explained my brief sighting of smoke in the sky.

I dug through the tent, finding nothing of interest. That is until I found a picture frame - containing same picture of me and Ethan I’d treasured all this time.

Was this the picture they were using to locate me? Or...or...could it be? I pulled the place apart, trying to make sure. I overturned the boxes of supplies I found, desperate for something that would allow me to disallow the possibility that was at once my worst fear and my most feverish hope. And at last, I found it. A badge.

I read the words as my hands began to tremble: “Lieutenant Ethan Goodwin.” 

No evac. No aliens. 

Ethan. 

He had a beard, but aside from that, he looked about the same. There was no denying it was him.

He’d made good on his impossible promise, I realized. Many decades before my messages had reached Earth, Ethan had come for me. He was expecting to find the woman who’d left him behind, and instead...he’d find a beast. What would he do? 

What would I have done, I thought, had the situation been reversed? Me, who had always placed so much value on looking pretty - would that person have found it within her heart to love a monster? I didn’t want to know the answer. 

“Damn,” I gasped, doing my best not to roar with frustration. I’d overlooked the worst of it, I realized. By coming here, Ethan was putting himself in great danger. He might change, too.

I couldn’t let that happen. Ethan, the love of my life, the man in the picture who reminded me of my past...I couldn’t let him suffer as I had suffered. Not even to alleviate my own loneliness. I had to find a way to save him, to get him safely off Twin. 

I began galloping towards the ocean, and then around the beach towards my ship, careful to keep checking my watch to make sure Ethan wasn’t closing in on my location. Finally, I reached my objective: the ansible.

I hit the transmitter button, crossing my knob-like, hairy, thick fingers for good luck. It turned on! Despite the violent ravages of storm and the lengthy period of neglect, the thing still turned on.

“HQ, Emergency,” I said. My voice sounded strange and warbled, as though it had been so long since I’d spoken my lips had forgotten what it was like to talk. “Human being on Twin. Lieutenant Ethan Goodwin. He...evac. He...not stay here. Planet isn’t safe for him - not safe for any human.”

I impatiently waited by the ansible. I’d been stressed before sending a message to them, but nothing came close to the heart pounding agony I was experiencing in that moment.  

I knew my request was a long shot - after all, HQ might not even be monitoring my transmissions anymore. Even if they were, they might not have developed the technology to evac anyone from Twin in a reasonable time. And even if they had the ability, HQ might simply decide that a rescue mission wasn’t worth the risk.

I was horrified to see Ethan’s signal getting closer to me. I picked up the ansible, dragging it across the sand, trying my best not to make enough noise to be noticed. If Ethan had a watch like mine...it would only be a matter of time before he found me, since I could only move so fast while lugging around this big lump of silicon. I crouched behind a fallen tree 30 or so meters away from the ocean, and waited.

I heard a rustle in the trees to the north, and then I saw a figure emerge. It was undeniably my Ethan, still as handsome as ever, even with a grim expression on his face. Ethan wasn’t following me, I realized, as I saw him head towards the water. He was heading for my ship.

I squinted, and I could see him place his hands on the hull. His body seemed to shake and quiver - was the metal giving off some kind of electric shock, I wondered? Then my ears picked up what he was doing: he was sobbing. Huge, gasping, wrenching cries, which seemed to go on forever. 

Finally, he reached into his backpack, placed something small in front of the ship, and then abruptly turned around and headed back into the forest. 

I popped up from my hiding place, and dragged the ansible with me towards the ship, eager to see what was left there. 

It was a tombstone: “Captain Georgie Simmons, RIP.”

“Captain Simmons, we read you,” said the ansible. “We are sending evac for Lieutenant Ethan Goodwin shortly. Under no circumstances are you to contact him. We believe your condition may be the result of an infectious disease, and if you do make contact, we will not let him board the evac shuttle.”

“Understood, HQ. Will follow orders,” I said. 

Ethan believed I was dead, killed in the crash. With any luck, he’d go right on believing that. Evac would come, and take him back to Earth. He’d be a man out of history, sure - but he’d be a man. Not a beast. He’d remember me as I was - as a beautiful human being, whom he had loved. 

In spite of long odds, everything was going to turn out as best as they could, given the circumstances. Thank goodness.

All I had to do was avoid Ethan until evac arrived. I couldn’t risk infecting him.

But wait, I realized - I’d gone through his tent, touched his personal things. What if I’d left pathogens on them? HQ said they wouldn’t take him if he had any contact with me. Perhaps they’d bring some kind of scanner to determine if he was clean. 

If he was judged unclean, because of my reckless rummaging...it was almost too terrible to even consider. I had to get back, I had to remove everything that I’d touched. Ethan’s humanity depended on it.

I galloped towards the jungle, climbed the first tree, and jumped onto the awaiting vine. Ethan seemed to be doubling back towards his tent, said my watch - not good. I took a quick detour around his path, not wanting to risk the chance that he’d see me through a glance overhead.

Finally, I reached his campsite. I’d already decided I’d drag all his belongings off into the jungle. He’d just assume a wild animal had taken them. Which was, I had to admit, a fully correct assumption.

The beeps were coming in faster, and I knew Ethan was approaching. I uprooted Ethan’s tent and used it as a large sack, intending to just drag everything away at once, so he wouldn’t be able to recover it. 

“Stop!” I heard Ethan’s voice call out from behind me. Damn, he’d caught my trail. For a moment, I considered charging him, knocking him out cold. If only I could be sure that wouldn’t infect him...

Instead, I resolved to just keep dragging away his things, to hope that he wouldn’t give chase. But as I heard his footsteps growing louder, I knew that not only was he following me, he was closing in. Any second now, he’d turn a corner and actually catch a glimpse of me. I couldn’t pick up enough speed hauling around this anchor. 

Thinking fast, I knotted the end of the tent closed. Then I spun around to gain momentum, and heaved it as far into the jungle as I could. If Ethan wanted to chase me now, I could outrun him, and then I’d double back for the tent after I’d lost him.

I leapt into the air, grabbing the nearest vine. Unfortunately, I was so desperate to get away that I didn’t bother to check what it was attached to. The young, slender, undeveloped tree groaned against my weight, then collapsed entirely, causing me to fall painfully into the dirt.

As I struggled to pull myself up to all fours, I heard steps and leaves parting, and the beeping on my watch grew louder. I could actually hear Ethan’s breath. 

He’d seen me for sure, but there was no telling what he’d think about what he was seeing. Was I an ordinary animal, an alien - a jungle-fever induced hallucination? I tried to creep away slowly.

“Wait,” he called out. “Don’t go,” he said. That only make me quicken the pace. I was almost at a full gallop when he spoke again. 

“Georgie,” he said. The word hung in the air for a moment, and once again, I froze. “You’re alive. What’s happened to you?”

Turning around and facing him still seemed out of the question. Yet I couldn’t deny what he said without providing him confirmation, and for some reason my feet felt rooted to the ground. I just didn’t have the heart to run away.

“Georgie, I know it’s you,” he said, stepping closer. If he touched me...
 

“Don’t come...near me,” I said, struggling as best I could to speak clearly. “Ethan...listen to me. I contact HQ. You’ll...evac soon. But if you touch me, you could be infected with...whatever I got. I won’t let this happen to you too. You...stay safe,” I said my voice choking up. “Stay away from me and go back...to Earth.”

“Georgie,” Ethan repeated, continuing to walk towards me. He seemed totally unfazed by my warning. “Say that last part again?”

“Ethan, I’m glad you kept...promise, but there’s nothing for you here. Just wait for evac, pretend....never saw me,” I said, struggling to keep the sound of crying out of my voice. 

“Get off of Twin!” I shouted. There was a long, pregnant pause that seemed to stretch forever. I was reminded of how it felt to send a message through the ansible and wait for the reply.

“Georgie, we’re not on Twin,” he said at last. “We’re on Earth.”

Chapter Nine

Moments Later

“What?” I asked. I turned around to face Ethan, at last. It was just about the only thing he could have said to get me to do so. “But that’s...that’s impossible!” It wasn’t true - it couldn’t be true. 

“I understand your skepticism,” said Ethan, not appearing to have any reaction to seeing me. “But you have to admit...impossible things have been happening quite frequently as of late.”

“Maybe you have a head injury,” I said, my speech finally sounding a little more normal. “Or you weren’t briefed. Take me to your ship,” I said. 

“Sure,” he said with a shrug. “I suppose that’s as good a way to convince you as any.” He looked at his watch, and then pointed. 

I realized only then that my device was still beeping like crazy. I struggled to turn it off, but my huge, stubby fingers were having a hard time pressing the little buttons. That made me feel angry and ashamed, and so I threw the thing down on the dirt and stomped on it. 

The motion caused my big breasts to bounce forward, and I rushed to hold them in place with my arm, lest the bounce free of the last threads of my dress. A sickening, metallic crunch later, the beeping had stopped.

The immediately result is that I felt even more upset - for revealing my bestial nature to Ethan. I resolved to do what I could to appear as human as was possible. I didn’t want to walk on all fours around him, but walking upright was slow and awkward. My back felt bent out of shape with every step. 

“How...how did you know it was me?” I asked.

“The purple dress made me a bit suspicious,” he said. “But I knew it was you when you tilted your head after I came through the clearing. You always do that when you’re scared.”

This made me smile, and for the first time in hours, I allowed myself a deep breath. So much was still up in the air, but I could breathe easily knowing Ethan was alive and safe. I wasn’t sure what he thought of me, but he didn’t appear to be horrified or disgusted.

“There it is, my ‘ship,’ Ethan said, pointing towards the shore. But there was no ship. Just endless beaches and...a helicopter.

“Wait...” I said. “How did you...”

“Georgie, we’re on Earth,” he repeated. 

My head started swimming. How was this possible?

“That means...that means...” I repeated, gasping for air. I’d been lied to, about everything. I dropped to my knees, and let out a roar louder than any I’d ever unleashed before. I balled my huge hands into fists and pounded the sand. 

“Fuck!” I screamed. “Why? Why?” 

“Let’s go some place and talk,” Ethan said. “Do you have a...home of some kind?”

~

“What a breathtaking view,” Ethan said, after he crawled up the vines to where my treetop cabin was nestled.

“It’s the tallest tree on the island,” I replied. 

“It sure beats the barracks,” he said with a shrug. “I’ve been holed up in cold concrete so long, I’d almost forgotten what nature really looks like.”

“It’s a lot less intimidating, now that I know it’s Earth,” I said as we sat down together on the branch. “Now, tell me everything.”

“Everyone who was watching saw your booster rocket fail as you tried to leave orbit, then you crashed back on Earth. A scan supposedly revealed you were dead,” explained Ethan.

“But HQ’s been telling me I’ve been on Twin,” I said. “ For God’s sake, I’ve been on a mission here.”

“I always suspected they were hiding something about your crash, though I never suspected you might be alive. I thought they were trying the fact that they knew the booster rockets hadn’t been fully tested...” Ethan said, his voice trailing off. 

“Fully tested,” I repeated, my mind racing. “Maybe that’s what this was: a test...”

“But it wouldn’t make sense for them to keep lying to you after they already knew that the rockets didn’t work...” said Ethan.

“I don’t think they were just testing the rockets,” I said. “What are the odds that I’d just happen to crash on a completely uninhabited island, perfect for pretending it was Twin? I think my ship was programmed to crash here,” I theorized. 

“Then what were they testing?” 

“Me, maybe, to see if I’d follow orders...” I said. I closed my eyes and remembered a conversation with the tech who did my suit. “But not just that. The radiation shields, meant to protect my DNA from neutron propulsion,” I said. “There was no way to test that on Earth. So they had me fly up, nearly leave orbit and then crash land, to see if the shields would work.”

“That would explain what’s happened to you,” Ethan replied.

“They said they’d calibrated it on apes,” I said with a grim laugh. “But what I don’t understand is if I was here the whole time, why didn’t they come and get me when I reported something was wrong?”

“Because they didn’t want to reveal what they’d done to you,” said Ethan. “It was next to impossible to even discover the location of your crash site,” he added.

“What about Twin?” I asked. “It even a real planet?”

“It is,” said Ethan. “In fact, in just a few days, they’re launching a ship there, for real this time, with a full crew. I guess now that you’ve let them know what they need to fix, they’re ready.”

“Ethan, I let HQ know you were here,” I said. “Are you in danger?”

“What did they say, exactly?” Ethan asked, raising his arms to stretch a little. The pose caused his balance to shift, and he began slipping off of the branch. 

I dove forward and grabbed his arm as he fell, and then pulled him up easily.

“Thanks,” he said with a nervous chuckle.

“To answer your question, they said they’d give you evac, if I didn’t contact and contaminate you,” I said. That was always an impossibility, I suddenly realized, because I hadn’t been infected by anything. And they’d known that. Ethan was never in any danger because of me.

“Then I’m likely fine,” Ethan said. “To ‘take care of me,’ so to speak, they’d have to tell another person about this island, and I’m sure they want this secret staying in as few heads as possible. They wanted me to think you’re dead, and that’s that.” 

“I only came to pay my respects and give you some semblance of a proper burial. I never thought...” Tears began to well up in his eyes. “I never thought I’d really see you again.”

“I thought you were dead, too.” I said. “I thought you’d died decades ago. How many months have I been here?”

“Months? Georgie, it’s been almost four years.” 

Four years? I couldn’t deny that I’d lost track of time. How could I keep track, when every day was a variation on the same pattern? There was no holidays, no calendars...there were barely any seasons. 

“Ethan...it’s good to see you,” I choked out. 

“It’s good to see you, too,” he replied, though it was hard for me to believe that was true.

Chapter Ten

Sunset

When we started to get hungry, I told Ethan I’d help him look for the supplies I’d heaved into the jungle, but he refused.

“What have you been eating out here?” he asked.

“Erm, whatever I can hunt or forage,” I said. “Fish, coconuts, bananas, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds better than field rations,” he said, licking his lips a little.

“Don’t you…” I paused for a moment. “Don’t you want to leave this island? I mean, there’s no reason for either of us to stay here.”

“We can leave if you wish,” he said. “You’ve been here so long, I just wanted to see what your life has been like. Your experience here is a part of you, and I want to get to know that part.”

I nodded, and we shimmied down to the forest floor using the vines and walked to the coast. I could have gotten there three times as fast had we taken the vines, but after what had nearly happened on the branch, I didn’t want Ethan to have to risk that kind of balancing act. Then I thought about asking him to just hold onto my back, but somehow...I felt that might be asking too much.

When we reached the coast, I made a beeline for one of the vine nets I had constructed. With them, catching a few herring was an easy task. After the fish were caught, I made a beeline to the nearest coconut tree. I climbed it, my big belly and breasts smoothing into the trunk of the tree and making it look like it was as thin as a stripper pole. My weight caused the thing to collapse quickly, and then I scooped up all the coconuts in one giant armful. 

Ethan was behind me, presumably staring into to dying light of the sunset. “So beautiful,” he cooed.

“You know, the first thing I noticed about it, I thought - this place would be beautiful, if only it was on Earth. And so it is.”

“I wasn’t talking about the island,” said Ethan. “I meant you.”

Silence hung in the air for a moment, and in my shock, I released the coconuts from my arms, causing them to fall to the sand with a series of dull thuds. He didn’t mean it that way, could he? That was impossible.

“You seem to have made peace with this whole situation,” he clarified. “You’ve even prospered here.”

“I tried to live comfortably. I thought I’d live out my days here forever, alone, you know,” I replied, gathering up the coconuts with as much dignity as I could muster.

“That’s another thing,” he said. “You thought you might be alone forever. I think most people would just, I don’t know, they’d snap, they’d…”

“Go bananas?” I asked with a chuckle. “Yeah, I guess I’m not most people. I suppose I was chosen for this mission for a reason after all." In spite of the fact that I believed everything Ethan had told me, I still viewed what I was doing as a mission of some kind.

“What are we making?” Ethan asked.

“Coconut herring,” I said proudly. I placed the fish and the coconut milk on curved palm leaves, and those on top of a flat, thin stone that served as a makeshift stove. Underneath that, I tried to get a fire going with a piece of flint. 

That was almost the most difficult part - I was never able to find a piece of flint that was large enough to fit my huge hands. It was hard to get leverage with such a small piece of rock, and the more I tried, the more cut up my hand became.

“Let me get that,” Ethan said, and ignited a spark on his first try.

“Thanks,” I said, and we wordlessly watched our fish cook. This was the first meal in four years I’ve shared with another human being...well, another soul, and it felt magical. When it was ready, I first tried to take delicate bites, as to not upset Ethan. But after the fish touched my lips, I lost all sense of self control. I shoved each fish into my mouth whole, munching them bones and all. 

~

“That was delicious,” Ethan said, as we walked together back into the jungle after we finished up our meal. “Really, better than any restaurant I’ve ever been to.”

“It took me a while to get used to the food here,” I admitted. “I’m surprised it wasn’t an acquired taste for you as well.”

“Well, I bet you didn’t make coconut herring on your first try,” he retorted.

“True,” I admitted.

“This place really is a paradise,” he said. “I know it wasn’t a vacation for you, but you have to admit, this is nice. I wouldn’t mind spending more time here.”

“It is nice to be here with you,” I said. “But, Ethan, I think we’ve been ignoring the elephant in the room. Or, more precisely, the gorilla.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“Ethan, look at me,” I said. We stopped walking. “Doesn’t this...bother you?” I asked. I had to admit, though, that he’d given no indication that it did. Either he was the world’s most polite liar, or else...

“No,” Ethan said. “Does it bother you?”

“Earlier, it did,” I said. “You should have seen me when I first noticed what was going on!”

“And then?” 

“When I found out you were here, then it bothered me that I might somehow infect you, or that you might prefer to remember me as a human,” I explained. “That’s why I tried my best to run from you.”

“But that’s not exactly what I was asking,” Ethan pressed. “What do you think about what’s happened to you?”

“I struggled with it for a long time, and when I accepted that there was nothing I could do, I was more upset by the fact that I was here alone. I just wanted to go home for so long. But I knew that even if I could go home, I’d never be accepted there. But now that you’ve told me what they did to me, I’m not sure I’d even want their acceptance. It’s funny -  now that I know I’m already home...I don’t know if I want to go back.”

“I thought you might say that,” said Ethan. 

“To answer your question, Ethan, if you take away the loneliness, if you take away the worries...I have been happy here. I’ve become content with who and what I am.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” he said, clasping my hand. His little hand felt so small in mine, so delicate. A firm handshake on my part would pulverize his bones, I realized. 

When we reached the vines leading up to the cabin, Ethan looked a little concerned.

“Can’t make it up?” I asked.

“You might be used to this level of exercise, but I’m not,” he said. “Just doing all that walking after a big meal kind of tuckered me out.”

“You can hold onto my back while I climb,” I offered. “Or we could just sleep on the forest floor.”

Ethan walked behind me and wrapped his arms around my neck. I was surprised by how light he was. I scaled the vines with no real trouble, my heart racing to feel Ethan’s arms around me once again.

Chapter Eleven

Night Sky Stars

“I can’t tell you how many times I stared up at this sky, thinking about how far away Earth must have been,” I said, as we sat on the branch together and stargazed.  “Who would have thought knowing they were just ordinary stars would make them more majestic.”

“You know, I meant what I said earlier. You’re beautiful,” Ethan said, running his hand through my big, bushy mane of hair and stroking my wide, simian ears. “When I last saw you, you were constantly worried about what you looked like, who you needed to impress.”

“I even tried to pretty myself up for my first ansible broadcast,” I admitted. “I thought the whole world was watching, and all I could think about was doing my makeup. I was so silly back then. I can’t believe you put up with me.”

“I don’t blame you for acting like that,” Ethan said, his hand shifting towards my arm. His fingers wormed their way into the thin layer of fur covering my bicep, stroking it affectionately. I flexed it a little, causing his eyes to grow wide, and his lips to curl into a smile. 

“You were trapped by a superficial society that wanted you to be pretty, like everyone else.”

“It was part of what I needed to do to succeed at the academy, to fit the part,” I said. 

“You had to take orders,” Ethan said, bringing my large hand to his face and gently kissing my palm, “from a corrupt organization.”

“Well, we all have to take orders from someone, and is there any organization in human history that wasn’t corrupt to some extent?” I asked. I didn’t know what I was enjoying more, the verbal back and forth or his kisses.

“You were shackled to a civilization, a biology, a humanity, that prevented you from realizing your full potential, that prevented you from being free to live as you please,” Ethan said, looking at me with lust in his eyes as he licked his lips.

I could hold myself back no longer. I spun forwards and pulled Ethan in for a huge bear hug. I heard the air leave his lungs as I squeezed, knowing it was the result of a mixture of my strength and his desire for it.

Ethan’s head was peacefully nestled between my breasts, my cleavage giving his ears a mighty squeeze. I pulled him free, and then brought him close for a kiss, my huge, muzzle like mouth seeming to swallow his entirely. I let him try to explore my mouth for a moment before I used my bestial tongue to invade his, filling him completely.

I grabbed Ethan by the collar of his shirt and dragged him towards my treetop cabin. I tried to pull off his clothes, but my lust-driven enthusiasm caused my undexterous hands to merely rip them off of him. At least it accomplished my goal: he was naked. 

Tearing off my own clothes was far easier, as they were already in tattered shreds. I wasn’t much more exposed than I had been a moment ago, but the act of discarding my tattered clothes, the last remnants of my humanity, felt liberating and exciting. 

Ethan grabbed me in his arms, the span of which was just barely long enough to wrap around my shoulders. Years ago, I melted under that embrace, enjoying the feeling of security and protection that those strong arms provided. Now those arms were mere toothpicks compared to my own. I was stronger, taller, bigger. Our old dynamic was turned on its head, just as evolution had reversed itself in my body. 

He tried to push me against the wall as we kissed, something he’d always enjoyed doing, but as he pushed forwards, he only served to bury himself into my gut and breasts. 

I charged forwards and pinned him against the wall instead, the sudden shift causing the cabin and the branch it was sitting on to sway ever so slightly. Ethan looked a little scared, but I’d tossed and turned in my sleep enough in this place to know it was safe. 

His fear didn’t seem to dampen his enthusiasm, if anything it only increased it. He ground himself against me and ran his hands up and down my furry sides. His fingers cut across as much of my fur as he could reach, as though he was trying to get to know every last inch of the new me - Including the hair under my arms, which Ethan inadvertently tickled. 

I let out a big belly laugh, which caused me to go a little off balance. I fell backwards on my wide, cushioned ass, which only made me laugh even harder. I pulled Ethan down with me, and he landed on top of my tummy. He was laughing too, and for a moment we simply lay there, our chests heaving, as we reveled in the absurdity of this whole situation.

That might have ended the mood for some, but not Ethan. He pulled himself up and did his best to climb on top of me. He flicked at and pinched my dark nipples, before taking one into his mouth and chewing. That really made my toes - or, I should say, my feet fingers - curl with satisfaction. I was so tall, and my belly stuck out far enough, that as we lay stomach to stomach, we couldn't quite fit together. 

I grabbed him and rolled us over. The spark was in his eyes, but I could tell the breath wasn’t in his lungs. I was too heavy to keep him under me for too long. How was this going to work exactly?

I rose to my feet, and instead of lying over him, I squatted my legs on top of him. My colossally thick thighs burned as I strained, but when we met together, it was glorious. Ethan curled himself upwards, grabbing the sides of my big tummy for leverage and slowly tensed his body, as though he was doing crunches. 

Sex as a human being never felt half this good. Every inch of me, every hair follicle, every nerve, was on fire. My hips and legs somehow did the impossible, lifting and gyrating my cumbersome, heavy body in time with his. 

I came not with a bang, but with a whimper, crying and gasping as my frame shook. I collapsed on the floor, scooped him up in my arms, and slept.

Chapter Twelve

Glorious Morning

“Morning, sleepyhead,” I heard Ethan say. I grinned, but pretended not to hear him. “Come on, let’s go get something to eat.”

I lay as still as I could, and he tried jostling me away by rocking my shoulders. He seriously underestimated my weight, and ended up only falling over after he gave me a big push.

That was all the opening I needed. I pounced on him, peppering his face with little kisses and loving licks. I rolled off him a few moments later to let him breathe, and we both laughed a little.

“What a nice way to wake up,” I said. “Yesterday almost seemed like a dream, one I never wanted to end.”

“Who says it has to?” said Ethan. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, let’s stay here together,” he said.

“You can’t mean that,” I said, turning away.

“I mean it completely. You and me, right here, for the rest of our lives,” Ethan proposed. 

“Even if I wanted to, won’t they come looking for you?” I asked.

“Way ahead of you. They’ll eventually look for my helicopter’s transponder. So all I have to do is blow it up, and it will look like I was killed in a crash,” said Ethan. 

“But...you’ll have no way to get back, if you do that,” I said.

“Georgie, why would I want to go back?” Ethan asked. “I’m happy. Happier than I’ve ever been. This is where I belong, right here with you.”

“Okay,” I said, my heart pounding. “Let’s do it.”

“I just wish it wasn’t such a long walk to the coast…” Ethan moaned, as he stretched his sore legs.

“It doesn’t have to be. Want to soar through the sky?” I asked. Ethan climbed on my back, wrapped his arms around my neck, and I jumped towards the nearest vine. 

“Woohoo!” he shouted as we glided through the air. I purposely took a slightly longer route than was needed, just so we’d have more time.

When we touched down, it wasn’t more than a few feet away from the edge of the jungle. But when we looked out towards the beach, we found a horrifying sight.

A second helicopter was on the horizon.

“They’ve come for me,” Ethan said. “I can’t believe it. I never thought they’d risk sharing this secret.”

“Lieutenant Goodwin!” came a voice from a megaphone as the helicopter drew closer. I immediately recognized the voice as Chancellor Ulric’s. So they hadn’t sent someone, he’d sent himself. “Surrender, now, and we’ll let Georgie live.”

Ethan started to walk towards the ocean, but I pulled him back.

“Are you crazy?” I said. 

“I couldn’t live with myself knowing I got you killed,” Ethan said. “I have no choice.”

“You really think, after all this, that they’ll keep their word?” I roared, dragging him back into the jungle, under the cover of leaves. Seconds after I did so, I heard the crackle of gunfire raking over the sand where we were just standing.

“I guess that answers that,” Ethan said. “What do we do?”

“He’s too high up, so we can’t use the vines to bring them down…” I said. More gunfire erupted, cutting through the leaves above and missing us by inches. My life on the island flashed before my eyes, both in response to fear and because I desperately needed to find something that might serve as a weapon.

“I have a plan,” I said, and galloped along a zigzag pattern, keeping the coast within view. I kept darting and dashing until I found my goal: a big tree full of coconuts.

I grabbed the tree around the mid trunk and pulled, my huge, meaty hands just wide enough to get a grip on it. I felt the tension build on the trunk as I pulled down the top of the tree, my massive weight the only thing preventing it from snapping back. The muscles in my massive arms burned as I held it in place and patiently waited for the chopper to come into view. 

Just when I thought I could hold on no longer, the black airship wandered overhead. With a low grunt, I released the trunk, and as the tree snapped back, all of the coconuts launched into the air like a catapult, just as I’d inadvertently done the first time I picked coconuts.

The brown spheres hurtled through the air, smashing into the windshield and the base of the rotor of the chopper. Black smoke began issuing forth from the machine, and it wavered a little before sailing past us and into the trees. The blades made a horrific crunching sound as they connected with a sturdy trunk, and then the chopper descended into the jungle. Moments later, the roar of an explosion caused the ground to shake and all the birds in the trees to take flight.

“This...isn’t good,” said Ethan. “He may have come alone, but he must have left some record of where he was going. Others will come looking for him, and for us.”

“Is there anywhere else we could go?” I asked.

“There’s nowhere on Earth that’s safe for us,” Ethan said. “They’ll use satellites, emp scans...they’ll do anything and everything to find Ulric and his killers.”

“Nowhere on Earth that’s safe…” I repeated. “Then, we’re sunk.”

“Not necessarily,” said Ethan. “Now it’s my turn to have a plan.”

Chapter Thirteen

Final Departure

“Are you sure this will work?” I asked Ethan, as he swiped his keycard and took us inside the building.

“No,” he admitted. “But I don’t know what else to do. This is your journey, Georgie. The one you earned, but never had the chance to experience,” he said, as we suited up.

“It’s our journey, now,” I replied.

“Ready?” he asked, planting the explosives on the far wall.

“Yes,” I replied, and he detonated the charges. As soon as the smoke cleared, we realized we had a problem: the hole was far too small for even Ethan to fit through, let alone myself. 

I knew we only had a couple of minutes before this place was swarming with guards, so I had to act fast. I roared as I swung at the wall, my arms rattling in their sockets each time I connected with the stone. The pain was intense, but a few smashes later, we could fit through.  

At last, we were inside - or, to put it more accurately, outside. We were at the walled off launch pad, standing just a few feet away from the biggest, most advanced starship on Earth.

“I’m checking the computer, it’s all ready to go,” said Ethan, inspecting the console next to it. “We’ll both fit inside. It was designed to seat five.”

Ethan entered in another command, and the ship opened up. But just as it did, the far door also opened, and guards came flooding in. 

“Damn,” he said. “If we get in the ship now, they could reprogram the console to stop the launch!”

“Set it to go, now!” I shouted. He did so, and I smashed the screen with my elbow. “Let’s get out of here!”

We both crawled into the ship as fast as we could. The guards swarmed around it for a while, but when the launch sequence began, they all ran, worried that they’d be incinerated. Then, the ship took us into the sky, and then into space. 

We are going to Twin.

~~~

THE END

Thanks so much for enjoying this tale! If you’d like to read more of my work, learn more about my writing process, or commission your own transformation story, please contact me at my web site, My Transformations. Some of my other works include:

Larger Than Life (Anthro Ape, Weight Gain)

Tiny, timid Tasha's life improves dramatically when she tries a sample of new Primal(TM) body spray, which is guaranteed to boost confidence. Side effects include binge eating, weight gain, mood swings, antisocial behaviors, loss of manners, change of careers and becoming a giant, hairy ape.

Hare Today, Nerd Tomorrow (Anthro, Weight Gain/Nerd, Illustrated)
Becky is a star track and field athlete, but when she unexpectedly loses a high-profile race, she spirals into a deep depression. Before she knows it, she's gaining weight, and her interests are shifting from running to video games. Will her new identity as an overweight nerd and her geeky new friends lead her to greater fulfillment?

The Transformation Mall

The first ever crowdfunded transformation ebook, The Transformation Mall contains 11 vignettes and short stories, brimming with all manner of transformations as fantasy meets reality. Visit a fattening sandwich shop, a gym with a "Role Reversal" special, a clothing store with a gender-swap surprise, a comic book store that turns cheerleaders into nerds, and much, much more. 
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